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Mahshevet Yisrael in the “Regular” Classroom

Anne Gordon & Jason Knapel

Recognizing that the nature of contemporary society may demand a more sophisticated approach to Judaism from the common man than in eras gone by, we suggest that study of Jewish philosophy is one way to give today’s students that more developed grasp on the tradition.  In some schools, that study can take place in courses designed to introduce students to the basics of Jewish philosophy.  But all schools, including those that will not offer a separate course in Jewish philosophy, inherently teach students what (and how) to think about philosophical issues through the other Limudei Kodesh (and probably the Limudei Hol, for that matter – although that training is beyond the scope of this project) simply by virtue of teaching Limudei Kodesh.  The texts themselves are replete with philosophical issues for those who notice them.  To be sure, the moment we accept the notion that Torah is God’s word and that within it lies His message(s) to the Jewish people, we essentially recognize that all of the Limudei Kodesh teach “Jewish Thought” as underlying the texts themselves.  It therefore behooves us to consider how to harness the Limudei Kodesh classroom for the sake of developing a deep appreciation of and commitment to Judaism among the contemporary student body.

This essay therefore suggests ways in which both classical topics of Jewish Thought and contemporary issues confronting Jewish youth may be integrated into regular classes.  Even Halakhah, ostensibly the driest, most action-oriented and least philosophical of subjects, nonetheless instructs us not only what to do, but also how to think about what we do.  For example, the law dictates special attire for Shabbat – seemingly a picayune detail.  We infer, however, the special nature of Shabbat – and that it lies within our hands to infuse the day with the experience of Kedushah, without which the day is merely Saturday.

Moreover, each of the different disciplines of the Limudei Kodesh presumes a fairly developed consciousness of Jewish Thought, as it pertains to the given subject and/or emerges from it.  For example, Halakhah  raises not only the philosophical underpinnings of the laws themselves, but also has far-reaching implications regarding such issues as rabbinic authority, “ta’amei ha-mitzvot,” and most dramatically, “Torah min ha-Shamayim.”  In Navi, too, we find ourselves called to discuss all questions pertaining to the nature and purpose of prophecy, naturally – but also demands for social justice, assumptions regarding “Jewish” forms of government, and of course, the big “Reward and Punishment” issue.  Even the teaching of Ivrit, often listed among the General Studies, assumes significance as the holy tongue in a way that other foreign language studies do not – and all the more so when students discover that not all who contributed to the rich corpus of Hebrew Literature were themselves shomrei halakhah.

Similarly, the study of Talmud that dominates so many curricula – even in girls’ high schools – gives rise to many questions that are not inherently connected to the page being studied, but are fundamental to the students’ understanding and appreciation of learning Gemara.  For example, “who are Hazal” is a question that even high school graduates (and quite possibly adults, for that matter) are hard-pressed to answer.  At some level, while they are engrossed in the teachings of Hazal, they may not need to answer that question.  But those who step back and wonder why we preserve the teachings of Hazal at all, why they are (still) authoritative, and how their teachings came to be sacrosanct will surely need a satisfying discussion of the nature of rabbinic authority to be able to maintain the respect for Hazal that we would like to imbue.

We maintain that serious education should consider these philosophical questions with rigor, training the Torah Shebe’al Peh student to examine the nature of dispute (mahloket), the nature of Aggadah and its relationship to Halakhah, and for that matter, how Torah Shebe’al Peh relates to Torah Shebikhtav.  There are also more local topics – emergent from the text of the Gemara, and indeed philosophical, but more directly connected to the specific talmudic discussion.  For example, study of Masekhet Kiddushin in the high school classroom can move easily from parsing the Aramaic text to examining the parameters of “ownership” in Halakhah.  Masekhet Nedarim illustrates how words create new realities.  And so on…  Indeed, there are schools that arrange their Torah Shebe’al Peh curricula around the meaty, philosophical discussions that are available in the texts being taught.  

As our case study, however, we have taken from Torah Shebikhtav.  With Sefer Bereishit as our text, we found a basis from which to glean a long list of topics in Jewish Thought.  We considered the different ways they may be shown to emerge from the narrative, and have included that long list in the Appendices.  Here, we have selected a sample of topics to illustrate the different ways that the philosophical issues may appear in the classroom setting.  We have developed these examples as mini-studies for the benefit of the Chumash teacher who seeks to integrate Jewish Thought into his or her Chumash classroom, conscientiously.

We do not suggest that the Chumash teacher introduce all of the topics, questions, and issues that we derived from the text.  Indeed, a course that did so would likely be stilted and disproportionately overloaded with the study of Jewish Thought, to the detriment of the study of Chumash.  Moreover, we note that a Chumash Department Chairperson or Judaic Studies administrator will likely want to negotiate which ideas are introduced in which courses, based on age and subject matter, of course, but also in the interest of avoiding redundancy or alternatively, neglect of critical ideas.  Also, our goal is not to turn Chumash class into an excuse to study philosophy.  Rather, our intent is to enhance the study of Chumash for the contemporary student by spicing the curriculum with Jewish Thought.  As far as the student is concerned, the integration of Jewish Thought with the Chumash course should feel organic, if not seamless.  That is, the student should emerge with the understanding that sophisticated consideration of philosophical interests is part and parcel of all Limudei Kodesh, albeit in a variety of ways.

Students’ appreciation of Jewish Thought may also benefit by the introduction of these issues in the Chumash classroom.  Often enough, teachers are called upon to address philosophical questions “on the fly” – a student asks a provocative question during class that the teacher feels he or she needs to address immediately; or a student approaches a teacher after class with the expectation of a serious response.  Even the well-prepared teacher may be forced to respond in an ad hoc manner – without the advantage of developing the material and plumbing it for its depths.  Worse, the student may conclude that Jewish Thought ought to be addressed in exactly this ad hoc manner.  That is, students may conclude that the teacher is presenting his or her opinion (indeed, he or she may be!), without realizing the rich classical literature that considers the student’s question more directly.  By allowing Jewish Thought a place of significance in the Chumash classroom, however, we acknowledge the vast corpus of literature on philosophical topics, and – perhaps more significantly – connect it to the texts from which it stems.  The medieval sources are not independent texts whose authority remains ambiguous; rather, the questions that were considered primarily in the Middle Ages are shown to have their answers in the biblical text.  The implications of this connection move beyond granting legitimacy to medieval Jewish philosophers, however; students may come to understand that the questions of the modern age are also (inherently) addressed within the biblical text.  In this day and age, when anyone with the ability to “blog” can establish oneself as a “rabbinic authority,” determining that issues of Jewish Thought emerge from classical sources may be more necessary than it ever was before.

