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SERIES INTRODUCTION: THE PLACE OF ADULT LEARNING iN THE RECONSTRUCTIONIST JEWISH
COMMUNITY

by Dr. Jeffrey Schein, Yad Mordecai Adult Education Curriculum Project Director

Adult Jewish learning is bred in the bone of Reconstructionists. Perhaps itsin the born (Jews by birth)
and acquired (Jews by choice) DNA. At least that is what Rabbi Rebecca Alpert and I concluded in 1990
after profiling several Reconstructionist congregations and Havurot for a book we subsequently published
(Life-Long Jewish Learning, FRCH, ]1992). The commitment to adult Jewish learning was not an
afterthought for these communities. In fact, adult Jewish learning had constituted them as communities.

Though our demography is changing as the movement grows, it still seems singularly unnecessary to
mount soap boxes in order to rail against pediatric Judaism or otherwise complain about shortchanging
the needs of adult Jewish learners in Reconstructionist contexts. In my own work these past twenty years
with both non-Reconstructionist and Reconstructionist communities I've noted that my advocacy has
often taken the form of “don’t juvenalize Jewish education” with the non-Reconstructionist groups. By
contrast, I've found myself reminding Reconstructionist groups that there are sometimes good reasons for
privileging the education we provide our children.

We face new and different challenges in our Reconstructionist communities in regard to adult Jewish
learning. The list below of such challenges is hardly exhaustive but is suggestive of some of the concerns
that have permeated the Yad Mordecai curriculum project. They include

[. Creating concrete, facilitator-friendly materials that reflect Reconstructionist sensitivities.

2. Paying attention to the sometimes distinctive, sometimes overlapping role of lay and rabbinic leader
in facilitating adult Jewish learning.

3. Enhancing adult Jewish learning by integrating it into the larger learning life of the congregation.
Could/should the teens and children in the congregation/havurah be studying these materials as well?
What integrated themes might cut across the venues of learning in a community?

4. Utilizing the dynamic of lilmod ullamed (to learn and to teach) in our congregations to have our adult
learners become adult facilitators. How can we encourage and train adult learners to leverage their
growing knowledge by taking on new roles as teachers of and advocates for Jewish learning? How
might they draw upon new Jewish insights as they engage in the holy work of tikkun olam?

5. Engaging in Jewish text study as an expressive mode of Jewish spirituality and literacy. What
influence will the fruits of that study have in shaping Reconstructionist priorities?

The Yad Mordecai curriculum builds on these general North American developments as well as resources
developed internally within the Reconstructionist movement.. The challenge of all those involved in adult
Jewish learning throughout our movement will be to integrate these new resources with existing
resources. Knowing which resource truly meets individual and communal needs will require new self-
awareness of the cultural and educational contexts that shape the lives of adult Jewish learners.

Importantly, we note here that the ultimate goal of the Yad Mordecai project points beyond the project
itself. The “prize” of Adult Jewish learning in a Reconstructionist context is a deep, functional literacy
that enables contemporary Jews to understand, embrace, and renew Judaism. We imagine emerging a
Reconstructionist program not dissimilar in form (but significantly different in substance and
methodology in ways reflecting Reconstructionism) to those of the Florence Melton Adult mimi-school
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and the Boston-based Me’ah project. These two-year intensive programs of Jewish learning have had a
significant impact on Jews across North America as documented by Schuster, Grant, Woocher, et. al in
Journey of Heart and Mind. If we add to this orientation intensive work in Hebrew language and the
concerted attempt to bridge the gap between study and action as described in David Teutsch’s recently
completed evaluation of the Bridges program of Congregation Chizuk Emuno in Baltimore, we can see
something of the shape of the Reconstructionist future in adult Jewish learning.

Between here (the present moment in adult Jewish learning for the Reconstructionist movement) and
there (the prize of an intensive literacy project) Ites much middle ground. Thus, we imagine and suggest
next steps for three different kinds of JRF congregations .

RANGE OF NEW RESOURCES FROM THE YAD MORDECAI PROJECT

Initiated by a gift from Dorothy (z"1) and Sidney (z"1) Becker to the Yad Mordecai Keren Torah project,
the project has enriched and expanded our range of adult leaming resources.

JRF (and non-Reconstruction congregations sharing similar educational and Jewish values) now will have
a much wider range of adult leaming materials to trigger new learning. These new resources can be
grouped into categories laid out below. Several of the curricula are listed in two categories. Generally,
these curricula are based on modules of 4-8 weeks of Jewish leamning with enough inherent curricular
flexibility to make for shorter or longer units of study.

THE TITLES

(Titles of curricula in bold are currently in print as of November, 2004. Curricula designated as “R/AJL”
require a rabbi or an advanced Jewish learner to facilitate the class. To view a draft form of one of the yet-

to-be published curricula, please right to JRF Director of Education Rabbi Shai Gluskin at
sgluskin@jrf.org)

RECONSTRUCTIONISM AND RECONSTRUCTIONIST JEWISH LIVING

¢ Study Guide to Exploring Judaism (Nina Mandel and Marjie Jacobs)

e Israel and Zionism (Fred Dobb and Cyd Wiseman) (R/AJL)

e A Study of Jewish Symbols and Traditions (Kashrut, tefillin, and prayer; Maurice Harris)

¢ Kol Ha’neshamah Mahzor (Sherry Linkon and Steve Segar)
MODERN/CONTEMPORARY JEWISH LIFE

* Israel and Zionism (Fred Dobb and Cyd Weitzman) (R/AJL)

¢ Modern Jewish Thinkers (Barbara Penzner)

s Swimming in the Sea of Torah (Rabbi Sheryl Lewart) (R/AJL)

¢ Judaism and Economic Justice (Rabbi Toba Spitzer)

© Jewish }iegonstructionist Federation — 2004
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JEWISH TEXT STUDY

* Aytz Hayim We: Study The Hamesh Megillot: Esther, Ruth, Ecclessiastes, Song of Songs and
Lamentations; Rabbi Erin Hirsh

e Mishnah, (Moadim Le 'limud-Seasons for Learning: Mishnah and the Holidays of the Year, Rabbi
Gail THamond (R,AJL)

» Talmud: Sacred Argument (Ilyse Kramer)} (R/AJL
e Judaism in Translation: Kissing Through a Veil (David Siff) (R/AJL)
ADAPTING THE YAD MORDECAI CURRICULA

Just as learners have their unique adult/Jewish developmental needs so too congregations/havurot also
have their own histories, needs, and capacities. The former sensitivity is encapsulated nicely in the
curriculum on Exploring Judaism where Rabbis Nina Mandel and Margie Jacobs provide three different
tiers of activities for people new to Reconstructionism, a second group of leamers with some prior
Reconstructionist learning, and a third set of activities geared to veteran Reconstructionist learners.

Realizing that congregations will also need multiple points of entry as they intensify their adult Jewish
leaming, we borrow a construct from Cyril Houle, a distinguished thinker in the field of general adult
learning. Houle suggested that we ought to distinguish between at least three different kinds of adult
leaming needs: social, practical, and intellectual/spiritual. We might transpose these terms slightly into a
Jewish context as those learning congregations most interested in

1. Reconstructionist guidance in terms of issues of Jewish living(*Congregation Mekor Hayim™);
2. Tikkun olam oriented learning (“Congregation Ohavei Tzedek”);
3. Striving towards more complete Jewish knowledge/literacy (“Congregation Dorshei Da’at”).

Below is an outline of suggested pattern of study for each of these three congregations each built on a
three-year transition period that might set the stage for a later, more intensive and comprehensive,
program in adult learning. Rather than work against the grain of their natural learning orientation, we
have followed Cyril Houle in trying to align our program with their most natural spiritual/Jewish
magnetic field.

“Congregation Mekor Hayim” (Practical Jewish Living)

Year One Offerings: Jewish Alive and American (Lewart). (This course is published by the
Reconstructionist Rabbinical College. It is a 30-week broad course that can serve as an
mtroduction or re-introduction to Jewish life.) Study Guide to Exploring Judaism
(Jacobs/Mandell)

Year Two Offerings: Study Guide to the Mahzor (Lirkon/Segar), Mishnah on Holidays (Dia,pmd),
Prayer (Harr1s)

Year Three Offerings: Tefillin or Kashrut as Models of Reconstructionist Approach to Jewish
Symbols (Harris), Sacred Community/Kehilla Builders (JRF; Shawn Zevit), Israel and
Zionism (Dobb/Weismann)

® Jewish Reconstructionist Federation — 2004
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“Congregation Ohavei Tzedeck” (Tikkun Olam)

Year One Offerings: Sacred Community/Kehilla Builders (JRF; Shawn Zevit), Judaism and
Economic Justice (JRF; Toba Spitzer)

Year Two Offerings: Kohelet/Ecclessiastes and Eicha/Lamentations from Eytz Hayim We {(Erin
Hirsh), B horef Hayamim, Ethics Center RRC

Year Three Offerings: Israel and Zionism (Dobb/Weissman), Reconstructionist Journal Issues
deveted to Tikkun Olam

Congregation Dorshei Tzedeck (Jewish Literacy)

Year One Offerings: Eytz Hayim We series on Jewish Texts, Swimming in the Sea of Torah
{Lewart)

Year Two Offerings: The Talmud and Sacred Argument (Kramer), Kissing Through a Veil: Judaism
in Translation (Siff), Mishnah and Jewish Holidays (Diamond)

Year Three Offerings: Israel and Zionism (Dobb/Weissman), Modern Jewish Thinkers (Penzner)

CONCLUSION

The raw energy for all the above forms of intensified adult education comes from a common commitment
to life-long Jewish leaming. However different in form, the substance of each congregation’s new work is
captured by the Talmudic adage “hashmeya aznecha 'mah motzi mipecha”, let your ear listen to what
your mouth has satd. Put more colloquially it emphasizes how critical it is is to critical to “walk the walk”
as well as “talk the talk.”

The historic commitment of Reconstructionism to adult learning needs constant renewal in form and

substance. It is avodat kodesh, holy work for each Reconstructionist community. We hope that your
engangement with this curriculum will be a vessel for that holy work.

© Jewish Reconstructionist Federation - 2004
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INTRODUCTION

Beruhim HaBa'im, welcome, and thank you for furthering your studies with the Exploring
Judaism Study Guide, newly revised for the 2000 edition of Exploring Judaism (EI). Every
student should have a copy of Exploring Judaism, available from the Reconstructionist Press
(www.jrf.org) This Guide is meant to help all fevels of learners to further their learning about
Reconstructionist thought and practice, and to learn about the movement’s development. We
hope you’ll find the Guide easy to navigate and useful in your studies. The following 1s a
description of what you’ll find in the Guide as well as some suggestions for its use.

How 10 USE THIS GUIDE

The Guide offers exercises, discussion topics, and suggestions for further study for each of the
chapters of the expanded and updated version of EJ. There are many significant changes from the
earlier version of both EJ and the earlier study guide, so even if you have read EJ in the past, you
should find this current Guide helpful. For each chapter of EJ, we have created exercises around
several of the major themes found in that section. For each chapter there are three levels of study
and inquiry:

ALEPH- This level is recommended to those for whom Reconstructionism is a new topic. It is
designed to reinforce the basic concepts and lessons in EJ.

BET- This level is designed to review the concepts of EJ and then take the learner through the
experience of using Reconstructionist thought and practice to examine Jewish events in her/his
life.

GIMMEL- This level is recommended for groups that have a strong, comfortable familiarity with
Reconstructionism and want to delve deeper into the philosophical underpinnings of
Recoenstructionism and issues for contemporary Reconstructionist practice.

GETTING STARTED
Before you begin your study, your group should consider the following planning questions.
1. DO WE NEED SOMEONE TO TEACH THIS CLASS?

While having a designated facilitator is desirable, you do not necessarily need an “expert” on
Reconstructionism to use this guide. If you choose to have one facilitator, that person should be
very familiar with the entire EJ book, as well as comfortable with the exercises presented in the
Guide. If you choose to have alternating facilitators from your group, then each person should be
responsible for preparing his or her chapter or section thoroughly.

2. WHICH LEVEL IS RIGHT FOR OUR GROUP?

You can assess your group’s level by using the descriptions above. Do not worry if you have
different levels of learners in a group; this will give you an opportunity to share knowledge.

® Jewish Reconstructionist Federation — 2604
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However, the class should not be geared to a level higher than is comfortable for most
participants.

3. WHERE DO WE START?

You can certainly work through the Guide chapter by chapter. If you are learning at level Aleph,
this is the preferred strategy. The first six chapters of EJ and the Guide are focused on the
philosophical and theological bases of Reconstructionism. Chapters Seven through Eleven
explore Reconstructionist practice more fully. Groups working at the Bet and Gimmel levels may
choose to focus closely on one half of the book and simply review the other chapters without
going into depth.

4, HOW LONG SHOULD THIS TAKE?

Ideally, you will want to spend one class session on each chapter, though in some cases you
might combine two chapters on a similar theme.

5. HOW CAN WE LEARN MORE?

Depending on the level on which you start, this Guide can be used several times by the same
group. Chapter Twelve of EJ also has an annotated bibliography for each chapter of the book.

A word about Jewish study:

A traditional method for study in a Jewish context is in hevruta, or pairs. You may find it helpful
to incorporate hevruta study into your plan. This might involve two people committing to one
another as study partners for the duration of the class, meeting outside of class time, and
preparing for each class session by studying the EJ chapters in depth together. Then, each
hevruta can bring questions and insights to be discussed by the class all together.

Good luck, and enjoy your studies,

Rabbi Margie Jacobs and Rabbi Nina Mandel

" © Jewish Reconstructionist Federation — 2004
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GUIDE FOR FACILITATORS

The following are some suggestions to help facilitators plan for teaching the EJ. The first thing
the facilitator should do, however, is read EJ in its entirety before the class begins. Familiarity
with the text and with the group you are leading are your greatest keys to success.

1. THE STRUCTURE OF THE LESSONS

Generally, each chapter is a single lesson in this U.S. guide (note that Chapters I and 1l are
combined into a single lesson). We have divided each chapter of EJ into themes and levels
within each theme. In addition, at the beginning of each chapter of this guide, you will find a list
of Key Concepts to help guide your discussions. You will also find a list of any special materials
needed for specific exercises and supplemental readings when appropriate.

Typically, each section is introduced by a “text” quotation from EJ or a related source, followed
by a set of questions appropriate to the learning level. The exercises are designed to facilitate a
deeper engagement with the text of EJ and the principles of Reconstructionism taught therein.

[t is expected that each participant will prepare for class by reading the appropriate chapter of EJ.
The text selections in the lessons should be read aloud by the facilitator or a member of the class
at the start of the lesson to help review and to prepare for the exercises that follow.

For some exercises, we have included additional readings from other Reconstructionist sources,
all of which are appended in this Guide. Ideally, a copy of the additional reading would be
distributed for the participants to read before class. When this is not possible, the facilitator
should prepare the reading in advance and be ready to provide guidance to the class as necessary
to complete the assignments.

2. OUTCOMES

The goal of the Exploring Judaism Study Guide is to help groups navigate EJ more easily and to
delve more deeply into the philosophical, theoretical, and practical bases of Reconstructionist
Judaism. It is not a guide for deciding congregational policy or process. However, it is realistic to
expect that issues will be raised during the course of using the Guide that may be provocative
enough to stimulate some discussion about policy or process 1ssues.

Please note that the Jewish Reconstructionist Federation has a several guides for policy and
decision-making on many issues, including “The Role of Non-Jews in the Synagogue,”
“Homosexuality and Judaism,” and “Becoming an Inclusive Community.” Chapter Twelve of
EJ has an extensive list of suggestions for further study.

3. FACILITATOR EXPECTATIONS

It is appropriate for the facilitator of these sessions to be either a lay or a rabbinic leader 1n the
community, well familiar with the issues of the group. The primary role of the facilitator for this
Guide will be to help the class make decisions about what and how much to undertake in each
session and to lead group discussions. For each chapter, there are a number of topics and
exercises for the different learning levels. Because of time and other factors, it may not be

© Jewish Reconstructionist Federation — 2004. .
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realistic to try to do each exercise. The facilitator should use her prior knowledge of the
community to decide where to focus each discussion.

As noted above, some of the exercises may be provocative in certain situations. Where possible,
the facilitator should assess in advance if a specific topic is best left for another time or venue, as
well as when it might be advisable to bring in a different facilitator, such as the tabbi, to help
with the discussion.

4. TiPS AND TECHNIQUES

Tt 1s recommended that the facilitator begin each class session with a brief review of the topics
ratsed in the previous session. This can be done either through notes taken during the class or by
reviewing the list of Key Concepts from the previous session.

Following this review, the facilitator or a member of the class should read the text selection for
the session out loud.

Depending on the size of the class, the exercises can be done in several different ways: by
breaking into sevruta pairs, in smal] groups, or the whole group together. It may also be possible
to have small groups each tackle a different aspect or question of the exercise. If you have
broken into smaller groups, it is important to come back together before the end of the class to
share what each group has been discussing. One way to do this is to have one person from each
group act as a “reporter” who gives a brief presentation to the whole class.

Many of the exercises encourage participants to make or brainstorm a list. When brainstorming,
it is important to get all ideas and suggestions on the table, preferably writing down each one.
The facilitator will need to remind participants that the brainstorming period is not the time to
discuss or debate ideas. There is time for discussion and debate later in each lesson.

At the end of each session, the facilitator should announce which chapter should be prepared for
the following session and make supplemental readings available if appropriate.

Finally, be flexible and creative with this Guide. An important part of learning about
Reconstructiontsm is to participate in the kind of thoughtful, values-based discussions that are
the hallmark of the movement. We have not provided a “script” for the lessons; rather, input can
be elicited from all of the participants based on their interests. This may mean skipping some of
the exercises or returning to a specific topic. Only the facilitator and the group will know which
lessons will be most meaningful for them.

© Jewish Reconstructionist Federation — 2004
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CHAPTER 1: THE CREATION OF AN AMERICAN JUDAISM

CHAPTER 2: AN EVOLVING RELIGIOUS CIVILIZATION

NOTES FOR THE FACILITATOR

Key CONCEPTS AND DISCUSSION POINTS:
* Peoplehood and Belonging

* The power of Jewish identification is the sense of peoplehood and affiliation with
the world Jewish community and history,

*  We recognize that our lives are made up of group affiliations and we are often
negotiating relationships among these groups.

* The Evolution of Jewish Civilization

= Jewish thought and practice change with each generation.

*  The ability to change 1s the key to constancy and relevancy in Judaism.
* The Influences on Kaplan’s Thinking

* Mordecai Kaplan’s revolution was interpreting Judaism through the lenses of the
social sciences and psychology.

 Changes in religious thought are often rooted in changes in the intellectual and
political climate.

SPECIAL MATERIALS NEEDED

Copies of the handout on “Judaism in our Generations”

© Jewish Reconstructionist Fedérati(;n — 2004
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PEOPLEHOOD/BELONGING

ALEPH, BET, AND GIMMEL TEXT:

“Individuals may choose diverse ways to link themselves to the Jewish people, but it is
belonging to that people that makes us all Jews. This definition of Jews as a people does not
only link us to our ancestors. It also illustrates that we are but one among the many peoples of
the world, an integral part of the human family. While other interpretations of Judaism have
sought to describe us as a people apart, Kaplan's definition suggests that we should see ourselves
as related to other peoples and similar to them.” (EJ, p.13)

ALEPH AND BET EXERCISE:

1. We all belong to many different groups. What are the different groups to which you belong?
2. What does it mean to you to belong to each of these groups?

3. When does your membership in different groups lead to conflict for you?

4. How do vou resolve these conflicts?

5. Are there ways in which being Jewish either helps or hinders you in any of these groups?
BET AND GIMMEL EXERCISE:

1. Write down the story of how you became involved with Reconstructionism or with your
synagogue. Use the following format:

At first...

And then...
And then...
And then...

2. Share with the group. How did your experiences foster a sense of belonging to the
Reconstructionist movement? To the Jewish people?

© Jewish Reconstructionist Féderation - 2004
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THE EVOLUTION OF JEWISH CIVILIZATION

ALEPH TEXT:

“For us, Judaism has been created by Jews over the course of our history. Judaism necessanily
has evolved because all of human culture evolves and adapts to changing historical
circumstances. It is inaccurate to claim that the rituals and beliefs of contemporary Orthodox
Jews date back to Sinai. In every era, our ancestors interacted with neighboring cultures and
reinterpreted laws in accordance with the needs and values of the times.” (EJ, pp.20-21)

ALEPH EXERCISE:

1. In hevruta pairs, fill in the following chart, “Judaism in our Generations”, by drawing from
personal impressions and recollections of parents’ and grandparents’ accounts of Jewish life.

2. Come back to the group to share information from the chart. Where was the most distinct
continuity? Discontinuity?

© Jewish Reconstructionist Federa-tion - 2004
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HANDOUT: JUDAISM IN QU

R GENERATIONS

GRANDPARENT’S
GENERATION

PARENTS’
GENERATION

JUDAISM IN THE HOME f

| PRESENT/CHILDREN’S |

GENERATION

| JUDAISM IN THE
COMMUNITY

JEWISH/NON-JEWISH
RELATIONS

INTERMARRIAGE

INDIVIDUAL RIGHTS Vs,
COMMUNITY PRESSURES

PASSOVER

CONFIDENCE IN THE
JEWISH FUTURE

CONCEPT OF
SPIRITUALITY

‘© Jewish Reconstructionist Federation — 2004
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BET AND GIMMEL TEXT:

“Once we recognize the evolution that Jewish civilization has undergone over three thousand
vears, we can begin to sense its power and resiliency. Jews have been able to live among so
many different peoples with different cultures because of the ability of the Jewish people to take
elements from the outside culture and adapt them for our purposes, making them Jewish.”

“The development of the holiday of Hanukah illustrates this idea. Originally a commemoration
of a historical event (probably a victory in a Jewish civil war), Hanukah took on different
meanings in different eras. It attached itself to the time of the winter solstice where, like
Christmas, it replaced a pagan festival that brought light to the dark winter. Its original
significance was de-emphasized by later tradition, which did not glorify human victory in war,
and 1ts celebration was commemorated by a special Aafiarah (prophetic reading) from the Book
of Zechariah which states, ‘not by might, nor by power, but by my spirit, says the Lord of Hosts.”
In modern times, Hanukah was revived both by Zionists, who wanted to glorify Jewish efforts in
military endeavors, and by Jews integrated into Christian society, who needed a counterpart to
Christmas.” (EJ pp.22)

1.What does Hanukah mean to you now? What did it mean to you as a child? What did it mean
to your parents? Your grandparents?

2. Trace the evolution of another holiday (1.e., Passover). List all of the associations that you
have with that holiday.

3. Try to determine in what context each association might have originated.

@ Jewish Reconstructionist Federation — 2004
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THE INFLUENCES ON KAPLAN’S THINKING

ALEPH, BET, AND GIMMEL TEXT:

“Kaplan’s life was very much influenced by the burgeoning wisdom available from the social
sciences. Those new understandings of human life, which Kaplan unreservedly accepted, led him
to various conclusions about what it might mean to be Jewish. Today, we draw on a much wider
range of academic disciplines. Indeed, even the discipline of sociology, on which he relied, has
developed in unanticipated ways. At the same time, we are more willing to question the authority
and objectivity of social scientific research.”

“Kaplan’s thinking assumed that the values embodied in American society - values like liberty
and democracy — are the culmination of the progress of humnan civilization. Today, we tend to be
less certain that all aspects of American society are the ideals toward which every civilization
ought to aspire, and we tend to put increased emphasis on non-American aspects of the Jewish
tradition. Thus, our sense of the proper balance between the two is different from his. In
Kaplan’s day, the predominant worldview exalted the impersonal approach of the scientist and
assumed that rational beings would use their minds together to create a better world. Today,
living after Auschwitz and faced with the continuing danger of nuclear and ecological disasters,
some of us question more vigorously the extent of our capabilities to bring about a better world
by using politics and technology to achieve the good and the true. We no longer view science
and technology uncritically; we use them while recognizing them as tools to be regarded
cautiously.”

“Kaplan lived in an era when nationalism was perceived to be a force for good. Today, some of
us question the power of nation-states to do more than war against one another.”

“In Kaplan’s generation, intellectuals were involved in a debate about theism and atheism.
Today, post-modemism has replaced empiricism as the frame of reference, so that most
thoughtful Jews do not struggle with the question, ‘Does God exist?’ but rather with the
question, ‘How can we be certain about values like truth, goodness, or beauty in a fragmented
world?™”

“Finally, we live today in a global village in which East and West are no longer so separate.
Whereas Kaplan was working in Western categories, Jews today also must respond creatively to
the challenge of Eastern religions. There is a new focus on the cultivation of inwardness and
spirttuality.” (EJ, pp.9-10)

ALEPH, BET, AND GIMMEL EXERCISE:

1. Based on the quote above, list on a board the approach to basic intellectual assumptions in
Kaplan’s time (column A) and in our own (column B),

2. Do you agree with this characterization of our worldview today? What would you
add/change?

@ Jewish Reconstructionist Federation — 2004
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BET AND GIMMEL EXERCISE:

1. How does contemporary Judaism/your community’s practice reflect the values listed in
column A? In column B?

2. If Kaplan were writing today, influenced by the world-view reflected in column B, how might
his thinking and the Judaism that he envisioned be different?

© Jewish Reconstructionist Federaam — 2004
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CHAPTER 3: GOD

NOTES FOR THE FACILITATOR

Key CONCEPTS AND DISCUSSION POINTS:

Theology

There is no one definition of God, only descriptions of God working in our lives
Each of us experiences God in different ways at different stages of our lives.

It is normal to have both negative and positive feelings about images of God,
especially as we try to work out personal theologies.

The Nature of God

Reconstructionism focuses on the religious civilization and practice of the Jewish
people, more so than on a precise definition of God.

Kaplan proposes a vision of God that relates to immanent presence and action
rather than supernatural protection and intervention.

Choseness, Vocation, and Commandedness

How do we deal with issues that fall outside of normative scientific
understanding, such as spiritual and mystical practices?

How 1s this done in a religious setting with intellectual integrity?

Is it possible to have a sense of voluntary commandedness?

SPECIAL MATERIALS NEEDED

37x5" index cards for the Theology exercise

Copies of the handout on Supernaturalism, Naturalism and Transnaturalism

The moming blessings found in the siddur (on pages 152-1601 of the Kol Haneshamah Shabbat
ve Hagim prayer book or on pages 14-19 of the Kol Haneshamah daily prayer book. Using the
other prayer books is also fine.)

READINGS

Eugene Borowitz, excerpt from Understanding Judaism pp 79-85.

© Jewish Reconstructionist Federation - 2004
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THEOLOGY
ALEPH, BET, AND GIMMEL TEXT:

“Although religion is paramount in the Reconstructionist definition of Jewish civilization,
conspicuously absent from our definition of Judaism is any mention of God. This is no accident.
Reconstructionists believe that the Jewish people is the constant that runs through all the various
stages in the evolution of Jewish civilization. Though precise definitions of God are not Jewish
touchstones, 1t 1s nevertheless the case that Jewish people have always believed in God and that
this belief has been central to living a meaningful Jewish life. Today, developing a vocabulary of
faith 1s an important part of our self-understanding as Jews.” (EJ, pp.25)

ALEPH, BET, AND GIMMEL EXERCISE:
1. Ask participants to use two separate 3”x5” cards to complete the following statements:
“I believe God 1s...” and “I believe God is not...”

2. Before participants begin writing, explain that the statements will be read anonymously in the
following way: Put all the cards together in two piles (keep positive and negative statements
separate) and redistribute them so that everyone has two cards that were written by someone else
in the group. Go around the circle twice, reading first the positive and then the negative
statements. Record the statements on a board or butcher paper. Ask the group whether they are
struck by the diversity or uniformity of their beliefs.

THE NATURE OF GOD

ALEPH AND BET TEXT:

“Kaplan believed that the divine works through nature and human beings. He neither identified
God with things in the world (natural) nor did he consider God to be beyond or detached from

the world (supernatural). Therefore, Kaplan’s theology came to be called “transnatural.”

“In this view, there is more to the universe than the sum of its parts. In the organic
interrelationship of all of its processes, there are divine powers that truly exist apart from the
empirically verifiable phenomena of nature. They are manifest, for example, in human self-
consclousness. It takes faith in God to believe that the world is structured in a way that gives
significance to the human quest for salvation. A transnaturalist; however, believes that God
works through us rather than upon us. Thus, our sense of responsibility to bring divinity into the

world is sustained by the faith that there is a power at the source of human endeavors.” (EJ, pp.
28-29)

©]J ewisH Reconstructionist Federation — 2004
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ALEPH EXERCISE:

1. Study carefully the quote above, and its continuation on page 29 of EJ. Ask the group to
clearly define for themselves the following three religious perspectives: supernaturalism,
naturalism, and transnaturalism.

2. Develop the chart below with the group. The chart asks for a religious symbol that describes
the particular religious perspective in a visual way. Also, 1t asks for an appropriate role for God
and human beings within supernaturalism, naturalism, and transnaturalism. Choose these
symbols and roles from the list below and add your own.

© Jewish Reconstructionist Federation — 2-004
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SUPERNATURALISM, NATURALISM, AND TRANSNATURALI_SM

ROLE OF PERSON

| SYmBOL | ROLE OF GOoD
SUPERNATURALISM
NATURALISM
| TRANSNATURALISM | |
|
SYMBOL ROLE OF GOD
Star of David All-powerful
Rainbow Compassionate
Peace Sign/Dove Wise
Torah Co-partner with Humanity
(God’s Name Person
Sky and Earth Touching Force
Sunrise/Sunset In People

© Jewish Reconstructionist Federation — 2004

ROLE OF PERSON
Passive

Creates own Values
Receptacle of Divine
Self-actualized
Questioning
Disciplined
Co-Partner with God
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ADDITIONAL BET TEXT:

“All Reconstructionists would agree... that though we refer to God as the Healer of the sick, we
should not accept our ancestors’ conception of God as supernaturally mtervening to perform
miraculous cures.” (EJ, p.35)

BET EXERCISE:

I. Ask the group to read the morning blessings (found on pages 14-19 of the Kol Haneshamah
daily prayer book or on pages 152-161 of the Kol Haneshamah Shabbat ve Hagim prayer book).

Share with the group the following passage in which God is seen as a divine role model for our
own behavior: As God “frees the captives” and “heals the sick,” so should we. This is the way
we actualize the divine image within us.

“R. Hama, son of R. Hanina said: ‘Follow the Lord your God’ (Deuteronomy 13:5). What does
this mean? Is it possible for a human to follow the Shechinah? Rather it means to follow the
attributes of the Holy One, Blessed be He. As He clothes the naked, you should clothe the
naked. The Holy One, Blessed be He, visited the sick, so you should visit the sick. The Holy
One, Blessed be He, comforted mourners, so you should comfort moumners. The Holy One,
Blessed be He, buried the dead, so you should bury the dead.” (Babylonian Talmud, Sotah, 14a)

2. Ask the group whether the rabbis who interpreted prayers in this fashion were acting on
Reconstructionist principles. Challenge the group to develop other Reconstructionist
interpretations of these prayers.

GIMMEL TEXT:

“Kaplan...was raised to be a believing Jew. In the world in which he lived, God’s presence gave
meaning to the Jew’s life. God was perceived as Creator of the universe, Revealer of the Torah,
and Arbiter of the destiny of the Jewish people. God commanded Jews to behave in certain ways;
without God’s command, those rituals and behaviors would have been meaningless to them. God
set the destiny of the Jewish people; without that role in the world, being Jewish would have lost
its meaning. In ways that are incomprehensible to many of us today, God’s assistance was sought
at every turn, and changes of fortune were attributed to God’s will. One spent hours of one’s day
in prayerful conversation with God and in the study of texts believed to be of divine authorship.
Truly, Jews could thereby perceive the whole world as divinely inhabited.”