As for the questioning students – this manner of study grants them the respect that the Chumash teacher who dismisses their questions as “not our topic” cannot.  Moreover, they should gain a handhold in the issues that attract their attention; they have the texts at their disposal!  And their skills of analysis are required.  We would hope that the risk of losing these students’ interest in Limudei Kodesh would diminish – indeed, perhaps this integration would pique it.

To that end, we recommend that teachers survey the suggestions here and personalize the approach to meet the needs and interests, maturity and abilities of their specific classes.  The program presented here is designed to be a springboard – or a menu, if you will – from which teachers can develop their own curricula, using the Appendices to trigger their thinking.  We would like to delineate four different kinds of topics or questions through which the teacher can work to integrate Mahshevet Yisrael into the Chumash course.  We hope that we have developed our sample topics well, but we acknowledge that they are no more than that – samples.  Furthermore, we have tried to encourage the enterprise of integration by working to facilitate “choosing your own curriculum.”  

NOTE: This guide is intended to facilitate integration of Mahshevet Yisrael into a Chumash course on Sefer Bereishit.  It is meant to supplement the quality teaching of Chumash and Parshanut, not to replace it.  
1. Meta-Themes and Questions

These ideas essentially constitute the message(s) of the book as a whole.  They are not connected to a specific verse or event of the narrative per se, but recur throughout the whole text – or function as a backdrop to the work.  That is, our “meta-themes” are ideas that, though they fundamentally emerge from the text, may be detached from the text and examined as independent questions in their own right.  These themes recur throughout the study of a particular text and/or the particular discipline, and our sense is that the teacher who seeks to integrate the study of Jewish Thought into the teaching of Limudei Kodesh would do well to consider this kind of idea as fundamental to this kind of learning.

Our sample cases of Meta-Themes and Questions for teachers of Sefer Bereishit are: 1) what is the purpose of creation?; and 2) how are we to conceive of our Patriarchs and Matriarchs?  

2. Emergent Philosophical Topics

These topics are present in the text, either as the focus of the text or as a fundamental underlying issue that emerges with little probing.  As compared to “Meta-Themes and Questions,” these ideas emerge from a particular verse or narrative, and may recur on occasion, but they do not constitute the fundamental ideas that necessarily underlie the whole work.  Or more succinctly, let us suggest that an “Emergent Philosophical Topic” constitutes “a” message of the book, but not “the” message (or one of them) of the book.  Presumably, a text will yield more Emergent Philosophical Topics than Meta-Themes and Questions, but with a far narrower scope.

Our sample case of Emergent Philosophical Topics for teachers of Sefer Bereishit is “Nisayon” in the context of “Ve-HaElokim nisah et Avraham” (Bereishit 22:1).  

3. “Teachable Moments” (TM)

At times, the teacher may discern that the material at hand has the potential to give rise to ideas that do not directly or inherently emerge from the text, but are important for the sound education of his or her students.  On the one hand, these discussions may be regarded as undesirable distractions from the formal curriculum, as they appear to be disconnected from the subject material; on the other hand, they may form the critical backbone of the essential, underlying curriculum: educating students to be thinking Jews, equipped to handle the vicissitudes of contemporary society, from a Jewish perspective.  Pedagogically speaking, teachers may choose to wait for these ideas to emerge from students’ questions, or they may guide their students to these ideas.  Teachable Moments springboard off the text, but are far from integral to the teaching of said text.  Indeed, what is an invaluable Teachable Moment in one class may be irrelevant as such in another.

Our sample case of a Teachable Moment for teachers of Sefer Bereishit is “peer pressure” in the context of Lot and Avraham.  

4. “Ad Hoc” or “Hot Seat” Questions

Often, students articulate ideas or ask questions that are not within the purview of the class at the time that the students raise them.  The teacher should not be shy to defer the discussion to another time, but we recommend that teachers maintain a basic level of readiness with regard to these questions – even if only against the possibility that a student may ask.  We acknowledge the challenge to the teacher to prepare topics that are unlikely to be taught in class; nonetheless, we encourage a preliminary preparation, if only for the ability to demonstrate the conscientiousness that we believe these students deserve.  Teachers should thereby also feel that much more comfortable with allowing the free-flow of discussion that so often facilitates students’ independent thought.  After all, even minimal preparation enables the teacher to field far more questions than he or she is prepared to teach formally.  Moreover, students may well appreciate that their teachers have considered the same questions that they themselves are asking (indicated by the teachers’ awareness of the questions raised) even if the discussion thereof is tabled for another time.  Teachers may want to wait for students to raise Ad Hoc/Hot Seat Questions (and breathe a sigh of relief if they are not asked!) or they may want to preempt the question by acknowledging their awareness of it.  Teachers may also want to note that students can raise questions of this sort in an effort to “stump the teacher” or derail class.   Nonetheless, we recommend that teachers treat all questions (and questioners) of this kind with respect – even as the questions themselves are tabled for future discussion.  One way to do so is by asking the students to keep a running log of the Ad Hoc questions that come up, to keep track of the questions that will be considered eventually or individually, etc.

Our list of “Ad Hoc” or “Hot Seat” Questions for teachers of Sefer Bereishit is the result of a great deal of brainstorming.  For those who want to benefit from that exercise, please see Appendix #4 (See below).  Otherwise, we recommend that teachers use the text to foster their own brainstorming, especially once they know their students well enough to have a sense of how they will read that text, and raise questions on it.  Of course, those who are interested in developing any of the “Ad Hoc” Questions we have listed here into “Teachable Moments,” are invited and encouraged to do so.