“Yet, as a young man, Kaplan began to doubt the efficacy of this traditional worldview for his
life.” (EJ, p.26)

GIMMEL EXERCISE:

1. Read the continuation of this quote on pages 26-27. Now read the following midrash about
Abraham’s spiritual awakening:

© Jewish Reconstructionist Federation — 2004
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“And Haran died in the presence of his father, Terach Rav Hiyya said, ‘Terach was a
manufacturer of idols.” He once went away somewhere and left Abraham to seil them in his
place. A man came and wished to buy one. ‘How old are you?,” Abraham asked him. ‘Fifty
years,” was the reply. ‘Woe to such a man,” he exclaimed. ‘You are fifty years old and would
worship a day old object. At this, he became ashamed and departed.”

*On another occasion, a woman came with a plate full of flour and requested him, ‘Take this and
offer 1t to them.” So he took a stick, broke them, and put the stick in the hand of the largest.
When his father returned, he demanded, ‘What have you done to them?” ‘I cannot conceal it
from you,” he rejoined, ‘A woman came with a plate full of fine meal and requested me to offer
il to them.” One claimed, “Tmust eat first,” while another claimed, “I must eat first.”” Thereupon
the largest arose, took the stick, and broke them. “Why do you make sport of me?’ he cried out,
‘Have they then any knowledge?’ ‘Should not your ears listen to what your mouth is saying?,” he
retorted.” (Bereshit Rabbah 38: 13)

2. Challenge each participant to write a midrash that imagines the moment of Kaplan’s move
away from traditional theology. It may be a discussion with one of his teachers, or a moment
alone, in which he challenges the “idols™ of his own time.

3. Give participants the opportunity, if they choose, to share their midrash with the group or in
hevruta pairs.

4. Now, read the section on Questioning Transnaturalism, pp.30-32. Write another midrash that
reflects a cnitique of Kaplan’s view (or just discuss if time is short). What are the “idols to be
smashed” in Kaplan’s theology?

© Jewish Reconstructionist Federation — 2004
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CHOSENNESS, VOCATION, COMMANDEDNESS

ALEPH, BET, AND GIMMEL TEXT:

“Kaplan and earlier generations of his disciples cared most of all about intellectual integrity, and
they fought the battle on the issue of the words of our prayers: We should not, they argued, ever
say what we do not mean. A new generation shares that commitment, but is often more inclined
to use traditional formulations because of their mythic and poetic power to move us — even
though we don’t understand those phrases in terms of the supernatural idiom of our ancestors.
The natural world, after all, includes not only those phenomena that scientists can measure, but
also the often, complex workings of the human psyche. It is therefore possible for a naturalistic
Jew to affirm the value and centrality of mystical consciousness, and the power and importance
of prayerful intentionality.” (EJ, pp.35)

ALEPH AND BET EXERCISE:

1. Read the section on Chosenness and Vocation, pages 35-38 in EJ, and Eugene Borowitz’s
discussion of chosenness from .Understanding Judaism pp. 79-835.

2. Based on the Borowitz reading and the passages from EJ above, discuss your reactions to the
change in the aliyah blessing discussed on page 36. List on the board the traditional blessing,

*rLC

“asher bachar banu mikol ha 'amim’ — “who has chosen us from among all peoples”, “asher
kervanu la’avodato” — “who has called us to do God’s work™.

3. Talk about the differences between these two prayers. What are your reactions to changing the
traditional prayer? For those who are comfortable with the traditional prayer, what do you mean
when you say it?

GIMMEL EXERCISE:

1. Read the section in EJ on Uncommanded Mitzvot, pages 32-33.

2. Do you find the Reconstructionist notion of commandedness compelling?

3. What role does this concept have in your synagogue community? In your life?

4. If there are rituals that you perform on a regular basis, what is it that gives you the sense of
obligation and motivation to do them?

5. Are there aspects of Jewish practice that you would like to take on, but for which you have not
found sufficient motivation? How might you find such motivation?

®© Jewish Reconstructionist Federation - 2004
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CHAPTER 4: THE PAST HAS A VOTE, NOT A VETO

NOTES FOR THE FACILITATORS

KEY CONCEPTS AND DISCUSSION POINTS:
* Revaluation - Reconstructing Jewish X.ife

* How do we preserve tradition, while at the same time finding contemporary
meanings for our practice?

* Reconstructing 1s not the same as reinventing — it relies on lessons from past
sources.

MATERIALS NEEDED

= Several books with information about the customs associated with Jewish
holidays such as The Jewish Holidays by Michael Strassfeld, Seasons of our Joy,
by Arthur Waskow, or The Encyclopedia Judaica.

REVALUATION — RECONSTRUCTING JEWISH LIFE

ALEPH, BET, AND GIMMEL TEXT:

“The process of revaluation is no simple task. For all the brilliance and depth of insight of our
ancestors, their values are often not applicable today in a straightforward way. They are
occasionally even repugnant from our perspective. Kaplan insisted that we preserve and observe
Jewish customs and values as long as they continue to serve as vehicles toward salvation — the
enhancement of the meaning and purposefulness of our existence.”

“When a particular Jewish value or custom is found wanting in this respect, it is our obligation as
Jews to find a means to reconstruct it — to adopt innovative practices or find new meanings in old
ones. That the past has a vote means that we must struggle to hear the voices of our ancestors.
What did this custom or that idea mean to them? How did they see the presence of God in it?
How can we retain or regain its importance in our own lives? That the past does not have a veto
means that we must work to hear our own voices as distinct from theirs. What might this custom
or that idea mean to us today? As participants in secular civilization, how can we incorporate our
values into our lives as Jews?”

“It 1s clear that our ties to our Jewish past and our sense of the secular present often pull us in
opposite directions. Reconstructionists seek to find ways to merge those two sensibilities while
remaining faithful to both of them. Kaplan’s statement that the past does not have a veto implies
that tradition is susceptible to adaptation. Innovation need not entail the destruction of tradition;
on the contrary, change is an important part of keeping tradition alive, as it has been throughout
Jewish history. As the world changes faster, Judaism must be reconstructed ever more quickly if
its wisdom is to continue to guide us.” (EJ, pp.41-42)

© Jewish Reconstructionist Federation — 2004
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ALEPH, BET, AND GIMMEL EXERCISE:

1. Have the group generate a list of Jewish rituals (the list might include: lighting Shabbat
candles, hosting a Passover Seder, fasting on Yom Kippur, keeping kashrut, observing Rosh
Hodesh, visiting the mikvah, searching for hametz, attending a Tu B’shvat seder, building a
sukkah, posting a mezuzah.)

2. Have each hevruta pair choose one item on the list. Then invite each hevruta, with the help of
articles on the topics found in books such as The Jewish Holidays by Michael Strassfeld, Seasons
of our Joy, by Arthur Waskow, or The Encyclopedia Judaica, to answer the following questions:

REVALUING RITUAL: HEVRUTA QUESTIONS
= List all of the values and associations that this rnitual has.
*  Which of these are compelling for you?

= Is the way that you and/or your community practice this ritual different from the way
it was practiced in the past? Are its meanings different? How has this ritual been
revalued and why?

= Asitis currently practiced, does this ritual conflict with values that are important to
you?

* How would you revalue this ritual in order to mitigate this conflict? Would you
change aspects of its practice? Is it possible to retain the practice as 1s, but to infuse it
with new meaning?

3. Share findings with the larger group.

© Jewish Reconstructionist Federation — 2004
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CHAPTER 5: LIVING IN TWO CIVILIZATIONS

NOTES FOR THE FACILITATOR

KEY CONCEPTS AND DISCUSSION POINTS
* Being Jewish and American
* In what ways do Jewish values and American democratic ideals intersect?

*  What are the benefits and the challenges of living fully in both a Jewish and
American life?

READINGS

* Mordecai Kaplan, Chapter 5, “Living in Two Civilizations” from The Future of
the American Jew. For those following the Gimmel exercises, you may wish to
assign this reading for homework prior to this session.

ALEPH, BET, AND GIMMEL TEXT:

“Kaplan called upon Jews to embrace the open society — not only because its structural pluralism
does not require the abandonment of Judaism, but also because American ideals at their best
coincide with Jewish ideals as they ought to be developed and reconstructed...Thus in the
Reconstructionist framework, it is not necessary to choose between one’s Jewish and American
identities. One can - indeed, one must — live in two civilizations...”

“More challenging are the situations in which living in two civilizations brings about conflict.

Committed Jews in North America are faced with choices at every turn. Little League games
conflict with religious school classes, golf tournaments with Shabbat services, and opera
performances with Jewish lecture series, Parents must choose between paying Jewish day school
tuition or saving for college tuition. With a limited amount of time and energy, membership on
the Jewish community center board and participation in a political campaign may be mutually
exclusive commitments.” (EJ, pp.55-57)

ALEPH AND BET EXERCISE:

1. On a board, list the terms “Jewish” and “American.” Have the group generate values that are
central to each. Compare and contrast.

2. When have American and Jewish values conflicted in your life? How did you deal with it?
(This discussion can be in hevruta, small group, or large group.)

® Jewish Reconstructionist Fed;ration — 2004
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GIMMEL EXERCISE:

1. Read Living in Two Civilizations, pages 94-105. Compare what the author perceives as the
needs of the Jewish community with what we perceive as the needs of today’s community.

2. Read the section on Education in EJ, pages 58-59. Do you agree with the statement, “Day
schools also do not accomplish our goal of living in two civilizations™? Have a panel on which
each of the following is presented as the primary model of education for the community:

= Day school

*  Traditional Hebrew school

* Family/intergenerational education

* Adult education that equips parents to educate their children in the home

Panelists should discuss ways in which their model promotes and challenges the goal of living in
two civilizations.

© Jewish Reconstructionist Federation _ 2004
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CHAPTER 6: ZION AS SPIRITUAL CENTER

NOTES FOR THE FACILITATOR

KEY CONCEPTS AND DISCUSSION POINTS:

= Personal Relationships with Israel

* Influence of Israel on America and vice versa
READINGS

*  Mordecai Kaplan, excerpts from Dynamic Judaism. For those following the Bet
and Gimmel exercises, you may wish to assign this reading for homework prior to
this sesston.

ALEPH TEXT:

“Reconstructionists. . .believe that the reestablishment of the State of Tsrael resulted not from the
supernatural intervention of God into history, but rather from the tireless and idealistic efforts of
Zionist pioneers. We remain committed to a vision of an Isracli society that, applying ancient
Jewish values to new circumstances, treats all of its citizens justly and seeks peace with its
neighbors whenever possible...”

“Most Reconstructionists take their stand with the vision of the Israeli founders and with the
signers of the Oslo Accords and proponents of peace. The long-term viability of the Jewish state
depends, we believe, on its loyalty to traditional ethical principles. The lesson of the Holocaust is
not only that we must be vigilant in our own defense, but also that we must oppose injustice and
cruelty no matter who is the victim. It is through a religion of ethical nationhood that the State of
Israel and Jewish civilization as a whole will weather the challenges ahead. Judaism must stand
for an enriching and ennobling way of life if it is to be worth defending indefinitely. A program
advocating survival for its own sake preserves the shell while allowing our precious core to slip
away.” (EJ, pp.69-70)

ALEPH, BET, AND GIMMEL EXERCISE:
1. Describe how the existence of Israel has impacted your Jewish life, if at all.
2. Reread the sections on Judaism as a Civilization and A Religious Civilization in EJ, pages 15-

3. Think about your experience(s) with or in Israel through the lens of this Reconstructionist
paradigm.

® Jewish Reconstructionist Federation — 2004
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BET AND GIMMEL TEXT:

“For many years, awestruck by the monumental achievement of the builders of the Jewish state,
diaspora Jews idealized the state and believed it could do no wrong. As the new state struggled to
build a viable economy and to overcome international hostility, Jews around the world believed
that their role was to serve as Israel’s unconditional defenders. No one could understand the
meaning of Isracl as well as Jews; only we understood that the existence of the State of Israel
needed no justification.”

“Smce the 1967 war; however, Jewish communities have debated the appropriateness of Jewish
criticism of Israeli policies, especially when that criticism intensified after the 1982 war in
Lebanon and the outbreak of the intifada. Jewish critics may have noble intentions but should be
wary lest loving criticisms become ammunition in the hands of those who wish to delegitimize
the State of Israel.”

“Reconstructionist Jews are sensitive to these concerns; those Jews who issue public statements
must weigh their positive effects against their potential dangers. We do not believe, however,
especially after an elected Israeli government signed the Oslo Accords and committed itself to
peace, that the solidarity of the Jewish people requires that we mute our criticisms in fear of what
non-Jews will say.” (EJ, pp.73-74)
BET AND GIMMEL EXERCISE:
Read the following in Dynamic Judaism:

* “The Implications of Jewish Peoplehood,” p.56

* “Jewish Peoplehood and Modern Nationalism,” p.57

* “Zionism: Jewish Peoplehood Reborn,” p.58
Would Kaplan still consider Israel a spiritual center today?

How would his writings be different today?

How do you think Kaplan would relate to the concerns that we neither idealize nor be overly
critical of the Jewish state, expressed in the quote from EJ above?

© Jewish Reconstructionist Federatior-l — 2004 -
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CHAPTER 7: LIVING AS A RECONSTRUCTIONIST

NOTES FOR THE FACILITATORS:

KEY CONCEPTS AND DISCUSSION POINTS:
= The Practice of Judaism

= Spiritual “types” provide a way to talk about different approaches to spiritual
practice.

*  Qur practice of Judaism is informed by the different ways we make meaning in
our lives.

» Learning Torah is both the study of traditional texts and bringing a Jewish
approach to the everyday acts of our lives.

* Prayer

* Prayer is a central part of the Jewish experience, but may not always feel
accessible as traditionally presented.

= Reconstructionism applies the same values-based process to prayer and Jewish
practice as it does to Jewish civilization.

= FEthics

* Jewish communities can be places of support and community both for life
passages and for gurdance with personal challenges.

*  We match Jewish ethics and practice to instill meaning and connection in our
lives.

* It 1s the task of Reconstructionists to instill traditional ethical precepts with
modern values.

SPECIAL MATERIALS NEEDED

For the Bet exercise in the “Practice of Judaism™ section, you will need: a Torah text, several
current newspapers and magazines, scissors, blank sheets of 11x17 paper, tape or glue stick, and
writing utensils.

READINGS

Richard Hirsh, “A Reconstructionist Exploration of Dietary Law” from
Reconstructionism Today, Summer 1998

© Jewish Reconstructi(;nist Federation — 2004
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THE PRACTICE OF JUDAISM

ALEPH TEXT:

“Not everyone is religious in the same way. Some people find prayer and ritual to be natural
avenues of spiritual connection. Some people find holiness in analysis and study. Some
experience God most readily in social action or in interpersonal relationships. Others find
transcendence in observing the natural world or experiencing the creative process. There is even
a spiritual type who best connects to God and religious life through iconoclasm — remaining true
to God by smashing the idols of religious hypocrisy. 1t is therefore wrongheaded to expect
everyone to be Jewish in the same way. No individual is purely one of these “types,” but each of
us has greater propensities in some directions than in others. Viewing Judaism as a religious
civilization that encompasses all of these paths, Reconstructionists affirm the validity of each of
them and seck to encourage one another as we each find our own way.” (EJ, p.79)

ALEPH EXERCISE:

1. Using the descriptions above, which religious type(s) best describes you? Which describes you
the least?

2. Are there times when you are more one way or another?

3. Give at least three examples of how your religious practice reflects one or more of these
attributes.

BET AND GIMMEL TEXT:

“The Torah we study includes not only ancient texts but contemporary ones as well. And we
struggle with Torah together, in groups in which the value of a person’s opinions is not
determined only by his or her Jewish erudition. We learn Torah from one another, from the

various areas of expertise that each of us brings to the discussion, and from our life experiences.”
(EJ, p.80)

BET AND GIMMEL EXERCISE:

The following project is designed to help you make connections between the Torah text and the

torah of your everyday life and community. In it, we get to study ancient and contemporary
Torah with the same tools.

You will need the following supplies for this project: a Torah text, several current newspapers
and magazines, scissors, blank sheets of 11x17 paper, tape or glue stick, and writing utensils.

l. Read Genesis 18:17-19:26 in the Torah together (you can work on this individually or in
pairs).

2. Using the newspapers and magazines, retell the story of Sodom and Gomorrah using pictures,
headlines, and other clippings (for instance, if you were using the Book of Esther, you might

© Jewish Rec_onstructionist Federation — 2004 -
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include pictures of brides, or headlines about corrupt politicians). Tape or glue the clippings to as
many sheets of 11x17 paper as necessary.

3. You can also write a narrative that goes along with the clippings right on the same piece of
paper.

4. Come together as a group to share the collages yon have made. Compare how the torah of
each of your lives has led to both similarities and differences in how you have interpreted the

story.

PRAYER
ALEPH TEXT:

On pages 81 through 83 in EJ, the authors list some reasons why Reconstructionists pray. Plcase
read through this passage together in class and complete the following exercise.

ALEPH EXERCISE!

I. From what you have already learned about Reconstructionism, what are the challenges to
praying as a Reconstructionist?

2. Are there any reasons for praying listed here that particularly resonate with you? Are there
any that seem far from your experience/motivations for prayer?

3. Can you think of times during prayer that are, or have been, especially meaningful to you?
What makes them so?

BET AND GIMMEL TEXT:

“Reconstructionists address [Shabbat observance] as an incremental challenge. Observing part of
Shabbat is worthwhile in itself. There are many points of entry. Resting on Shabbat is not doing
nothing. In the silence, as we cover our eyes to bless the Shabbat candles, there is a window of
connection — with our loved ones (whether they are still with us or not), with the Source of
Creation. Or sharing a cup of kiddush wine around the table, we are reminded of what is most
important in our lives. In lingering after the meal to sing, the stress of the week’s work abates,
and we remember why life is worth living. When joining in community to sing and chant the
Shabbat tefillot (prayers) and discuss the Torah portion, we find ourselves transported to a
sacred realm, We do not frown upon such nontraditional modes of Shabbat rest as gardening or
going to a museum. We do not demand of ourselves and one another that Shabbat observance be
all or nothing. But as we deepen our experience of rest and renewal, each in our own way and at
our own pace, the Havdalah ceremony on Saturday evening becomes a powerful punctuation of
our week, serving to distinguish between sacred and profane time.” (EJ, pp.92-93)
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BET AND GIMMEL EXERCISE:
1. What do you think of when you imagine traditional Shabbat observance?

2. Are there parts of this that you already do? That you wish you could do? That you are happy
you do not do (or wish you could give up)?

3. List the values about Shabbat that are being communicated through the passage above.
4. How do you/might you incorporate these values into your current practice?

5. Based on your study of Chapter 4, how do you respond to the idea of revaluing permitted and
not-permitted Shabbat activities as expressed in the sentence above, “We do not frown upon such
nontraditional modes of Shabbat rest as gardening or going to a museum.”?

ETHICS
ALEPH TEXT:

“Reconstructionists believe that the very future of Jewish communities depends on our members’
belief that our traditions can offer serious guidance for our ethical dilemmas. If the Jewish
community is only an institution where I can belong, celebrate, and worship, but it is not the
place to which I turn when I have excruciating choices to make, then i is really a leisure-time
social club that I choose to attend when it is convenient. Jewish civilization wilt flourish if and
only if Jewish people find it an invaluable and essential source of wisdom and direction.” (EJ,
p.98)

ALEPH EXERCISE:

1. Using the chart below, list circumstances, dilemmas, life events, or issues that you would
currently consider seeking help for or raising in a Jewish context (either at your synagogue or
havurah, with a rabbi or Jewish leader, etc.} You might include in this list issues such as money
problems, divorce, substance abuse, infertility, parenting, partnering, or any others.

2. After everyone has filled out the chart, discuss the circumstances under which you might
change the category of any item and/or why you would not raise particular issues in a Jewish
context.
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BET TEXT:

“Eating is a religious act, and it is also a political act, especially in today’s consumer economy.
We seek to take responsibility to distinguish between our wants and needs, to care about what is
healthful for us as individuals and for the world as a whole. As we do s0, kashrut links us with
our ancestors’ transformation of the table into a sacred altar. Their blessings infuse our
consciousness. As we adopt their customs, we are linked to them, reminded of their values. And
to their concens, we add our own.” (EJ, p.101)

BET EXERCISE:

1. Read the article from Reconstructionism Today (Summer, 1998) “A Reconstructionist
Exploration of Dietary Law.”

2. How does Hirsh incorporate his personal ethics into decision-making around his kashrut
practice?

3. Do you agree with the principle of adopting and adapting the customs of our ancestors, even in
circurstances where our generations’ ethics differ dramatically? (See, as an example, Hirsh’s
discussion of shehitah, kosher slaughtering).

4. Are there ways that your community is putting ethical values into action?

GIMMEL TEXT:

“The connection between theology and ethics also figures in the Reconstructionist equation. If
God is portrayed exclusively with masculine imagery, for example, it is inevitable that this will
affect the different ways that the believer values, and therefore treats, men and women. If God is
believed to be dictatorial, or quick to anger, then that will have implications for those who
believe that we are created in God’s image. Every aspect of a Reconstructionist community — its
liturgy, its school curricula, its by-laws and operating procedures — is subject to Rabbi Kaplan’s
pragmatic touchstone: How does it promote ethical values?” (EJ, p.99)

GIMMEL EXERCISE:

L. Brainstorm two lists as a group. Remember, in brainstorming, all contributions are
considered. The first is a list of the ethical values held by your community. The second list is of
the communal practices of your group (worship, adult education, child education, liturgy, social
events...).

2. Now, keeping in mind your list of ethical values, apply Kaplan’s formula to your communal
practices: How does each promote ethical values?

3. Are the commumity’s values acted out in practice? Are the practices of the community
consonant with its ethical values?
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CHAPTER 8: MARKING THE STAGES OF QUR LIVES

NOTES FOR THE FACILITATOR

KEY CONCEPTS AND DISCUSSION POINTS:

READINGS

Power of Ritual

Rituals enable us to introduce meaning, familiarity, and shared communal values
into times in life that are outside of the normal course of events.

Jewish rituals are designed to mark meaningful passages in our lives.

At the same time, the range of traditional rituals reflects those moments on which
the writers of text and religious functionaries chose to focus.

Reclaiming Rituals

In our modern lives, we are conscious of how our values are in some cases
different from those of our ancestors.

Not all significant moments have been appropriately ritualized, and many existing
rituals no longer feel appropriately comprehensive in a time of greater gender
equality.

Though we imnherit a rich ritual heritage, there is still opportunity to create and
introduce new, meaningful rituals.

Embracing Tradition

There is an important value in revisiting traditional rituals that have become
obsolete in many settings.

When we study traditional ritual practices, we do so with a critical eye to the
values imparted by them. In this way we are able to discern which still hold
meaning for us.

“B’nat Mitzvah in Reconstructionist Communities” from Reconstructionism
Today.
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POWER OF RITUAL

ALEPH AND BET TEXT:

“We experience transitions — the birth of a child, the entry to adolescence, the sanctification of a
relationship, death and mourning, and many others - as moments of heightened awareness in
which we are most open to the mystery and sanctity of life, most in need of Jewish spiritual
techniques and traditional practices to help us express our awe and fear, our joy and terror. And
it1s also at these times that we need and appreciate the support of our communities.” (EJ, p.103)

ALEPH AND BET EXERCISE:

1. What was the most recent Jewish ritual event you attended?

2. What were the most compelling components? Why were they powerful?
3. What were the least powerful components? Why?

4. In what ways were the community members active participants in the ritual (eg., acting as
witnesses, singing, reciting prayers, etc.)?

3. Are there ways in which the community could have been more involved?
GIMMEL TEXT:

“Had traditional Jewish society been interested in valuing or publicly celebrating the woman’s
role, a ceremony might have been developed around a girl’s transition to puberty. Without this
interest, it is not surprising that no such public celebration developed. And if women, acting
outside the public domain, developed private celebrations, that too is lost to us — the activities of
omen were not of interest to the men who kept public records for posterity. For these reasons,
Reconstructionists first instituted the now widely accepted ceremony of bat mitzvah.” (EJ,
pp.104-105)

GIMMEL EXERCISE:

1. For what lifecycle event do you wish there were a ritual, but one does not exist?
2. Why do you think a ritual does not exist in the Jewish tradition for this event?
3. What values would you like the ritual to communicate?

4. Can you think of a story or section from Torah that could be used as a basis for or as a piece of
this ritual (e.g., leaving your home: Sarai and Avram, Genesis, Chapter 12)?

RECLAIMING RITUALS

ALEPH TEXT:
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“Had traditional Jewish society been interested in valuing or publicly celebrating the woman’s
role, a ceremony might have been developed around a girl’s transition to puberty. Without this
interest, 1t 1s not surprising that no such public celebration developed. And if women, acting
outside the public domain, developed private celebrations, that too is lost to us — the activities of
women were not of interest to the men who kept public records for posterity. For these reasons,

Reconstructionists first instituted the now widely accepted ceremony of bat mitzvah.” (EJ,
pp.104-105)

ALEPH EXERCISE:

1. Read the article from Reconstructionism Today (Vol. 4 No. 3, Spring 1997) “B’nai Mitzvah in
Reconstructionist Communities.”

2. In what ways did these communities modify b’nai mitzvah to meet their needs?
3. What have been the benefits and drawbacks of these modifications?

4. If you had a bar or bat mitzvah, in what ways do the programs reported here differ from your
experience? '

EMBRACING TRADITION

BET AND GIMMEL TEXT:

“Innovation is not evidence that we are less sensitive to the need for unity; rather, it is evidence
of our commitment to meeting the needs of contemporary Jews. This in turn makes us more
passionate about the need for pluralism on the part of all Jews to be a cardinal principle of Jewish
unity.” (EJ, p.114)

BET AND GIMMEL EXERCISE:
1. Constder the following two scenarios:

a. Your congregation is committed to building relationships with other Jewish groups in
your town. Your (male) board president has been asked to speak on Shabbat at an Orthodox
synagogue. Everyone from the congregation is invited to attend, yet you know that this
synagogue has a separate section for men and women, and your (female) rabbi is not invited to
stt on the bimah.

b. Your congregation is committed to building relationships with other Jewish groups in
your town. There is a Conservative synagogue within walking distance of yours and you want to
plan a potluck Shabbat picnic lunch, and invite them to participate. The kashrut policy at your
synagogue is that food brought in must be vegetarian and/or dairy. The kashrut policy at the
Conservative synagogue is that all food must have a heksher or be provided by a kosher caterer.

2. In each of these scenarios, what are the Reconstructionist values at issue? What are the
traditional values at issue?
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3. What could be done in either scenario to accommodate the traditional practice?

4. Why might your community choose to or choose not to provide that accommodation?
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CHAPTER 9: BECOMING AN INCLUSIVE COMMUNITY

NOTES FOR THE FACILITATOR

KEY CONCEPTS AND DISCUSSION POINTS:

READINGS

What does it mean to be inclusive?

Being an inclusive community does not mean simply accepting difference, it also
means accommodating it.

Recognizing the need for inclusivity is an ongoing task for increasingly diverse
Jewish communities.

The process of becoming an inclusive community may involve education and a
shift in values for some members of the community.

To the degree that a community is not inclusive, current or potential members of
the community may feel consistently overlooked or invisible in communal ritual
and religious life.

Who is a Jew?

Individuals and families with histories of intermarriage, divorce, and spiritual-
seeking challenge us to broaden the traditional definitions of what it means to
define someone as Jewish.

The Reconstructionist movement recognizes the Jewishness of a child of a Jewish
father and non-Jewish mother when that child is raised and educated as a Jew
(patrilineal descent).

Intermarriage

The thinking around intermarriage has gone from seeing it as a threat to Jewish
existence to seeking an understanding of how best to help intermarried families
find meaningful roles in Jewish life.

To live in two civilizations means extensive exposure and interaction with people
from all different walks of life. At times, this may prove to be a catalyst for
change in the dynamics of Jewish communities.

“Becoming a Kehillah Mekabelet” from Reconstructionism Today, Summer 1998.
You may wish to assign this reading for homework prior to the class.

“Adoption and Conversion” from Reconstructionism Today, Spring 2000
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WHAT DOES IT MEAN TO BE INCLUSIVE?

ALEPH, BET, AND GIMMEL TEXT:

“...the Reconstructionist commitment to inclusivity is not only based on a desire to be warm and
welcoming. It is deeply rooted in a commitment to democratic values and an understanding of
the evolving nature of Jewish civilization. Rabbinic authorities, in the past and in our own day,
have made different judgments, acting out of views formed in their particular social contexts.
They were human judgments, not divine decrees. They were not made by people who cherished
such values as gender equality, democratic decision making, or respect for those who were
different from themselves, or who were aware of the complex nature of human sexuality. The
community that Reconstructiomists seek to create in our age is open, diverse, and welcoming.”
(EJ, pp.119-120)

“All of the groups we are committed to including have experienced invisibility in Jewish life.
Our main goal as Reconstructionists is to educate ourselves about the specific differences of
others and about the need to remain vigilant to include the formerly disenfranchised. We do this
primarily through education about the issues involved. But our efforts only succeed when people
with disabilities, gay men and lesbians, feminists, patrilineal Jews, Jews by choice, and the
intermarried themselves become involved and feel comfortable enough to take leadership roles
within our movement. This 1s the ultimate goal of inclusion.” (EJ, p.141)

ALEPH, BET, AND GIMMEL EXERCISE:

1. Read the article from Reconstructionism Today (Vol. 5 No. 4, Summer 1998) “Becoming a
Kehillah Mekabelet.”

2. Based on the reactions Isracloff reported, how would you characterize the difference between
saying that you are a community that welcomes a minority community, and enacting bylaws to
that effect?

3. How might some of the stumbling blocks that the community encountered have been avoided?

4. Can you think of ways in which your congregation is committed to being inclusive? Can you
think of aspects of your congregation that might not be inclusive of various groups (e.g., do you
have specific programming geared toward gay, lesbian, and bisexual members? What about
smgle members or single parents? Is your bimah wheelchair accessible?)?

5. The Reconstructionist movement has historically been committed to affirming the rights of
gays and lesbians and working toward their full inclusion in our Jewish communities. Based on
your study of EJ to this point, and the Reconstructionist approach to tradition and decision-
making, on which values might this decision be buiit?

© Jewish Reconstructionist Federation —_2004
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WHO IS A JEW?

ALEPH, BET, AND GIMMEL TEXT:

“...we believe that Jewish identity is cultivated by living a Jewish life, and is not something that
is automatically inherited. At a time when having rwo Jewish parents is no guarantee that a child
will be raised as a Jew, it is counterproductive to insist that a person raised as a Jew and
identifving as a Jew is not a Jew because his or her mother did not convert before birth. We
understand rituals as deriving their power and efficacy from the way they symbolize real
transformation. Thus conversion rituals ‘work” when they express an actual entry of a non-Jew
into our community. When they are imposed arbitrarily, however, in the belief that the edicts of
generations long gone must be obeyed, the very meaning of ritual conversion is undermined.”
(EJ p.125)

ALEPH AND BET EXERCISE:

1. Review background and the reasons why Reconstructionists accept patrilineal descent, found
on pages 123-126 of EJ.  Which of these reasons do you find compelling and why? Discuss
yOur answers in a group or in patrs.

2. Working with a partner, role-play a parent discussing patrilineal descent with his/her 11 year-
old child. The child has been raised Jewish, his/her father is Jewish but his/her mother is not
Jewish. He/she has heard from a friend that only a person whose mother is Jewish is considered
Jewish. How would you explain patrilineal descent to your child? What would you say to
him/her about the fact that he/she is accepted as a Jew in your synagogue but not in Conservative
or Orthodox congregations?