Meta-Themes and Questions

1. What is the purpose of creation?

This question underlies not only Sefer Bereishit, but the whole of Tanakh, and indeed all of human existence.  We recommend that it be considered in the context of Sefer Bereishit because that work is the biblical treatment of creation.  Nonetheless, we recommend that teachers consider discussing this theme elsewhere as well – if only for the sake of encouraging students to find a context for themselves and their observance in the sphere of Torah.  

We would like to raise a number of issues with regard to Meta-Themes and Questions for the consideration of the educator.  Please note that though we raise them in the context of the purpose of creation (and again with regard to how we are to view the Avot), these factors will be manifest and relevant in the teaching of meta-themes in general, and not only in teaching Sefer Bereishit.

First and foremost, the teacher will do well to consider how to formulate the question posed by the meta-theme.  Let us note that “why did God create the universe?” is a different question from “what is the purpose of creation.”  The questions are similar, but the answers are likely to be veer in somewhat different directions.  Namely:

We may suggest several answers to both questions, each with different implications for the students’ conceptions of their place in the universe, and their own lives.  We therefore recommend that the teacher consider the variety of different approaches in the classroom.

a) From Derekh HaShem of Ramhal, I:2: God needed to do hessed, so He created the universe to facilitate His need.  That is, if we believe that God is 100% good, and we accept the notion that being good involves a sharing and bestowing of that goodness, then we understand that God needed to create the universe for the sake of actualizing His goodness (Note that this approach leaves open the question of what does it mean for God to have a need.  One answer might be that the human definition of goodness attributes to God a “need,” when in reality, this is simply the nature of the Divine.
Alternatively, if the question is regarding the purpose of the world (and notGod’s motivation in creating it), then we may suggest that humanity strives to deserve the good that God bestows upon us.  Moreover, we need to keep the mitzvot for the sake of earning God’s gifts.

b) From Pirkei Avot 4:21 – this world is merely a “prozdor” for the next world.  God essentially created the universe for the sake of providing humanity with the opportunity to mitzvot and earn themselves the “olam ha-ba” for which this world is the antechamber.  Alternatively, the “purpose of creation” may be determined to be no more than practice for (or to earn) olam ha-ba.

c) From Job’s plight – God has not shared His motivation with us.  Simply put, we cannot know why God created the world.  While we would like to acknowledge that there is no shame in acknowledging the incomprehensibility of the Divine, both teachers and students may take comfort from Ramhal’s suggestion that even as we are never going to understand the purpose of creation per se, we have an opportunity and obligation to grasp “mah she-nuhal le-hasig” (Da’at Tevunot).
d) From Rabbi Joseph B. Soloveitchik’s Lonely Man of Faith, the question of WHY God created the world is not a valuable question.  Rather, we should consider HOW we should deal with the world of which we are a part.  Namely, what are we here to accomplish?  Rabbi Soloveitchik zt”l answers this question by analyzing the biblical text that describes the creation of man, when Adam is told to work and protect the world.  This approach shifts the focus from the more existential conundrum of God’s decisions to the more practical encouragement of humanity’s creative and protective role in the physical world.  

Secondly, the teacher will want to consider at what point in the course to introduce this Meta-theme.  Options include:

a) As part of an introduction to the course.  That is, Sefer Bereishit gives us the description of creation, and as such we come to ask, what is the purpose of creation?

b) As a philosophical question that emerges when learning Sefer Bereishit, even as it is an overarching, meta-theme, and not simply an Emergent Philosophical Topic.  For example, the teacher may wait to raise the question until after having learned Parshat Bereishit, or at least the first chapter or two of the book.  In that case, the teacher may want to ask the students to indicate their own ideas about the purpose of creation in writing (in a journal, for example), and then reexamine the biblical text for hints to the ideas that they have already expressed on their own.  From a pedagogical standpoint, this technique is valuable in that it involves the students in the philosophical conundrum in a personal way.

Thirdly, the teacher will want to consider in what way to introduce this meta-theme.  Options include:

a) Learning the first two chapters of Sefer Bereishit independent of any philosophical issue, and then declaring: we have ignored a fundamental question: WHY did God do all of this?!?

b) Challenging the students to find the purpose of creation from within the text of the Chumash.  This approach has its pitfalls, among them the concern that the students may not find an answer within the text (along the lines of R. Soloveitchik’s approach, it would seem that the Torah teaches us what to do in the world, but does not explicitly state why God set out to create the world).  Nonetheless, the students may be able to discern that God has given us a means to draw closer to Him, and perhaps that is sufficient purpose to creation.

c) Defining the question of the purpose of creation by comparing and contrasting the implications of “why God created the world,” as compared to “the purpose of creation,” and instead of searching for an answer to the question at the time that it is raised, allowing the matter to hover throughout the year.  Students can thus be asked to articulate their consideration of the question at various points in the study of Sefer Bereishit.  The beauty of this approach is that students should be able to discern their own changing assumptions over the course of study.  Moreover, they are hereby allowing their own sense of the purpose of creation to emerge from the text itself – over time, as the narrative unfolds and develops.  For example, at different points in Sefer Bereishit, the key personalities have different relationships with God – conveying different implications with regard to the purpose of creation.  When students reexamine their own assumptions from this kind of vantage point, they are well-equipped to formulate opinions based on the material they have seen as well as the progression of their own thinking.  Their conclusions, therefore, should be well-grounded.

Resources for the teacher for this meta-theme include:

· Derekh HaShem, by R. Moshe Chaim Luzzato

· If You Were God, by R. Aryeh Kaplan

· The Lonely Man of Faith, by R. Joseph B. Soloveitchik

· and of course the text of Sefer Bereishit, and the classical commentaries throughout.

2.  How are we to conceive of our Patriarchs and Matriarchs?  

Let us again note that how this question is formulated will necessarily impact the way it is considered.  Asking “did the Avot keep the Torah,” for example, countenances a premise that is untenable in some circles (i.e., how could one allow, even for a moment, that they did not? – Even as a hypothetical, some will regard the question is illegitimate).  And in essence, the question of how we are to regard the Avot is rooted in how we handle apparent discrepancies between the p’shat of the biblical verses and the rabbinic interpretations thereof.  Nonetheless, the implications for our students – insofar as they develop a sense of paradigms of behavior, for example, reach beyond the exegetical issues.  We therefore consider the matter of how we are to regard the Avot largely independent of the p’shat/ d’rash conundrum.

We therefore narrow the scope of the question for the sake of our discussion: were the biblical Patriarchs and Matriarchs transcendent demi-gods who by definition could do no wrong?  Or were they essentially normal people, with the same frailties and fallibilities of all people,  who, despite their weaknesses (or because of them) played critically important roles in the development of the Jewish people?  We start with the premise that the Jewish people revere their ancestors.  But is that the case because they were paradigms of human perfection, or, as Zvi Grumet suggests, because they were paradigms of the struggle for that perfection (Ten Da’at, vol. 6).

This question is a meta-theme of Sefer Bereishit – indeed, of all of Tanakh – because one’s answer will necessarily have impact on one’s approach to all biblical figures, and possibly to rabbinic figures as well.  This question is a matter of Mahshevet Yisrael in that it informs our sense of the nature of humanity, our sense of potential and possibility, and our reverence for tradition and authority.  

The educator will again do well to consider at what stage to discuss the Avot.  Does the teacher want to introduce the nature of the Avot as a meta-theme when he or she introduces Sefer Bereishit as a work?  Indeed, that decision is in line with the Netziv’s Introduction to Sefer Bereishit, when he dubs the book Sefer ha-Yashar.  He uses this expression of the Sages to highlight the roles of the Avot in teaching us moral rectitude long before he begins to comment on the verses.


Alternatively, the teacher may want to let the issue provoke the students as they learn the text – not in introduction to the work, but as part and parcel of the narrative itself.  Furthermore, since the nature of the Avot is a meta-theme of Sefer Bereishit, the teacher will be able to refer back to the issue as needed throughout the course, given the numerous personalities.  That allows the teacher a valuable flexibility, though one may well want to select which figures most naturally lend themselves to consideration of the question.  Striking character ambiguities are easily discussed with regard to many biblical personalities: Noah (was he righteous only in his own generation or independent of his generation?); Avraham (why must God tell him to listen to Sarah, for example?); Sarah (her maternal instinct in protecting Yitzhak was well-placed, but her treatment of her step-son seems difficult); Shimon and Levi (Yaakov’s deathbed blessing of these sons acknowledges the ambivalence toward their slaughter of Shekhem).  But perhaps none more so than Yaakov’s conduct with regard to the birthright and the blessing.  


Furthermore, in the event that the students do not raise the issue themselves, the teacher will be able to raise the question with regard to new material (and a new personality), and then ask the students to reexamine the cases they already learned, now in light of this meta-theme.  Note that several different backdrops may hinder students from raising the question themselves.  Often, they learned these midrashim that paint the Avot heroically in elementary school.  If they accept those midrashim as p’shat, then the moral ambiguities found in the biblical presentation of the Avot have been removed to their satisfaction, and they have no question to ask.  If they do not accept the midrashim as p’shat, then they may question the behavior of the Avot, but be afraid to ask about it, for fear of recrimination in the classroom.  We would argue that the absence of questions from the students on this particular topic may itself offer an argument in favor of introducing the question (though sometimes the can of worms is better left closed).  If students are indeed worried that they will be rebuked for doubting or disagreeing or asking, then it behooves the conscientious educator to demonstrate in a serious, caring way that the students’ same doubts and questions have been considered within a rigorous Jewish learning context to no ill-effect.  But let us note that many students accepted the notion that the Avot were super-human beings at a young age and will not have examined their own premises since then.  If the teacher suggests that the Avot were other than super-human, even as some students will be relieved (they’ve always suspected as much!), others will conclude that the teacher is both an ignoramus and an apikoros.  Methodologically speaking, therefore the teacher who introduces this meta-theme in the absence of student questions may want to tread lightly, and provoke the students to ask, instead of articulating the question for them, for example.


Let us note also that in the context of this particular meta-theme, “when to teach?” means not only when in the course of teaching Sefer Bereishit, but also when in the students’ lives – at what age?  The stages of human psychological development, for example, may be relevant to the decision.  Conventional wisdom is that elementary school children need heroes as they develop their own sense of self-worth.  At some point, children are able to appreciate character analysis and nuances of personality that grants them tolerance for heroic figures with tragic flaws – which they rise above, making themselves all the more heroic.

Of course, the question of when to teach “how to relate to the Avot” is integrally connected with the manner of presentation.  To that end, we offer several possibilities:


a) The teacher raises the question (or lets the students raise it, as just discussed) and then tables it for the time being.  As the course continues, the students keep a running log of the biblical text when it portrays the morally ambiguous actions of the Patriarchs and Matriarchs.  Then, after the students have accumulated more evidence from the biblical text itself, the class is well-placed to engage in a substantive discussion with regard to the Torah’s presentation of the Avot, and how we, in our own era and society, should relate to them.  An added benefit of this technique is that the Mahshevet Yisrael component of the course is garnered from the text of the Chumash.  Again, the organic nature of this learning is presumably to the benefit of the students in that they are able to derive contemporary messages from the biblical text.  In finding that the text “speaks to them,” they are presumably better equipped – and more likely (!) – to turn to the Torah for guidance.


b) The teacher places an investigation of “who were the Avot” in the context of the students previous assumptions.  The teacher may ask the students explicitly how they conceive of the biblical figures and then assign an investigation to determine the implications of the text and its interpretations.


c) The teacher introduces morally corrupt but popular current secular figures (political leaders or celebrities from the world of sports or entertainment) with an article regarding their less celebratory activities and asks the students to evaluate the effects of corrupt leadership on the populace.  What are the implications for the community?  For the individuals within the community?  The students are then asked to compare and contrast the contemporary figures with those in Tanakh.  An easy contrast (although antiquated for today’s high school students) is that of Bill Clinton and the Monica Lewinsky affair as compared to Yehudah’s treatment of Tamar.  The teacher will need to determine what contemporary figure merits consideration in this fashion.   One benefit of this tactic is that even the student who concludes that the Avot were “merely human beings” will be able to discern that some “mere human beings” are more deserving of our reverence for their conduct – even in morally difficult situations – than others.