3. Now, choose another partner and role-play a discussion between a member of your
synagogue’s youth committee and the youth adviser at the local, more traditional synagogue.
You wish to invite their youth group to participate in a teen event with your synagogue. They
say that they cannot allow their group to participate in a social event with a group that accepts
teens who are Jewish by virtue of patrilineal descent. They would be happy to plan an activity
for “Jewish” teens only. How would you handle this discussion? What issues would you raise?
What questions would the discussion raise for you about patrilineal descent?

4. Come back together as a group and discuss the role-plays. What issues were raised? Did the
role-plays or the reading change your perspective on patrilineal descent?

GIMMEL EXERCISE:
1. Read the article from Reconstructionism Today (Spring, 2000) “Adoption and Conversion.”
2. Identify the key 1ssues being debated about converting a child bormn from a non-JTewish mother.

3. With which opinions do you most clearly agree? Disagree?
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INTERMARRIAGE

ALEPH TEXT:

“North American Jews today live in an open society. We share much in common with our
non-Jewish neighbors, including the assumption that individuals should have the liberty to
choose the course of their lives and that marriage partners should be selected based on loving
relationships. Yet we want our children to marry Jews, to have partners with whom they can
fully share the cycle of Jewish living, and to pass on their Jewish heritage to yet another
generation. Often, these values are in conflict.” (EJ, p.126)

ALEPH EXERCISE:
1. In what other situations are Jewish and secular values in conflict?

2. Is there anything that can be done by individuals, families, or communities to ease this
conflict?

3. Is there a time when 1t is not desirable to eliminate the tension between Jewish and secular
values? Why?

BET AND GIMMEL TEXT;

“We adopt this spirit of welcome in our conviction that we have no basis to stand in judgment.
Those who condemn intermarriage as if it were sinful really are condemning the fruits of the
open society to which they are otherwise dedicated. It is not necessarily true that intermarried
couples have a higher rate of divorce or that it is always the case that a Jew would be better off
marrying a Jew than a non-Jew. Until we face those facts, we are likely to miss the opportunity

to help alienated Jews return to the community and tradition. Qur task is thus not to condemn the

intermarried, but rather to make Judaism compelling. (EJ, pp.128-129)
BET AND GIMMEL EXERCISE:

I. Do you agree or disagree with the statement above?

2. In what ways do you think Judaism could be made more compelling?

3. In what ways does your congregation carry out the Reconstructionist mandate to be
welcoming to intermarried couples and their families?

© Jewish Reconstructionist Federation — 2004
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CHAPTER 10: THE RECONSTRUCTIONIST MOVEMENT

NOTES FOR THE FACILITATOR

KEY CONCEPTS AND DISCUSSION POINTS:
= Reconstructionist Attributes

» In seeking to articulate what distinguishes a Reconstructionist community, we try
to identify the core, shared values of the movement.

= New Models for Leadership

= One of the distinctive aspects of Reconstructionist communities is the role of the
rabbi as facilitator and spiritual leader as opposed to the traditional role of arbiter
of Jewish life.

* A new role for the rabbi requires a new role and different involvement from the
religious community.

ALEPH TEXT:

On pages 148-149 of EJ, the authors suggest a list of attributes shared by Reconstructionist
congregations, Please review this list. Then, ask each person in the group to rate the attributes in
order of importance.

Reconstructionist Attributes:

___ Gender Equality
____Participatory Decision Making
~ Institational Values

~ Shared Leadership

~ Welcoming Atmosphere

___ Ongoimg Education
____Liturgical and Ritual Creativity
__ Sernious Embrace of Tradition
_Social Action

~__ Mutual Support
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ALEPH EXERCISE:
1. When you are done, compare and discuss your ratings with the group.

2. Which of these attributes seems to you to be uniquely Reconstructionist? Which do you find
in other Jewish settings?

BET AND GIMMEL TEXT:

“In addition to their roles as teachers of Torah, rabbis are professionals who also play pivotal
roles in bringing Jewish values to their communities. It is not sufficient to talk about the
mmportance of justice and caring, respectful listening and welcoming, honesty and openness.
Jewish communities must embody the values they espouse if they are to be taken seriously and if
they are to serve as places where Jews can sanctify their lives. In the course of their training,
Reconstructionist rabbis are therefore taught the skills that enable them to inspire and strengthen
such caring communities.” (EJ, p.154)

The January 2001 report of the Reconstructionist Commission on the Role of the Rabbi, The
Rabbi-Congregation Relationship: A Vision for the 21" Century (available through the
Reconstructionist Rabbinical Association, www.therra.org) begins:

“The relationship between rabbi and congregation is ideally understood as a sacred covenant in
which the partners share in the nurturance, guidance, planning and programming of the
synagogue. As in any relationship; however, the best intentions, strongest commitments and
agreement on shared values do not guarantee that the relationship will always run smoothly. As
in any relationship, differences must be negotiated, compromises reached, and decisions made
with which each partner may not always be in full agreement.” (vi)

BET AND GIMMEL EXERCISE;

1. How would you characterize the difference between how rabbis are portrayed in the two
statements above?

2. Does the passage from “The Rabbi-Congregation Relationship™ report reflect any changes in
the Reconstructionist movement?

3. In your opinion, are there any distinctive characteristics of Reconstructionist rabbis?

4. How do you view your role as a member of a Reconstructionist congregation? Do you think it
differs from what your involvement might be/ has been in another congregation?
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CHAPTER 11: ENVISIONING THE FUTURE

NOTES FOR THE FACILITATOR

KEY CONCEPTS AND DISCUSSION POINTS:
*  Where do we go from here?

= This final chapter 1s an opportunity to review materials from the course and a
chance for the participants to evaluate the class.

ALEPH, BET, AND GIMMEL TEXT:

“Nevertheless, our position as outsiders to the tradition also has its advantages. We are not Jews
by inevitable momentum; for the most part, we do not practice Judaism because of an
unarticulated nostalgia. Our commitments are made against the natural flow. They are
self~motivated and authentic, filled with an energy and creativity that impel us to reconstruct the
tradition to speak in the contemporary idiom.” (EJ, p.159)

“QOur commitment to balancing individual autonomy with communal commitment is at odds with
the commanded, authoritarian nature of inherited traditions, but we are convinced that Jewish
civilization is sufficiently resilient to be transformed successfully yet again, as it has evolved
time and time again in our past, It 1s that faith that enables us to continue our struggle to
reconstruct Judaism. That reconstructed Judaism is the necessary condition for Jewish vitalty in
our time.” (EJ, p.162)

“It may be easier either to accept the tradition without question or to reject it entirely as
outmoded, easier to accept an authority — whether the Torah or the New York Times — than to
reach independent conclusions. But as Reconstructionist Jews, we are comfortable with our
questions and doubts. The process of admitting and confronting our uncertainty has itself become
part of our norm. Our study of traditional texts 1s undertaken not so that we can accept them
uncritically, but so that we can confront their meanings and wrest from them the part of their
message that speaks to us.” (EJ, p.161)

ALEPH, BET, AND GIMMEL EXERCISE:

1. Read each of the passages above. Based on the work you have done up to this point in the
curriculum, which one would you say sums up the Reconstructionist movement best? Why?

2. Answer the following questions individually and then compare your answers as a group:
In five years, I would like to walk into my congregation and see:

b. In five years, I would like to learn at my synagogue or havurah.

1f 1 had the opportunity to introduce a group to Reconstructionism, 1 would tell them:

d. In the future, I would like to see the following in ALL Reconstructionist communities:
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CLOSING EXERCISE

Now that you have completed your course of study, each person in your group should answer the
following questions:

1. Having studied more about Reconstructionism, I am most pleased that

2. Tam most intrigued that

3. I'was most surprised by

4. A topic I would like to explore further is

5. ] ~ changed or influenced the way I think about my
Reconstructionist community.
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READINGS INCLUDED IN COURSE CURRICULUM

“Are We a Chosen People?” Understanding Judaism. pp. 79-84 and Appendix.
Borowitz, Eugene

“A Reconstructionist Exploration of Dietary Law.” Hirsh, Richard.
Reconstructionism Today, Volume 5 Number 4 Summer 1998

“B’nai Mitzvah in Reconstructionist Communities.” Mundell, Leah.
Reconstructionism Today, Volume 4, Number 3 Spring 1997

“The Implications of Jewish Peoplehood”. Dynamic Judaism, pp. 56-57.
Kaplan, Mordecai.

“Jewish Peoplehood and Modern Nationalism.” Dynamic Judaism, pp. 57-58.
Kaplan, Mordecai.

“Zionism: Jewish Peoplehood Rebom.” Dynamic Judaism, pp. 58-59. Kaplan,
Mordeca.

“Living in Two Civilizations.” Future of the American Jew. Kaplan, Mordecai.

“Becoming a Kehillah Mekabelet.” Tsraeloff, Roberta. Reconstructionism Today,
Volume 5 Number 4, Summer 1998

“Adoption and Conversion.” Reconstructionism Today, Volume 7, Number 3
Spring 2000
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“Are We A Chosen People™ from Understanding Judaism, by Eugene Borowitz pp. 79-84

-

“Are We a G

S
hosen
People?

Surpesk you are honored with an aliyah. You go up (the

meaning of aliyah) to the bimah, the raised platform from

which the Torah scroll is read. Then yvou say the same

blessing that's been said for 2,000 years, “Blessed are You,

Lord, our God, Ruler of the universe, who chose us from

among all peoples and gave us the Torah. Blessed are You,

Lord, who gives Torah.”

Read with the wrong intonation, that could sound as if

) Jews thought everyone else was inferior: “Chose US from 79
among all peoples.” But if read rather humbly, the blessing pe we a
could mean: How wonderful that of all the peoples in the CHOSEN PEOPLE?
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“Are We A Chosen People” from Understanding Judaism, by Eugene Borowitz pp. 79-84

world ours created the Bible. Which of those two moods is
right is the problem for the Jewish ideas of ‘“the chosen
people.”

Being chosen generally means getting a prize. What the
Jews got, as the blessing makes clear, is the Torah. That’s not
very much like being picked to be Miss America or winning a
lottery. Instead of receiving something enjoyable, the Jews
received a book of laws and advice. It wasn’t for their
pleasure. It gave them new responsibilities. So the Torah is
hardly the kind of gift that most people really want. In an
imaginative story in the Talmud, the rabbis tell how God
couldn’t find anyone to take the Torah. Nobody wanted to
follow its rules. The story is somewhat prejudiced against the
Romans and other nations but it certainly shows what the
rabbis thought the Jews were chosen for: to do command-
ments.

Our tradition taught
God’s love for everyone

God’s “choosing” the Jews to get the Torah doesn’t mean God
is not interested in other people. The Bible and Talmud are
clear: you don’t have to be a Jew in order to know God. (That's
why sending out missionaries has never been important to
Judaism, even though we accept people who want to become
Jews.) The key here is the “agreement” God made with Noah
after the flood. Chapters 8 and 9 of Genesis put it this way:
God “promised” that there would be no more floods to destroy
the earth, that after it rained there would be a rainbow in the
sky as a reminder the promise was being kept, and God gave
Noah permission to stop being a vegetarian (like Adam) and
to eat meat. God also gave Noah some commands, one of
v:ixich is connected with his meat-eating. Noah shouldn’t eat
‘meat with its life in it, which is the blood in it.” (See Part
Three, Chapter 4, where I discuss how ‘“‘true” such stories
are.)
This might be pretty dull except that Noah, like Adam,
stands for all humanity. The Bible is saying that all human
80 beings, not just the Jews, have a kind of “Torah.” They have
THE JEws Anp their own connection with God. One rabbinic statement
THEIR DREAMS makes the idea perfectly plain: “Rightequs people among the
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“Are We A Chosen People” from Understanding Judaism, by Eugene Borowitz pp. 79-84

Gentiles have a full share in the life of the world-to-come.”
That is still Jewish teaching today.

The rabbis of the Talmud had a sort of mathematical way
of describing the religious difference between non-Jews and
Jews. They figured the children of Noah (humanity) had
seven commandments as part of God’s agreement or cove-
nant with Noah. How they found them in the Genesis story
isn’t clear but they generally agreed on these: (1) respect for
God, (2) no idol-worship, (3) no murder, (4) no stealing, (5) no
sexual sins,. (6) setting up good courts, and (7) not eating
meat cut from a living animal. But the rabbis said the Torah
gave Jews 613 basic commandmernits. (Rabbi Simlai used this
number and, although we don’t know where he got it from,
it’s been used ever since.) So being chosen meant that the
Jews had 606 more rules to follow—and, of course, all the
hundreds of laws that grew out of the basic ones.

Being chosen doesn’t mean
superiority or suffering

Two more points are important. One is that being “chosen”
didn’t make the Jews feel they were superior to other peoples.
That would be a sin at any time, since God “made” and “loves”
everyone. It's especially horrible today because the Nazis said
the Germans were a superior race and used that as an excuse
to kill Jews and other groups. Nothing in the Jewish religion
should ever sound like something Hitler said. The second
point is that being chosen gave the Jews more duties. When
they didn’t perform their duties they would be punished.
That’s one of the chief lessons of the prophets. Being “cho-
sen”’ by God doesn’t mean freedom to do evil. Amos, the first
prophet to write a book said, “Hear this word which the Lord
spoke against you, O Children of Israel. . .. You only have 1
known of all the families of the earth. Therefore I will punish
you for your sins” (Amos 3:2), '
That leads us to the other problem: Jewish suffering. The
Jews have had more trouble than most other peoples in
history. It almost seems as if we were chosen to suffer. A
Yiddish saying makes a bitter joke about it: “You chose us 81
from among all peoples? So why did you have to pick on us?” ape we a
The real problem here is the difference between the Jewish cHOSEN PEOPLE?
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and the Christian attitudes toward suffering. In classic Chris-
tianity Jesus shows his obedience to God and his love for
humanity by letting himself be crucified. Jesus, hanging on
the cross (the crucifix), becomes a major symbol for such
Christians. Suffering becomes an important way of serving
God. Jews don’t see suffering as an especially good way to
serve God. Judaism doesn’t encourage people to be hermits or
not to marry or to beat themselves in order to be more holy.
Besides, there’s enough pain in most people’s lives—they
don’t have to go loocking for more. Of course, when suffering
cannot be avoided, we bear it as bravely as we can and try to
learn from it. Often we can see God “teaching” us something.
(Sometimes, as in the case of the Holocaust, we can’t come
up with much of an answer. See Part Four, Chapter 5.)
Mostly, though, our suffering has taught us how important it
is for people to do good and to see how often they do evil. One
other thing we know. We Jews weren’t chosen to give other
people an excuse to abuse us. We are Jews to remind them
and everyone that there is a God and we should all be doing

good.

With today’s respect for all people,
chosenness is a difficult idea

Modern Jews often are troubled by the idea of the chosen
people. They think it says too much about God and has too
little respect for non-Jews.

“Choosing” seems to make God “do” more than we can
easily understand. Usually when we say God “does” some-
thing we are talking about what we feel inside ourselves.
That’s how we explain God “speaking” to us or “forgiving”
us. God’s “choosing” seems to point, not to our feeling for
God, but to an act God did. That’s difficult for many people to
believe. God’s “choosing the Jews” is even more disturbing,. It
says that God set up the difference between Jews and other
people by giving us the Torah. It wasn’t because of anything
special about the Jews or what we did. (Remember, the story

82 about Abraham breaking the idols is from the rabbis. Some of
4E JEWs Anp them also seem to have thought that choosing makes God
HEIR DREAMS appear to be unfair.) God should love everyone and not have a
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particular people as His favorite. This is one reason some
modern Jews want to have a new idea of chosenness.

When the Bible and the Talmud were written, if you
weren’t a Jew you were an idol-worshiper. The Jews were the
only people around who believed in God and, of course, they
felt different from their neighbors. That is certainly not true
today. In the United States and Canada, most Jews find
themselves very much like their non-Jewish neighbors. And
despite strange languages and customs in other parts of the
world, we now know that people everywhere are basically
alike. This makes it even more difficult for us to say that God
made us different from all other people by choosing us to get
the Torah.