The ramifications – and therefore benefits – of how we relate to the Patriarchs and Matriarchs are many, and they range from the vocabulary we use in referring to them to the degree to which we turn to them as paragons of virtue.  Moreover, how one views the Avot is likely to have ramifications for how one views oneself.  Again, we posit reverence for the Avot.  But is that reverence because they are super-human, and we achieve humility by recognizing that we are not (or, worse, feel defeated in that we will never “measure up”)?  Or is that reverence because we find humanity in our role models, as they seem to have grappled with challenges that we ourselves face (sibling rivalry and parental favoritism, for example)?  In which case, taking the Avot as role models will have far more direct implications for the students’ own lives.  By considering the Avot in this way, we move beyond the parshanut of the Chumash class to the Mahshevet Yisrael component of the course, and justify its integration.

We would like to note one potential risk in raising the question of how to relate to the Avot: for all the benefit of serious consideration of role models and the authority of tradition, by inviting the students to ponder the nature of the Avot, the teacher is possibly opening the floodgates with regard to rabbinic authority.  For example, if the Avot were fallible, presumably all who follow them are as well.  What, then, is the strength of the authority of Hazal?  Of later commentaries?  Of halakhic decisiors?  Of the great Torah scholars of today?  Are we not supposed to expect (demand?) greatness from our rabbinic leaders – that is, if they are “only human”?  And if we are not, then why is any one of them greater or more authoritative than the students themselves?  Which is not to suggest that the Avot have not provided great leadership and moral, ethical lessons, and so on.  Rather, we recognize that this meta-theme is important precisely because it is difficult, and encourage the teacher to help the students grapple with the challenges it poses.

Resources for the teacher for this meta-theme include:

· “Perspectives on the Avot and Imahot,” by R. Avishai David, in Ten Da’at, vol. 5.

· “Another Perspective on the Avot and Imahot,” by R. Zvi Grumet, in Ten Da’at, vol. 6.

· “The Avraham Narrative,” by R. Hayyim Angel, in Wisdom From All My Teachers, ed. Jeffrey Saks and Susan Handelman.

· R. Uri Cohen’s collection of articles on this topic, found at:



www.atid.org/resources/tanakhdebates.asp 

Emergent Philosophical Topics

Nisayon – God’s Testing of Avraham Avinu in Akedat Yitzhak

Let us note first that the concept of God’s testing of Man can be found elsewhere in Tanakh, and God’s testing of Avraham can be found throughout the story of Avraham in Sefer Bereishit  (or throughout Hazal’s interpretation thereof).  As an Emergent Philosophical Topic, however, the notion of testing not only is derived from the text, but is the essential meaning of the text in “Ve-ha-Elokim nisah et Avraham” (Bereishit 22:1).  We therefore select it as our sample of a philosophical topic, the discussion of which is not foisted upon the text, but integral to rigorous study of it.

In fact, many philosophical questions emerge from God’s testing of Avraham, but the teacher need not address them all in the context of this kind of course.  One may wonder, for example, why God needs to test anyone ever (doesn’t He know how we will react?).  Alternatively, one may be bothered by God’s fairness: is it fair for God to put Avraham in a difficult situation?  Or one may be bothered by God’s morality: how can God command Avraham to sacrifice his son, an act that many assume to be not only unfair but also immoral.  But instead of investigating the puzzles of God’s knowledge or His needs or His morals, we recommend directing the students to ponder the purpose of such tests.  We suggest that why a person is tested has greater practical implications for a student’s religious development than does the more esoteric challenge of the nature of God, and is more appropriate to the Chumash classroom (though of course that decision will be colored by the age of the students, their stage of learning, their academic background, their religious background, and so on).

Regarding how to teach the concept of Nisayon, we again raise several possibilities:

a) The teacher may have the students use a Concordance to find all the times that this term is used, and derive its meaning from context and commentaries on the different places it occurs.  Advantages of this approach include the developing of those skills critical to the learning of biblical text.  Disadvantages include the red herrings of similar roots, which not only distract the student from the philosophical matter at hand, but also swallow time that might otherwise be spent grappling with a difficult concept that merits serious attention (namely, this meaning of “nisah”).
b) The teacher may have the students brainstorm about the concept of testing before turning to the biblical text at all.  For example, tests in school, driving tests, athletic competitions, testing friendships and other relationships, testing oneself to determine one’s limitations and surpass them.   The teacher may then tie the discussion into the different approaches of the biblical commentaries, and in evaluating the different kinds of tests, reach new insight with regard to Avraham and the Akedah, as well as the students’ own responses to testing.

c) The teacher may turn to the biblical commentaries on the value of testing (the Netziv is particularly articulate on this topic), and then ask the students where they find these different kinds of tests in their own lives.  Namely:

a)  “le-hotzi et ha-koah el ha-poel” – “to show that one has what it takes,” whether to show God, or others, or the person him or herself.

b) to improve oneself, to refine one’s character through the experience.

c) “la-da’at tzidkat ha-adam” – to assess one’s strengths

d) to test one’s limits to be able to be rewarded according to one’s strengths

Note that regardless of the teaching method, we heartily recommend that, at some point, the teacher help students relate the concept of testing to the personal challenges in their own lives in an effort to prevent compartmentalizing, and to promote internalizing of the insight available in the Chumash and its commentaries.

Teachable Moments

Peer Pressure in the Context of Lot and Avraham

Let us remember that the nature of a “Teachable Moment” is that it need not be actualized.  The teacher will want to evaluate the setting (how much time is available, the mood of the students that day, and so on) to determine whether to introduce the “distraction” from the regularly scheduled Chumash curriculum.  In this example, the class may simply compare and contrast Lot’s actions and Avraham’s actions as the biblical text and its interpreters present them.  The teacher may let the Teachable Moment pass unnoticed deliberately.


Alternatively, the teacher may use this narrative as an excuse to discuss the influence of one’s environment – whether one’s peers, one’s family, or society at large.  Peer pressure is what we will call a “discoverable” piece of the story of Lot.  For example: where should we live?  Whom should we associate with?  Our values affect our choices, yes, but our choices in turn affect our values.  Adolescents are often willing to recognize the impact of their peers on their own behavior (whether they follow the crowd or rebel against the norm).  And they are often willing to denigrate the idea of succumbing to peer pressure while denying that they themselves are likely to do so.  A worthy (and fun) discussion to have with high school students, surely.  Nonetheless, though this discussion is connected to the comparison of Avraham and Lot, it does not automatically emerge from it.

Appendix 1: Meta-Themes and Questions

1. CREATION – 



of World



of Mankind



of Jewish people


including: Man’s origins and placement in the world




(note: the meaning of “man”)



    the role of man in the world



    the role of the Jew in the world

2. Hashgahah K’lalit and Hashgahah P’ratit
3. Sefer Bereshit qua Sefer ha-Yashar (in the words of the Netziv)


insofar as it teaches a sense of justice and righteousness, and has been dubbed “the 
5th book of Shulhan Arukh” – in illustrating conduct beyond the strictures of the 
legal system…

4. Family Values

5. Foundations of the Jewish People ( the Jews’ role in the world

6. Relationship to the Avot

· Could they do wrong? (were they “super-people” or like the rest of us?)

· Maaseh avot siman le-banim.

· qua role models

Lookjed archive: http://www.lookstein.org/lookjed/read.php?f=1&i=1930&t=1930

7. P’shat vs. D’rash

Note: the processes and products of interpretation are integral to any Chumash 
class; consideration of the nature and purpose of interpretation becomes the 
province of Mahshevet Yisrael
8. Relationship between Man and God (“Ayeka?”)
9. Repetition in Tanakh


purpose of “twice told tales”



does God repeat himself?  or perhaps this is “be-lashon b’nei adam”?
10. Connection between Jews and Land of Israel

11. Approach to “the Other”



esp. as found in Hazal (e.g., should we feel bad for Kayin (for example), when 


Midrash indicates otherwise)

12. Issues of Historical Accuracy and Archeology



e.g., when students ask, “Did the stories of the Chumash really happen?”

Appendix 2: Emergent Philosophical Topics and Teachable Moments, arranged by perek.

Note: the following graph is written in shorthand, briefly pointing to larger and more complex issues that each individual teacher may or may not want to flesh out with sources and background.
	Perek 1
	Maaseh Bereishit


	recommendation: teach very little about  the actual creation process (the “how” of creation) – since we just can’t know.

	
	Creation of Man
	recommendation: Lonely Man of Faith (or excerpts, or Avraham Besdin’s abridgement) – rich in philosophy and exegesis

recommendation: consider “dibrah Torah be’lashon bnei adam” at this point, early in the curriculum

	
	Man & Woman
	

	Perek 2
	Shabbat

Kedushat Zman
	recommendation: the concept of God creating REST

recommendation: A. Heschel’s The Sabbath

	
	Prayer
	see Rashi to 2:5

	
	Names
	the essence of things: would a rose be as sweet?

e.g., “adam min ha-adamah”

	Perek 3
	Het Adam ha-Rishon


	*what was it?

*was it causative? and if so, *what did it cause?

*the nature of sin

*the nature of punishment – esp. here, “for all generations”

recommendation: contrast Christian notion of “original sin” – i.e., is man fundamentally good or bad? 

recommendation: purpose of mitzvot

recommendation: “Ayeka” – the question of Omniscience

*purpose of clothing

*purpose of pain in childbirth

*God’s plan ( “did we mess up the world, or did God really want it this way?”

*man as “almost” God (before)

	Perek 4
	Intimacy 
	“ve-Adam yada” – relationship b/w husband and wife (anti-Christian ideal of chastity)

	
	Kayin & Hevel
	recommendation: the causes of strife/war (Bereishit Rabbah)

recommendation: “Ha-shomer ahi anokhi?” – how are we to respond to the needs of others? (compassion and responsibility)

*the value/sanctity of life (killing)

*tefillah – is there an innate desire to give/offer oneself to God?



	Perek 5
	Genealogies
	Why are they here?  (see Kuzari)

	
	Enosh

Hanokh
	recommendation: skip them (although possible to discuss origins of avodah zarah in context of Enosh)

	Perek 6
	“Rak ra ha-yom”

“Va-yinahem Hashem”
	Nature of man – Good or Bad?

God and change…Can God make a mistake?  Does He know what He is doing?

	
	Noah as Tzadik
	subjective vs. objective assessment (first Rashi here)

	
	Dor ha-Mabul
	*collective punishment in Jewish thought

*purpose of the world – since it’s destroyed here.

	
	
	immediate punishment vs. opportunity for teshuvah (biblical punishment [which is more immediate] vs. today – how does s’khar ve-onesh work?)

	
	Gilgamesh
	archeology and non-Jewish documentation/evidence (good or bad?) vs. biblical account

	
	“Va-yizkor Elokim et Noach”
	had God forgotten?  

	
	Noach pushed into teivah
	recommendation: (TM): why do we do what we do?

	
	flood
	why does God do what He does? (i.e., NOT snapping His fingers, as it were)

	
	7 Mitzvot
	recommendation: responsibilities to/of non-Jews

	
	“dam ha-adam”
	poss.: issues re suicide 

recommendation: value of human life – lifeboat ethics

(or teach this in Navi)

	
	Migdal Bavel
	creations of man vs. creations of God (human need for balance)

	
	
	TM: technology vs. man

	
	Terach
	recommendation: consider how (even if) to teach kivshan ha-esh story in the Midrash.

	Perek 12
	Avraham
	*Avraham finding God on his own. 

*why did God choose Avraham?

	
	Land of Israel
	special nature of the land – eternal connection

	
	Avraham/Pharoah
	Jews/non-Jews – attitudes towards “other” (here vs. Avimelekh)

	
	Lot/Avraham
	recommendation (TM): influence of environment (how to deal w/not good influences?)