Five modern ways
of locking at the Jews being chosen

With such strong arguments against the Jews being the.

chesen people, it won't surprise you to hear that we have
several different modern ways of thinking about our people
and God. Here are five viewpoints about chosenness our
thinkers suggested:

Some people say we must give up the idea because it’s too
undemocratic. As long as people say God set them aside from
others, there will be religious hatred. Instead, we should
accept today’s moral ideal that all people are equal. Besides,
Jews don’t need to say God “chose us” in order to say how
good it is to be a Jew. We can love our people and enjoy its
special ways without having to say God commanded them.
We can say our people “chooses” to live by the highest
standards, for every people ought to do that.

Some say that all peoples are “chosen” and make some
contribution to humankind. If we knew more about peoples
other than those of Europe we’d soon see how special they all
are. Even in the history we know, the Greeks teach beauty,
the Romans teach government, and the Hebrews teach reli-
gion. Why some peoples should make more important contri-
butions than others we don’t know. But that’s natural and one
can see it in every field of activity, just as one person can
make a more important contribution than another.
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Some people with this view want to make certain we don’t
forget how extraordinary the record of the Jews is. We've
survived despite great persecution. We've gone on making
major contributions to civilization. Given freedom and oppor-
tunity, we’'ve greatly enriched modern culture . . . just think
of all our writers, painters, musicians, and professors. And no
group in the world comes close to our record of producing
Nobel Prize winners. We are certainly an exceptional and
extraordinary people.

Some feel the previous views leave God out of human
experience altogether. If God is real we should consider how
people came to find God, or, more precisely, how they came to
“choose” to accept and follow God. As life moved from the
animal to the truly human, creatures appeared that became
capable of personal, conscious feeling for God. Mostly that
feeling was expressed by idolatry or in nature worship. On
rare occasions it became a major religion with a well-
developed sense of God. But only in one case did a whole
people choose to base its etknic life on its consciousness of
the one, commanding God. The people of Israel was this
“choosing people.” To the extent that God is “behind” what
happens in history, we may also say that God “chose” the
Jews. Since the Jews and God have been linked so closely for
centuries, even though other peoples have come to know God,
the Jews will always be special in human history.

Some Jews feel
that God sometimes is especially close

Some take that a step further and try to say something about

what God “did.” Compare it to your experience with those you

love. When you feel especially close to people it’s probably

half because you know that they feel good being with you.

They don’t even have to talk. There’s something about taking

a walk together, or going to a ball game, or working on a

project, that gives you the sense they feel that way. But you

can’t force that feeling to come just because you want to feel

loved. Even with a best friend or a parent, you can’t make

84 every time special. Sometimes that great sense of being

THE JEws anp together is there, but both of you have to be ready for it.
THER DREAMS Something like that happens with God. People not only have
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to be there for God but God has to “be there” for them. In that
sense, God “does” something and that’s what God “chooses”
means. At Sinai and again and again in Bible and later times,
God has “been there,” not always, but often, when our
people searched for God.

And some say we just ought to admit that we can’t under-
stand everything God does. We just have to accept some
things. People are important, but God is “in charge” of

history. Other peoples today may be beginning to know and’

serve God but that does not change the 4,000 years in which
the Jews, alone, had the Torah and were loyal to God through
the Torah. And, until the Messiah comes, God needs a people
dedicated to God—above all and for all times. That is what we
mean when we say we are God’s “chosen’ people.

Now you have learned about five ways we modern Jews use
to talk about our “chosenness.” I hope they will help you think
about what it will mean to you when next you say, “Who
chose us from among all peoples and gave us the Torah.”
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“A Reconstructionist Exploration of Dietary Law” by Richard Hirsh from Reconstructionist
Today, Volume 5 Number 4 Summer 1998

A RQCOHStI'UCﬁOIﬁS’[ Eventually, thanks to The Jewish Cataloyie, a

group of friendly Hillel stuients; antla

Exploratlon Gf tolerant i somewhat perplexed Orthodox

Hillel rabbi, { was able 10 embrace 1the details

DIGIEH”Y LaW and dynamics of kashrut in their entirety.

As g communal and personal diseipline,
kashrut became an opportunity to invest the
daily activity of eating with a dimension of
holiness. Whether accomplished through
words of blessing, the style of preparation of
ihe food, the rypes of cookery used, oy the
kinds of foods served, kashrut beeame an
ftnportant daily affirmation of identity and
vatues. Far from being the “pot-and-pan-
theism” with which if is often regarded by

RicHARD HIRSH

' HEN 1 WAS GROWING UP, Sunday { crities, Lashrut emerged in my life as a vehicle
W morning breakfast at our bome for spiritual and bodily
abways included bacon, Seders renewal. e e IS
routinely featured sticed bread alongside the T was enticed by the - !
marzah. As we Hved just down the Block from meaning inherent in the AT WHAT POINT DOES
a Chinese restaurant, pork and shellfish swrrender of fermer favorite THE OBSERVANCE
(however diced and disguised) frequently foods. A verse from The God o B
found their way 1o our table. Tiis fair fo say of Daniel 8., an introduction BECOME MEANINGFYL, AND
that my famdly of origin was lacking in kosher to Reconstructionism wiritlen )
conscinusness) by Rabbi Alan Miller, reso- WHERE DOES IT BECOME
Asls true o many Jews who did pot grow nated sirongly: <. .. He had A BURDEN, AND WHY?
up to the thy:hms of ritual observance, 1 simpty woken up one day to
cveninally made my way into the realm of find that he could no longer
kashrut as an aduit. Keshrut came along with eaf with impunity an animal
the discovery of shabbai, praver, rallit, fefiflin, whose flesh his ancestors had resisted eating
hdav. swkkaln, and a host of other siffzvet that 1o the point of death.”
were not a pant of my early years, The separation of meat and dairy foods, the
The encounter with kashrut In college was disturbing proximity between symbols of life ﬁ
complex. Lwas able o master the fundamen- and death, carried a similarly poweriul o
fals {airly quickly, Pork and shellfish were out. assoctation. Theugh | did not choose 1o m
The blending of meat and milk was no longey observe all the stringencies associated withi the ﬁ
an option. ! was able to grasp the implications ahsplute separation of these produdts, the Q
of this reganding cheeseburgers, but it took a % avoidance of serving food that was gbviously ‘;
wihiile longer to decipher the nuances of meat with food that was obvivusly dairy m
dairy dertvatives in food that had the appear- became an opportupity for honoring the bty
ance of nedtrality (“parve”). boundaries of life and death. g
But “kosher meat” « that teok a long time ;
to figure outd The market near my home Upen extering marringe, we established a 1
dearly smated: “Kosher and Nop-Kosher foods home in which, for the firet tue for genera- &
served.” With a combination of sincerity, tions in our families, two sets of conkery were ﬂl
naiveré and ignorance, 1 asked the man at the kept, one for dairy and one for meat. 8o "
meat countier for the “kosher meat.” With a stAngent were we in those days that we did :
combination of entreprencurial ease and a not use the dishwasher o our apartment
salesman’s eye {or opportunity, ke promptly because it had only one set of racks! VQ
served up two pounds of steak that in retro- Upen entering the Reconstructionisy
spect Tam certain never saw salt nor water nor Rabbinical College In 1976, | was faced with
shohet {titual slaughterery belore appearing in the conundrum of where 1o eat lunch. The
the refrigerated case. old REC building resided on a desolate stretch
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Collajed Livwrerice Bush

of Broad Street in a formerly upscale area of
Philadelphia. The nearest catery, aone
biisiness on an otherwise boarded-up street,
was hardly kosher! We studenis would
meander up, ask for tuna or cheese, pick off
the scraps of meat left over from the shciog
machine, and do the best we could. {We did
delight in telling people that it was the only
restaurant in the area under “rabbinical
supervision.”) Sirodlarly, debates attended on
the “fish filler” at the nearby McDonalid’,

IN SORTING OUT
A RESPECTFUL BUT YOLUNTARY
COMMITMENT TO KASHRUT,
RECONSTRUCTIONISM WAS AN
ENORMOUS ASSET,

which oconpied the space
where a prestigious Copserva-
tive synagogue had once
resided, giving the restaurant a
residual avra of acceptance.
One evening, during a dis-
cussion at my student cangre-
garion regarding kashrur,
someone asked me the follow-
ing question: H it could be
proved that other methods of
slaughtering meat are less
painful than the kosher

requlrements of shehita (rituval sleughter),
would I refuse kosher meat and buy the other

mieal nstead?

Twas caught short by this question, because
it represented the age-old debaie regarding the

miirver: does one comply because “God com-
mands,” ordoes one seasch for the "taamel
hantftzvar,” the “réasofsior the command-.
ments,” in order to decide what benefit
derives from ebservanee?

As T had always argued that fzaar baalsl -
fayvim, the traditional Iéwish cencem netio
cause pain to living befngs, was an essential
reason for Keeping kosher, 1 had o begindo
straggle with where the “break-point” s for
kashrur: Wheee does the eliservance Decoifie
meaningful, and where does it becomne a
burden, and why. I was.also forced to wrestle
with the obligations I had 1o other Jews fo
support institutions - in this case, the kosher.
puicher — upon which they relied for their
observance, even if 1 was uncertain as to my
| endorsement of the process.

i serting out & respectiul but voluntasy
| commitment o kashrut, Reconstructionism .
was an enormous assel, Because i does fint

for and encourages people to find o place on
thie speciram of observance, it was possible to
begin 1o sort out where kastrrut worked and
whepe it did not.

Maordecat Kaplan's teaching that the deaal
commandments are folkways designied to
effect identification with the Jewish people
ted to an understanding that kashnet can’be:
observed in some areas bui not otherns, '
without inconsistency. As long as the level

cation with the Jewish people, it is a fanction-
ally appropriate level of observance.

Thus, after several years of strict cookware
separation, eur family dedded that keeping
1wo sets of dishes dirsinished rather than
enhanced ouy comunitment (o keshrut. With
the asrival of our first ¢hild, and the concomi-
tant pervasiveness of things dairy. the benefits
of this choice became, for us, seif-evident.

We have in our family therefore establistied
an adaptation of kashrut which seeris 1o me
an accepiable Reconstructionist principle: We
are concerned and cautious abous what we
eat but not the dishes on which we eatit or
the pots in which it is cocked. This guideline
¢nables us to eat comfortably in any restau-
rant o7 home.

Over the vears, we have truncated the time
one customarily watts after a meat meal
before having dairy. Most Astikenazim wait
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between three and six hours. While we cannot
claina Duteh ancestry, we figare if Dutch Jews
can settle for 30 miinutes, so can we, ]

Fating outside our home, we find we are
more ienient these days about the degree of
kashrut we reguire, although 1 prefer that meat
and poultry brought into the home be from a
kosher market. The prohibition on pork and
shellfish, and the overt mingling of dairy and
meat (what many call “Biblical kashrat”)
remain fundamental categories to which we
are committed. From a Reconstructionist
perspective, these areas seem so essential w
our identification with our history and our
peaple as to be “commanded.”

As the years nove on, 50 have our patierns
of observance. My daughter demonstrates a
preference for vegetarianism, which | share,
and consequently our consurmiption of meat
fsas declined. I find the Jewish HEdenic-Messi-
anic vision of vegetarianism compelling.
Although legend teaches that we will all feast
on Leviathan meat in the world to come, 1
expect Tl just ask for fruit instead.

I recent years, three aspects of kashrut
have beoome particnlarly engaging.

The first is “eco-kashrar”, in which the
fitness of food is measured not only by compli-
ance with biblical regulatiors but by consider-
ation. of ethical-ecotogical-econormic issues.
Food which is grown under condittons of
oppression is ripe for rejection: overly-pack-
aged and environmentally insensitive producis
seein indalgent foods full of empty ealories,
chojesterol, fats and sugars do nothing to
promoete health and eviscerate the Image of the
Divine In which we are created.

The second area of mterest is the cyde of
blessings which accompany eating in Judaisio.
1 collect these vnder the heading of “kashrus”
although halahically they come under the
category of blessings and prayer. The point
here is that our attitade towards vating iself
should be a dimension of kashrut. For several
years 1 have not begun a meal or snack with-
out the appropiiaie biessing, and the custom-
ary sprinkling of salt on bread. The rigorous
and lengthy Birkat Hamazen (grace after
meals), enjoyable at the shabbat table, js a
burden during the week; an abbreviated prayer
of gratitude, or a moment of silent appreciation
before leaving the table, seems more effective,

The third area of contemporary kashrut

“A Reconstructionist Exploration of Dietary Law” by Richard Hirsh from Reconstructionist
Today, Volume 5 Number 4 Summer 1998

which engages me is how, and how much, we
ear, The acoelerated pace of Hife has obliterared
the time setaside for meals. *Grazing,” a-con-

. temporary sociological term for huw people

eatl “oni the street” from carts and-wkeout fist
faod shops, seems 0 me antithetical w the

. digusity Fadaism confers on human beings. We

wash hands, bless, sit and eat and bless again
precisely because we are not anhmalswho
simpiy eai out of hunger, As Kaplan said, we
should eat 10 live, not live to eat.

A coroliary concern is how much we eat.
Americans lead the workd in the undistin-
guished category of being overweight, with
the attendant effec on our health (and
health-care systems). Jewish events, including
seudot shel mitzvah {meals following a celebra-
tion) should exemplify modesty: portions
shauid be kept in properton?

In the recent survey of members of Recon-
structionist conununities, many were sur-
priseid to discover that 34 percent reported
that they observed kashrui. Of course, since
the question was not specific, a side range of
patterns is represented in the affirmative

¢ response. (Some joke that for some Recon-

structionists, “keeping kosher” means not
vsing styrofvami}

¥ agsess the information differently. What
the statistic says to me is that 34 percent of
Reconstructionists identily kashrut, however
defined, as a category of meaning for their
Jewish lives, This testifies o the validity of
Kaplan's ingight that ritual binds us to our
people and supports identity. It also suggests
that the daily disciplines relating to {ood
rernain opporiunities for fews of all back-
grounds to establish some level of kashrul

Kashrat is a traditional category of meaning
whose details often obscure the spiritual
power which inheres in observance. Whether
beginning with the simiple act of sayinga
blessing over food, or restricting Biblically
prokubited foods, or avoiding meat and mitk,
or setfing up a fully kosher kitchen, Recon-
structionist Jews should be able to find a level
where ¢omfort and meaning inteérsect to
further the growth of our Jewish spirits and of
our Jewish bodies. hivy
Beginming in September, Rabbi Richard Hirsh
will be the Executive Diregtor of the Reconstruction-
ist Rabbinical Association. He Is also the editor of
The Reconstrustionist jorrmal,
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RECONSTRUCTIONISM TODAY

B'nai Mitzvah in
Reconstructionist
Communities

LEAL MUNDELL

OR BETTER OR WORSE, B NAJ MITZVARN

rituals have becomc the fogal paint of

Jewish alliliation {or many North
American Jewish families. Preparing a child
1o become a bar or bat mitzvah is often the
reason why lamilics join congregations —
and compledon ol the ceremony s 160 ofien
the signal 1o leave, The dival has come 10
embody people’s sense of connection o Lthe
Jewish past, their hope [or a Jewish future,
thedr tie to Tamily, their link with a new-
lound community. The child studying wo
become a bar or bat mitzvall canvies a heavy
weight of emotion, memory and expectadon
for years belore the actual event.

Reconstroctionist congregaiions are

dealing with rthe bar and bat mitzvah process
by a variety of creative ways, Soma have
focused on the preparalion process, €ncotir-
aging students 1o view their avrival as a bar
or bat mitzvaly as the cubnination of years of
serious study, Others ave focused on the
family as a whole by ensuving thal parenis
and siblings play a primary role ik both
preparations and the ceremaony irself, (hers

have honed in on the imporance of commuy-

nity by creating b'nai miuzvah Aaviror, in
which families meet ro learn and colebraw
togerther and Lo support ong ancther in their
individuat coromonmies. This anlicle explores

i
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Lara Mongs, bai witzead, with her parais Lesiie and Ari,
Recoustructionist Synagigie of the Nerth Strore, Plamdonie, NY

in some detail the many wavs that Recon-
structionist families and congregations are
atterapting 1o bring personal meaning 1o
this centuries-old ritual of passage into
Jewish respensibiliy.

A Family Affair 1n-many Reconsirac-
tionist congregations tha offer a b'nai
mitzvah préparation-chass, students emer
as seventh graders, Families, however, get
a head start a1 Congregation Ramat
Shaloem in Plamation, Florida: One mom-
ing a month, beginning when studems are
i sixth grade, parernts and kids are required
1o participate in a “bynai mitzvah lamily
workshop.” flere they gain Tamiliarity with
the service and learn 1o “talk Torah.” A
wypicat Tamily sworkshop stanis with a
fearner's service, ted by one of the stadeis,
The class then breaks into family groupings.
o read apd discuss a specific Torah portion.
“Fhe key question after they've explained
the portion,” says Rabbi Jelfrey Fisenstal,
*is hrow it fits Bmo lie and the Hife of your
lasmily.”

The cancept sounds simple, {2 page 4)
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Bmai Mitzvah in
Reconstructionist
Communities

{-+ fromcover ] but Ramat Shalom’s program

has had wide-reaching and unexpected
results, As they beeome more comforrable
with the service by participating in their
children’s bat or bar mitzvah preparations,
My parenls are moved (o leam to chant
Torah themsehves. On the day of the service,

they then share ihe Torah reading with their

child. The family workshops have pigoed
parents’ interest in other study opporunities

as well, leading to high participation in Ramat

Shalont's adult education classes.
When parents take an active part in b'naj

mitzvah preparation and model ongoing adult

learning. they demonstrate Lo their ¢hildeen

the value Judaism has within thelr family life.
“Parents teach kids how 1o kick a soecer ball”

ubserves Rabbi Eisenstat. “They also need to

be willing to mode! prayer and Jewish study.”

Emphasizing the Mitzvah Rama

Shatomt's b'nai mizvah progeam, along with.

those of many other Réconstructionist con-

Wennest of Raunat Shalent becoming Iseol mizval; togethir

aregations, also includes an “action” compo-
nent, inowhich studens follow up on their
text studics with mitzver that bevter the lives
ol others in their community, I this way,
Hisensiat says, they Jearn that decds are as
important as e study of Torah,

Expericniial learning is at the heart of the
b'nat mitzvah program at Mishkan Shalom
in Philadelpliia, where studenis are required
0 devise a bar or bat mitzvah projoect, This
must include research on a particular aspect
of Judaism, participation in a project of

“B’nai Mitzvah in Reconstructionist Communities,” by Leah Mundell in Reconstructionism
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zedakal isharing wealthy or rikkun olam
{making the world wholei-that is often
linked to their research, and preseniation of
borh the rescarch and experience during
the bat or bar mitzvah ceremony,

Praject ideas have included an explora-
tion of kashrut (dicrary Faw}, an investiga-
tion:of propaganda technigues during the
Holocaust, and the development of “preju-
dice awareness” workshops: for local
schools. Many of these projeces btilld on
long-termanerests of stadetits and have
extended lonig beyond their day of becom-
ing bar or bat miwvah. Adam-Immerwahy,

~for example, hopes that.the play he wrote,

based on ‘his Torah portion,. will be used by
other religious schools wlien they &stmiy :
Shelaly Lefia (Nantbers 1 3215, Jonal Adels
is screening his video absut Holocaust
propaganda at the synagogue, Gabrielle
Murphy-Kendall is trying o stars her
prejuddice-awareness workshop at her own
high school,

Looking back on theirexperiences, these
and oher members of the Mishkan Shalom

‘teen group say that the research and
Cairrvali g,

wleces helped thesconred more
seriously with: the Taraliportion they read
camid the service they led; and
helped 1o make them feelmore a
part of the congregation. “Mishkan-
Shalam,” expldins Frances Kreimer,
s wery committed o social action.
The projecy meant that as we were
coniing into the conimunity, we
“were also coming inte that sacial
| action commitment,”

Creating 2 Hevra.  The fact
thal somany b'sai mitzvah siu-
dents at Mishkan Shalom return 1o paric-
pate in the teea group i a lestament o the
powver af their bat and bar nitevah experi-
enees. As they sit discussing their projects;
they both listen and speak with a level of
comfor: and mumat-support that israre
among young teens, Clearly, (heiy experi-
ence has bonded them as a communit ¥.

This is exactly the type of atmiosphere
Rabbi Ron Algen tries to foster in his pre-
brial mitzvah group at Congregation
Dorshel Emet in Hampstead, Quebec
Over the past several vears, he has switched
from an alter-school format 10 evening
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meetings, conducted over pizza and struc-
tured more like a club than a class. With a
group of about 20 students, his goal has
been “to create a hevra, the sense of a
group.”

Community-building begins with the
first meeting, a shabbat dinner with families.
During the course of the semester, students
focus on learning the nusak (service) of
shabbat morning and understanding the
concepts of tzedakah and gemilut hasadim
{deeds of kindness). As a class, the group
takes food and furniture to the Jewish
immigrant aid society in nearby Montreal
and packs Hanukah baskets [or lamilies
who don't have the money for a celebration.

The group is also introduced to the ways
that gemilut hasadim are performed on a
much broader level in the Jewish commu-
nity. Together, kids and parents take a trip 10
the local Jewish Federation, where they
participate in a scaled-down version of the
budget allocation process. After representa-
tives from various Federated agencies pre-
sent their budget needs, families are charged
with allocating Federation funds in a just
and equitable way. The experience makes
clear the tremendous needs of the commu-
nity and the difficulty of prioritizing them.

Finally, each student at Congregation
Dorshei Emet must choose a gemilut hasadim
project similar 1o those undertaken by
students at Mishkan Shalom. At the end of
the school year, for the monthly family
shabbat dinner, students prepare short
presentations on these projects, including
explanations of related Jewish concepts
(e.g., bikur holim, visiting the sick, bal tashhit,
taking care of the earth),

Florida’s Congregation Ramat Shalom
also tries to build cormmunity among b'nai
mitzvah farilies, To help facilitate these
conneciions, each family is matched with a
pariner family that takes responsibility for
the details of the bar or bat mitzvah day:
preparation of the sanctuary, setting up the
kiddush {after-service blessings}, clean-up,
and other menial or anxiety-producing tasks.
This builds strong bridges between [amilies,
Rabbi Eisenstat says, and encourages them to
attend one ancther's celebrations.

Intergenerational and Family Connec-
tions JRF Education Director Dr. Jeffrey

Schein argues that the most effective b'nai
mitzvah programs are intergenerational. I
believe that the reality of being a “young
adult’ in the Jewish community will only
make sense to the early

adolescent if he or she has

significant contact with those R

who are ‘young’ and those

who are ‘adult,”” Rabbi WE HAVE NOT
Schein writes. At the Recon- CHANGED THE
structionist Synagogue of

the North Shore in REQUIREMENT

Plandome, New York, this

emphasis on intergen-

erational learning has been at

the core of the b'nai mitzvah
preparation process. Each

family is offered the opportu-

nity to prepare a family 4'var

Terah (talk based on the Torah
portion}, to be presented on

the day of the bar or bat

mitzvah service. As Rabbis

Joy Levitt and Lee Fried-

lander explained in a work-

shop at the 1995 JRF conven-

tion, this d 'var Torak prepara-

tion is catalytic, shifting the

family’s focus from party planning to
Torah study. The process provides kids
with a chance to see their parents dedicat-
ing time and energy to the study of Torah.
It allows for extended interaction between
the family and their rabbi, who comes to
the home for study sessions. Most impor-
tantly, the endeavor allows a family to
have a successtul experience of studying
and relating to Torah together and of
sharing that discovery with the commu-
nity.

That process does not come easily to
families, even to those used to doing lots
of thinking and talking among themselves.
The Monis family, wha celebrated their
daughter, Lara, becoming a bat mitzvah in
1994, were the {irst in the congregation to
take on the assignment. At first, says
Lara’s mother, Leslie, it was hard for Lara
to know how Lo contribute, and her
parents had difficulty helping her to voice
her opinions and her reactions to the
parashah (Torah portion}. Individual
contact with Rabbi Levitt became essential
for Lara, and through that contact, she

THAT A MINYAN SHOULD
CONSIST OF 10 ADULTS. THIS
FACT HELPS TO RAISE THE
PROFILE OF THE B'NAI
MITIVAH STUDENT,
ESPECIALLY IN
SMALL
CONGREGATIONS.
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Gubrielle Murphy-Kendall and her
parrenits, Aviold ind Vieki, one bty afier
shebecanwe o bal witcesh a
Afishkan Shalowm, Plitadelphia

D g
Nathan Seiqal,
Scon- Fa-bie mentier
of dhe mivyan ar
Her Hevorfin, Arlaita

Leakt Arondell, writer of Hhis asvicle,
tendy and as o bat mitzah in 1956

was able to express her reactions
to the parashal and learm how 1o
work with her parents unitil, her
mother says, “Lara felther voice
was heard.”

Countingin the Commii-
nity  While Reconsiructionist
congregations are firmly commit-
ted (o the egalitarian minyan
{prayer quorumy, we have not
changed the requirement that a
mrinyan should consist o010
Aduts. This fact helps'ti raisethe
profile of the & maf nuigwith.
stndent, especially in small
comgregations. -

Al Bet Havérimein: Atlanm
Georgla, for example, the congregation often
harely numbers 10 o0 a shabbat morning.
when Nathan Segal, who will become 4 bar
mirzvah in April, arrives at services with his
mother, Fllen Mazer, he imrmfdia{'e%y 5008
how importanl her preseace is — and angici-
pates the day that he will be a-full-fledged
member of the communiiy,

Ber Maverim cacourages communiiy-
building by matching b'nai mitzvah students:
with adult members of the congregation wha
“sponsor” the students by helping thom '
prepare {or the service, Nathan is the lirst 1o
participate i this matching program, but’
Mazer believes it will become the standard as

moere Bet Haverim students reach-bar- or bat-.

milyvah age. This is particafarly
irportant a1 Ber Haverim, which
serves Atlanta’s “gay, lesbian,

bisexual and progressive Jew;nh ,

nut have children, and the boai.
mitzvah program provides a
wonderfud opportunity for them
fo ineract with young people af
the congregation.,

Reviving Deborah? The
Value of Bat Mitzvah ina
recent cditonal in the Phifadel-
phtia Inguirer. Jane Ro Bisner
guates fram Mary Pipher's
hesiselling Reviving Ophelba:
Savirtg the Selves of Our Adeleseent
Girls:

CAmerica s @ girl-destroving

community.” Many menibers: do PR
“and girls'to study separately at times, and-

“in-Ontario, actording o educar
“Harris, ihe “boysare betterab

place. Adolescent girls ave saplings in a
hurricane. They are young and vidnerable
wrees (hat the winds blow with gale
strength.” L
“What Pipher and mher say-is troe,
Eisner continues, “Batird noythe:complere
story. Formy: daughwr smud Tast sveck not
as the valnerable sapling.- ot ag a'strong.
tree, branches extended proudly, roots firmly
in place. [t was-the day she becarne-a bat
mitzvah. It wasan antidote 1o everything
negative and frightening about modern girls

=

her age.™

The bat mitvah ritual might be espedially

importan Tor girls-entering adolescenee a mid
-t!}e wmuit uf nw:i:a iries ge

' .d;;wnphw ing

¥ .glrls l(}u aftefi-as in E:smzl SR nrds, “tl’n :
= objects of male desive or rage.” Tinfa, the

tendency for young adolescentgirls- 1o
beconte shy and nervous sometimes reveals
usell in b'nai mitavals preparation casses,
Somwe edocalors have noticed that gicls are
much mere reticent than boys about partici-
pating in class distussions and sharing their
experieiices: In il binal mitzvah group a1
the Bttawa Reconsiructionist: ﬂavnnh

SO eXPress
themsetves, while the giils are consistently
shy and quier” Coed lasses, she [eels: nay

notabways provide the best Toram {or givls 1o

gain positive recognition for their achicve-
merd and dearning, “Our movement has

“been-so mueh about egnatily,” Harris says,
“Biut wé alser need whoner e differences,

honor givls for bﬂc'mmng, woren and bays

1 for becoming me

N

‘Onewayio: ’;chu.,vr: thw m;ght he for boys

even 1o celebrate separately with-special

riuals and discssion abeut the physical and

erpetional changes they are experivnang.
Just as sonmee parenis opt 1o send their
daughters to single-sex privaie schools,
congregalions may wan 1o offer single-sex
educational opportunities in preparation for
becoming bar and bar mitzvah,

Blending 8'nai Mitzvah Rituals with
Congregational Life  In small congrega-
tions such asthe Outawa Reconstructioniss
Havurah, bnai mitzvah ceremonies tend to
he modest occasions. Al farger congregations,
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cspecially within Jewish population centers,
the chalenge s 1o maintain a perspective on
the eccasion as a comununity event as well as
a personal gmha {celebration), The family
d var Toral project of the Reconstruetionist,
Synagogue of the North Shore, for example,
has successfully shiflted atiention from the
party 10 the service itsell. Yel even-this has
iLs dangers, as Leslie Monis points out:
Rabbis Joy and Lec have been able to
clevate the lamily’s importance i the
ceremony. Bul sometimes it can go off the
deep end, and the kid is almost ¢levated into
a prophet! You can forgm that this i jli'Sl a
shrabbos service.”

Al thie Reconstructiomst Congxegatian
in Evanston, [lHnois, Rabbi Richard Hirshr has
neticed & similar problen, Families are viery
involved In the planning of the service, '
choosing special blessings and rea'd.ings and
assigning family members and {riends
variows reles in the service. But with an
average of 40-45 b'nai mifzvah in the
congregation cach year, nearly every shabbuat
service - as well as Resh Hodesh (new moon)
and certain holiday services — inaludes 2 bay
ar bat mitzvah. Services have become so
personalized, with so many guests present,
that members of the congregation who wam
to davven on shabbat morning hold their own
separate service, leaving the bar or bat
mitzvah {and rabhi and cantor)y with no
community indigenous w the congregation.
“This is the down side,” says Rabbi Hirsh, “of
the highly personalized style of bnai mitvah
services.” .