	
	318
	recommendation: gematria and its value? how does it work? (technically and is it valid)

	
	Destruction of Sodom
	recommendation: model of Avraham taking issue with God – challenging and asking for assurance

	
	Brit Milah
	*recommendation: on-going rel. w/God

*symbolism and animals

* ta’am ha-mitzvah
*Note: (meta): asking questions//taking issue with Torah/Judaism/God, etc. – acceptable? how do we deal?

	
	Sarah
	ayin hara

	
	Family dynamics in Torah
	impression of dysfunctional vs. idea of perfection

	
	Sig. of Names
	ein mazal be-Yisrael

	
	Sarah qua Neviah
	greater than Avraham – binah yeteirah?

	Perek 17
	Names of God
	relationship – different aspects of God

	
	Brit Milah
	recommendation: unit on taamei ha-mitzvot

	
	“tamim”
	perfecting God’s works (meta: man’s role in world/ relationship with God)

	
	“anashim”
	*angels – vs. visions of angels (Rambam)

*concept of spiritual beings

*why God “needs” messengers

	
	Avraham/Lot
	Hospitality

	
	Avraham/Lot
	bringing Avodah Zarah into one’s house

	
	Avraham & Sodom
	*collective punishment

*individual zekhut

*negotiating w/God

*concept of punishment (midah k’neged midah)

*(TM) our actions have consequences

	Perek 17/20
	va-yitpallel Avraham
	Note: if you want/need to talk about tefillah, this is a point of entry, but it’s a bit of a stretch

	
	pakad et Sarah

Yishmael
	changes in natural order (nes)

Jew/non-Jew (meta)

maaseh avot siman le-banim (meta)

God’s judgement: ba’asher hu sham vs. ben sorer u-moreh

	Perek 22
	Akedah
	concept of nisayon (see Netziv here)

God’s knowledge

God making/breaking promises

(TM) 3 days travel – Avraham vs. our own reluctance to do mitzvot

human sacrifice ( morality (what is morality and who decides?)

man of faith (ish emunah) – Kierkegaard; R. Soloveitchik

theodicy

10 nisyonot as a whole

	(chayei sarah)
	Yishmael
	(TM) intermarriage (meta) building of the Jewish people

pure genes/racism

	perek 24
	eved Avraham
	asking for a sign (Rambam vs. Raavad)

	
	
	concept of miracles

	
	???
	husband – relationship

	Toldot
	va-ye’etar
	tefillah – God wants tefillat tzadikim

	
	Yaakov/Esav
	sig. of names (again)

	
	
	Metaphysical relationship between w Yaakov & Esav 

	
	Bekhorah
	( safeguarding heritage (Ran/Abarbanel)

	
	
	(TM – or not!) education of children

	
	Berakhot
	ethics (lying; avot (meta))

Jew/non-Jew (meta)

relationship to land (meta)

	
	mitzvotai, toratai, ve-hukotai
	what are they?  mitzvot sikhliot vs. mitzvot shimmiyot

	
	morat ruach
	intermarriage again

	Vayetzei
	Yaakov’s travels
	angels

dreams (qua God’s communication?)

kedushat makom

	
	“I will make you wealthy”
	issue of “al m’nat le-kabel s’khar”  

	
	Beit Lavan
	concept of yichus

metaphysics of yichus

	
	va-yinashek
	(TM) “negiah”

	
	Rachel = yifat to’ar
	beauty/aesthetics in Judaism

	
	Rachel and Leah
	2 sisters (again, did the Avot keep the Torah – meta)

	
	Bnei Leah
	Again: what is in a name?  note: now may be a better time to teach this unit.

	
	va-yar Hashem ki senuah Leah
	rachmei Hashem

	
	Rachel/Leah
	place of women in society

	
	co-wives
	family relationships (meta)

sister relationships

Yaakov and 4 wives

	
	Dudaim
	magic//love potions// homeopathic medicine

	
	Dina
	Rashi: changing the sex of the child in utero

	
	Nekudim & Berudim
	Note: magic?  or shepherds’ lore? or science? 

	
	teraphim
	Imahot qua ovdei avodah zarah?!?

	
	leaving Lavan
	lying (also re berakhot)

ne’emanut

	
	“sahaduta”
	anachronisms in the Torah

	Vayishlach
	“katonti”
	varying merits/degrees of s’char

	
	Yaakov/Esav
	(TM) strength of sibling relationships; issues of shalom bayit

	
	fight w/malakh
	concept of sar shel goy

	
	gid ha-nasheh
	again: taamei ha-mitzvot; how a mitzvah becomes a mitzvah (le-dorot)

	
	Shekhem
	kanai vs. vigilante vs. extremist

	
	kevurat Rachel
	praying at kivrei tzadikim.
ve-shavu banim le-gevulam

	
	toldot Esav
	am segulah – b/c never hear re these folk again

	Vayeshev
	Yosef’s dreams
	dreams in general (nevuah? Freud?)

	
	brothers
	(again, TM, meta) sibling relationships, rivalry

	
	mehirat Yosef
	predestination – did the brothers need to sell Yosef to get Bnei Israel to Egypt?

The concept of being a shaliach to do bad

God’s hand in history – setting the whole stage for shi'abud and yitziat Mitzrayim

	
	Yehudah and Tamar
	recommendation: concept of teshuva – gadlut Yehudah as leader, such that “lo yasur shevet mi-Yehudah”

	
	
	death penalty in Judaism 

	
	
	themes connecting Yehudah and David

(meta): patterns in Chumash

	
	Yosef to sar ha-mashkim
	emunah vs. histadlut (talk about me to Pharoah)

	Mikketz
	Pharoah’s dreams
	again: dreams – nevuah (as here)? Freud? etc.

	
	
	divine providence – Egypt; all of history

	
	hartumei mitzrayim
	

	
	
	(meta) historical accuracy of Chumash?  (evidence of Egypt)

	
	…that God told Pharoah
	humility – bitachon & emunah in Hashem

	
	Yosef's marriage
	marriage to non-Jews

	
	leaving Eretz Yisrael  for Egypt
	God manipulating history

	42:4
	pen…ason
	accidents vs. hashgahah

Rashi: ha-satan mikatreg…

	
	brothers’ travels
	Yosef’s manipulation – hishtadlut? ethics?

	42:21
	Yosef and brothers
	midah kneged midah.

recommendation (if not now, at some point): punishment vs. opportunity to engage in introspection (see Rambam, Hil. Taanit, perek 5)

	43:9
	
	risking olam ha-ba

	43:32
	
	(meta) Jew/non-Jew – the question of mingling;

Jews at 49th level of tumah in Egypt

	
	gaviah ha-kesef
	

	Vayigash
	
	lying for the sake of…

	45:5
	ki le-michya shlahani Elokim…
	hashgacha, emunah/ bitachon

terufah lifnei ha-makah

	
	agalot
	pshat vs. drash (see Rashi)

	
	od Yosef chai
	22 yrs – nevuah vs. avelut

	
	
	kibud av va-em (Yosef in Egypt…)

	
	
	Yaakov wanting to reveal the “ketz” – saying Shema

	
	Binyamin
	2 mikdashot 

	
	Birkat Bnei Yisrael
	role/ efficacy of birkat tzadikim

	
	Raamses
	(meta) historical accuracy, etc.

	
	
	slavery – slave mentality

	
	
	status of Kohanim (pre-Vayikra?)

	Vayechi
	burial in Israel
	ties to Land of Israel

	
	ve-shakhavti ad avot…Kivrei Avot
	(TM or() visiting cemeteries; why do we care?

	
	“Yaakov avinu lo met”
	literal? figurative? what does this mean?  why is it said?  what do we learn from it?

	
	Birkat Yaakov
	comparing berakhot w/ berakhot…descriptive, predictive? power in Yaakov’s words??

	
	changing the bekhor
	(meta) – family rel.; (meta) - patterns in mikra; 

	
	
	predicting future

	
	kol be-ramah nishma
	kever Rachel; avot le-banim

	
	
	Favorites

	
	
	aharit ha-yamim

	
	
	Yehudah…MASHIACH

	
	Yissakhar and Zevulun
	(TM) parnassah, kollel, etc. – life decisions;

	
	
	comparison b/w Yehudah and Yosef

	
	…Yosef (???)
	lying

dan le-kaf zekhut

gam zu le-tovah

	
	burial of Yaakov
	

	
	
	(TM) nature and purpose of hespedim

*concept of ilui neshamot

	
	Yosef’s request
	recommendation: importance of Land;

recommendation: Jewish neshamah – vs. assimilation


Appendix 3:  Ad Hoc/Hot Seat Questions

· Who created God?

· Why do we exist?

· Evolution (this should be dealt with, of course, but not necessarily here, possibly even in Science class instead of in Chumash class).

· Why did God create the world (Note: a Meta-theme, but may also come from students as an Ad Hoc question if not treated as a Meta-theme).

· What is a soul?

· What are angels?

· Do animals have neshamot? (Note: this can also be addressed in the context of the Meta-theme “what is man?”).

· Anything about women’s roles, feminism, etc. is likely to come up when teaching about the creation of Woman.  Note: “racy” questions at this point may be designed to be provocative, instead of truly questions (as always, consider the origin to know how to answer).

· Any Shabbat “angst” may come out when teaching the 7th day of Creation.

· Did the snake talk?/How could the snake talk?

· Where is Gan Eden?

· The concept of changes in nature since Gan Eden to the world as we know it.

· Where were the women (post-Chava)?

· God’s preferential treatment (it’s not fair) – i.e., Hevel’s korban.
· How long did they live?? ( why don’t we live that long anymore?

· Do death and destruction automatically imply sin (sinners)?

· What do we make of the promise of the rainbow – and when we see a rainbow today?

· What are the “Bnei ha-Elokim”?  What is a fallen angel?

· Anything about natural disasters (theodicy, etc.).

· How will the non-Jews know their obligation in 7 mitzvot?
· Why are Jews/non-Jews different?  (are they really?)

· P’ru u-r’vu and women (who is obligated, and so on).

· Issues re suicide

· Racism of Kena’an qua black  [or maybe this idea is davka worth introducing in class]

· 70 nations/70 names

· “safah ahat”
· Anything re Am Segulah (and as a corollary, the “racism” of the Torah)

· Contemporary politics

· Avraham lying…(again, did the Avot keep the Torah?)

· Avraham’s noticing of Sarah’s beauty (Rashi): Only now?!?  They have been married for some time! ( This may lead into any question regarding marital relationships.

· Skepticism of gematria (e.g., Rashi regarding Eliezer as Avraham’s army in the war of the 4 kings against the 5 kings).

· What is the purpose/value of human initiative?

· What the Torah says vs. personal inclination (note: this is also a Meta-theme).

· Why does God needs mitzvot?
· How can inanimate objects act? – (note that students are likely to take both rational and non-rational positions).

· Science vs. magic (note: magic is a hot topic in pop culture these days, considering all the themes of the supernatural on TV, Harry Potter’s popularity, and so on).

· Biblical criticism.

· In the story of Dina, issues of rape – how bad is it/does Torah treat it lightly? (halakhah vs. contemporary sensibilities vs. time of Torah)

· Er and Onan – God’s anger against them; what is onanism (this is unlikely to be asked with this vocabulary, but the text is discreet enough that students may need more explicit clarification, which in turn may lead to a number of questions regarding sexual mores and the halakhot thereof.

· Is there magic or prophecy among the nations?

· What makes for good leadership

· What is olam ha-ba (and with that, one can expect any question connected to Mashiah – when is he coming, what will it be like, etc.)

· Divination? Witchcraft? (in the context of Yaakov and the sheep; Yosef in Egypt; and so on)

· Rolling bones

· Astrology; mediums, etc.

· If the brothers could leave Egypt to bury Yaakov, why didn’t they stay in Eretz Yisrael? (is the sojourn in Egypt a self-fulfilling nevuah??)(
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