His selution has been to propose an alter- .

nating seheduode for Sararday mornings: The
morning would begin with adult Foraly study
class at 9:00, Tollowid hy.ihc service, with
the bar or bat mitzvah ritual, at 10:30. Gon-
gregants would thus be able to have their
DWW, more intimate habbar experience be-
fore joining guests for services. Rabbi Hiesh's
compromise will not meet the needs of
eviryene, bt i does provide a reasonable
saoluiinm 1 a growing congregation that
wanis o honor s young people and their
Jamilies while encouraging a strong sense of
comniunity,

Today I Am a Mentsh  No mater what
type of b'nai mitzvah program they partici-
pate in, or how large or small the congrega-

| bar nfitzvalias a wonderhul | parents, Lawi wnd Hal, at Or Hai

Lion, it i this sense of member-
ship in community that emerges
as the maost powerful message
for kids who.are “conting of
‘age.” Students 0. Reconstrije-
tenist congregationg are, ol -
course, -exdited by thecele-
hration, glfrs andspecial recogs
nition. — bt they ¢ommonly .
perceive the:real neaning of the
event W be about personal con-
nection 1o family, community .-
and the Jewish people. Bthan,
‘Saidman of B'nai ﬂavura _ :
Denver, Colorade, sces hemmm@. " Bt Mirgvaly Racliel Moss withvfior. -

Cﬁéfﬁu’: for a family reanton. For . " Pliiladelphia. Lawtis JRF Dirstlorsf
" Adpinistranon, Teivetshows Lol it fii’f

. Elhfm 5 ‘la“m“m’ Ben C“”’“’S' T b hatawmiieah. davm 1g68,..
_I.ii‘»l”l(?t‘ the exdltemerit comes in
“being able to “have the pimwre of .
being an adulein the Jewish cummunuy."
For Adam Imupterwahr of Mishkan Shalom,
reading the Terah on his bar mivvah day
; “cennecied me to-ancestors for gencrations
i and generadons, and 10 the Jewish people.”
| By becoming a bat or bar mitvah, Re-
construcgionist young adubs experience a
tradition that has beeivupheld-for centuries.

g Yet thew nmmi types of research and iz flal Aquas Bwai Hibseral

i vah projects, Tarily d'vrei Toralh and coni- Denvt, Tollay sid s o bdr
: s i : mdtzeah i F96 Aijig

muiity activities .m W hs;h these ;u.-u%;,_ . . Desion 5 FesposiBtefir tic

have engaged also sets them apari fromr that ess: fook of this iagazine,

history in a very special way. “My bar -
mitzvah project was sometiing
very different, which hadnt
really Bech donge in previous
gencrations;” recalls Lee Tusman'
of Mishkan Shalom, “My: o
parents were telling me that
ihey dowi temember much
alsout becoming a bar and-bat
mitzvah, I was preparing for
sormething different Other than
just learning the Torah portion,
1 was learning about having a
rol¢ in cmnmunity."f—?:;’

Lealt-Mundell, IRF-Fducadon
Coordinaiiy ia teadherdi-die
religisiis Kool of Mishikar Shaloin

.. idun Frivdlander of Niles Township
Congregation, THinely oo barsiitaly

i Phijadelphio: She has-helped . b 19a9. Tie inset siows him becoming o
stidents prepaare for-beconting bar - - bar wiitzedh for @ second iy, in 1986

swith s wife Carel, aud dainghiter,
| Sugan, berotning bt wiitzeals Alais
Hears., : JRE Midwest Reatonad Vice Frésidemt.

| or bat mitzvai jor the pasi ,,;qi:i

©® Jewish Reconstructiomst Federation — 2004

-63-

Tttt TIrI{FII{I{I°1I°I111111111T111111111f11111111121



“The Implications of Jewish Peoplehood” by Mordecai Kaplan from Dynamic Judaism pp. 56-57

4. The Implications of Jewish
Peoplehood

What are the implications, social, political, cultural, and religious, of the
status of the Jews as an international people with Israel as its cultural
center?

The social implications of that status for Jews in their relation to one
another are the sense of oneness and the mutual responsibility of Jews
for their material and spiritual well-being. Its social implications for the
relation of Jews to non-Jews are the affirmation of the right to group
survival and the maintenance of group individuality, combined with the
readiness to cooperate as Jews in all endeavors for the establishment of a
free society based on justice and peace.

The political implication of Jewish peoplehood is the concern of Jews
everywhere with the freedom, stability, and security of the State of
Israel. For, only Eretz Yisrael, where Judaism is the civilization of the
majority of its people, can serve as the cultural center of Jewry. That is
entirely compatible with the recognition that the sole political allegiance
of jews in the Diaspora is to the state or nation in which they individu-
ally are citizens.

Culturally, Jewish peoplehood means the fostering of the Hebrew
language and culture by Jews in the Diaspora and their interest in cul-
tural developments in Israel; also, the interest of Israeli Jewry in the life
experience of Jews in all lands. In relation to the non-fewish world, it
means the appropriation and integration into Jewish culture of values
found in other cultures that are compatible with Judaism, and the trans-
lation and interpretation of Jewish cultural creations as a contribution to
other cultures.

Religiously, Jewish peoplehood implies a change in the conception of
the destiny of the Jewish people. The traditional Messianic ideal in-
volved the return of all Jews to the Promised Land. That ideal implied
that only in that land could Jews live in accord with the will of God.
The status of the Jews as an international people with its cultural center
in Eretz Yisrael, however, constitutes a departure from the traditional

doctrine. It renders legitimate the Jews' remaining in the Diaspora,
even when they have the opportunity to live in the homeland of Jewish
civilization.

This conception of the Jewish future is not a retreat. It marks a higher
stage in the development of Jewish religion. It places the basis of Jewish
unity not in an authoritative traditional creed or code but in the common
purpose of Jews to raise the moral and spiritual level of their group life.
Within that purpose, different interpretations of the significance of Jew-
ish experience must be regarded as legitimate. Thus, for the first ime,
freedom of conscience is fully accepted as acomponent of Jewish religion.

In relation to the non-Jewish world, the status of the Jews as a people
sets an example to all other historic and religious bodies to affirm their
right to make the most of their traditions in the face of trends to totalitar-
ian cultural regimentation by the state, based on an idolatrous concep-
tion of the doctrine of national sovereignty:

Questions Jews Ask, pp. 33-35.
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“Jewish Peopolehood and Modern Nationalism” by Mordecai Kaplan from Dynamic Judaism pp.

537-538

5. Jewish Peoplehood and Modern
Nationalism

Four elements—homeland, self-government, culture, and mission—
both are basic to the normal functioning of national life and must func-
tion in a mutually organic relationship: that is the sum and substance of
modern nationalism. At first thought it might seem strange to think of
the Jewish people, which has been without a land and a government of
its own for almost nineteen hundred years, as having anything in com-
mon with modern nationalism. On second thought, however, we dis-
cover that actually both homeland and self-government played a greater
role in the life of the Jewish people during those centuries of exile than
the same elements did in the life of any other people in the world. . . .

So long as modern nationalism was confined to its promulgation by its
first apostles, the possibility that it might clash with the nationalist chas-
acter of historical Judaism was unthought of. When, however, modemn
nationalism began to be translated into practical politics in parliamen-
tary debate and governmental policy, it became clear that, if Jews were
consistently to adhere to traditional Judaism, its nationalist character
would make them ineligible for citizenship. In the National Assembly of
France the Girondist Clermont-Tonnerre drew a clear and sharp distinc-
tion between equality of rights for Jews as individuals and rights for
them as part of a Jewish nation. -

What alternatives had the Jews under those circumstances other than
frankly and sincerely to renounce their historically national character or
retain their solidarity under the guise of religion? That meant either aban-
doning the hope of renewing national life in Eretz Yisrael or stressing the
supramundane character of that hope as part of an order of reality which
was irrelevant to the practical issue of Jewish emancipation. Reform cut
the Gordian knot by declaring that Jews in their dispersion had nothing in
common but ethical monotheism. Orthodoxy was content to treat the
prayers for return to Eretz Yisrael as awaiting God’s answer in God’s own
time. And Conservatism, insofar as it had a chance to flourish in the Old
World, was equally averse to viewing those prayers as an incentive to
human initiative. What the synagogue movements propose in place of
the traditional hope for a return to Zion is like amputating a broken leg
and giving the patient a matchstick to hobble on.

Those synagogue movements did more than deactivate the hope for
return to Eretz Yisrael. They surrendered the age-old group autonomy
of the Jewish people and the authority of Jewish code law in all matters
arising out of economic and social conflicts. Evidently they had no alter-
native, if they were to avert additional repressive measures against the
Jews in the countries which harbored them. That, however, does not
excuse the failure of the leaders of the Orthodox and Conservative
movements to give formal notice to the world that the elimination from
Jewish life of group autonomy and national code law was carried out
under duress. They should have declared openly that, while emancipa-
tion from the medieval disabilities was a welcome relief, it was being
carried out at the expense of the very substance of Judaism—its civiliza-
tional content—leaving only the shell. That no such declaration was
issued was probably due in part to the fear of encouraging the oppo-
nents of Jewish emancipation. More largely, however, it proceeded from
the assumption that Judaism was essentially a religion concerned with
beliefs about God and salvation and with ritual practices as a means of
keeping those beliefs alive.

The Greater Judaism in the Making, pp. 384, 386-87.
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“Zionmism: Jewish Peoplehood Reporn” by Mordecai Kaplan from Dynamic Judaism pp. 58-59

6. Zionism:
Jewish Peoplehood Reborn

Zionism has been vindicated as the only movement capable of saving
the historic nationhood of the Jewish people from the danger of being
lost in modern nationalism’s melting pot. Zionism is far from having

arrived at a way of life whereby Jews who remain in the Diaspora might
retain more than a nominal vestige of their historic nationhood. So far it
has not contributed to the continuance and enhancement of Jewish life
in the Diaspora. But there can be no question that the establishment of
the State of Israel has given Jewish nationhood a new lease on life. That
is an epoch-making achievement, the full significance of which will be-
come apparent in time. . . .

The main weakness of the Zionist ideologies is that they fail to reckon
with the future of the Jewish people as a whole. They do not take into
account the consequences of the fact that a complete ingathering of
world Jewry in Eretz Yisrael is inconceivable. Zionism has been nar-
rowly pragmatic, without paying adequate regard to all its involvements
in the contemporary world. It has succeeded in providing a precarious
measure of physical security for about two million Jews, but it has aug-
mented the spiritual insecurity of all Jews.

Zionism as a yearning for the return of the Jewish people to Eretz
Yisrael and of Eretz Yisrael to the Jewish people was until a century ago
an integral part of Judaism. But when the time came for that yearning to
be translated into action it had to separate itseif from Judaism with all its
controversial issues and to concentrate on the achievement of its pri-
mary purpose: that of establishing a free and independent state. With
the achievement of that purpose, the élan has gone out of Zionism. At
the same time, insofar as the existing synagogue movements have be-
come accustomed to treat the restoration of the Land of Israel as outside
the purview of their religious activities, Judaism has been deprived of
the main source of its vitality and viability, namely the generative and
self-renewing potency of Jewish peoplehood.

The Greater Judaism in the Making,
pPp. 394, 448-49.
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“Living in Two Civilizations” by Mordecai Kaplan from The Future of the American Jew pp. 94-
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“Becoming a Kehillah Mekabelet: The Struggles of Transformation” by Roberta Israeloff from

Reconstructionist Today Summer 1998

Becoming a

“Kehillah
Mekabelet”

The Struggles of Transformation

ROBERTA 1SRABLOFE

; J : ¥ E REGARD THE JEWISH VALUES
§ that affirm the inherent
dignity, integrity and equality

of human beings as baving primacy over
historically conditioned aitudes based on . .
texts that condemn homiosexuality as an
abomination. It is our duty to correct the
misundersiandings and resulting injustice of
the past and w fudfill the Jewish obligation 1o
seck justce.”

This paragraph appears in *Homosexuality
and }udaism‘ The Reconstructionist Posi-
tion,” a groundbreaking report issued by the
Reconsiructionist moverment in 1993, To “seek
justice,” the report urged “all Reconstruction-
ist affiliates, rabbis, and members of the Re-
constructionist Rabbinical College cormunity
to engage In a process of education about the
issues relating to Judaism and homosexuality.”

L first heard about the report through my
rabbi at Kehillath Shalom: {Cold Spring Har-
bor, NY}, Arthur Schweartz, A political activigt
and longstanding ally to the gav and lesbian
community, he mentioned it at a board of
rrustecs meeting in the Autumn of 1494, He
suggested that our synagogue become a
Kehillah Mekabelet (Welcoming Congregation),

and asked if anyone would be interested in
working with him on this Issue, New o the
hoard, T'had been lovking to carve nut a niche
for myseH. This seemed a perfecs opportunity.

1 happy 1o report that Kehillath Shalom
woday has an officdal policy statement welcom-
ing gay and lesbian Jews into our congrega-
tion. Unhappily, we alse have fower gay
rnembers than we had before we adopted our
welcoming policy statement. Looking back on
the process that unfolded over the past four
years, I can’t help but acknowledge thas we
made many well-intentioned mistakes — all
understandable, cestly and avokdable.

Our first mistake was asswming that we had
our {inger on the membership's pulse angd
could accurately gauge their collective position
on this sensitive issue. Sheer hutzpaht Yet our
assumption had a historical basts. Kehillath
Shalom is a 200-member congregation on
Long Bland’s North Shore. lis founding
members broke away from a more traditional
synagogue in 1968, at the height of the civil
tights and angd-Viemnam War movements,
because of thelr passionate belief that social
and political issues belong squarely on the
Bimah. Reconstructionism iiself, moreover,
arose from a philosophical {(—> page 4)

RECONSTRUCTIONISM TODAY

YOLUME 3
MUMBER 4
SUMMER 1508

Jibapiraiipit by
Lasvrener Suzh

IRSIDE
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“Becoming a Kehillah Mekabelet: The Struggles of Transformation” by Roberta Israeloff from
Reconstructionist Today Summer 1998

+

reconveny ng

Kehillah Mekabelet

{ = front cover)

cormmitmment to rethink issues and renounce
orthodoxics. Because we embrace the same,
distinet version of Judaism, it's a short step to
assuming we also think alike on political and
social issues,

Ouir second mistake followed fast on the
heels of the first. Assuming that 90 percent of
out members already supported our position,
we didn’t see the need 1o spend weeks edu-
cating and sensitizing congreganis 1o the
needs of gay and lesbian Jews, We decided 1o
furego the careful curriculum offered by the
JRE Homosexuality and Judaism: & Reconstrie-
tiomist Werkshop Series, 1t seemed unpecessarily
lengthy.

In its place, we devoted one of our custom-
ary Friday Nigh: Forums to the issue. Our
panel of speakers included Rabbi Schwartz, a
gay member of our congregation, several
prospective members from the gay and
lesbian communities, and the mother of a gay
man who had died of AIDS. Sity people
showed up, despite frigid weather, and the
discussion that followed was lively.

Most whe spoke sounded supportive; in
fact, only one congregant voiced reservations.
By singling out one group for “special men-
tion” i our by-laws , he said, we'd be setting
a “dangercus precedent.” He was also worried
that we'd become known as the “gay shid” —

EEss— 131 52y and lesbian Jews

WE SHOULD HAVE
ENLISTED THE SERVICES OF A
FACILITATOR, SOMEONE TO SEE US
THROUGH THIS PROCESS.
HAVING DIFFICULTY SEPARATING
PEOPLE FROM
THEIR OPINIONS.

would flock to ¢ur con-
gregation, upsetting our
companionable equilib-
rium and irrevocably
altering the sodial chemis-
try that had been estab-
lished nver the years, As
it tormned out, these were
the two most common
objections to formalizing
a welconing policy.

Few other members
seconded his objections,
g however, and by the

evening’s end we had
formed a comumittee of six to draft the policy
statemnent. One committer member was a gay
man, and two were lesbians, including a
prospective member of our congregation who

I WAS

worked in human resources for a large
corporation and devoted much of her time 1o
promoting diversity. Fserved as chair.

The man who spoke up at the Forum
atended our first meeting with a fiend to
voice In greater depth their problems with our
proposed policy statement. Then they Hstened
as the gay and lesbian members of the com-
mittee asked why they shoold be denied what
was granted to all other Jews: the rvight to
show up at a Shabbat sétvice with family, to
exchange a Shabbat kiss, fo be married under
a fitppah. They taiked about the extent to
which they had felt exchuded from synagogue

| life and Jewish life because of their sexual

orientation. )

Isaw in the eyes of the two men a menient
of what psychologists call “softening,” Previ-
ously stony positions became surprisingly
porous. One map changed his position; the
other still obiected 1o gay and lesbian mar-
nages taking place within the sanctuary. Both
seemed to realize that our bond as Jews was
much greater than what divided us.

“We need mote programs just Hke this
one,” sald the human resources expert as-we
walked together to our cars. “I have lots of.
material and know many speakers. We need
to listen o each other. People need to feol as if
they can say whatever they're feeling. We
need to build a consensus, These kinds of -
changes are best zecomplished over tme.”

But1 was impatient, As heartened as ¥ was
by the privcess I had witnessed, T respectiully
rejected her recommendation. “Let’s getihe.
by-laws amended,” | said, “and then we cin
schedule programs.”

The folly of this decision didn't hawnt ne
rightt away, as the board meeting at which we
firs: presented our amendmen: wen
smoothly. A majority was amenable o
adopting the statement, and affirmed this in a
motion before remirning it w conumittee for
some minor tweaking. A month later, how-
ever, when the newly-worded proposal was
presented to the trustees, it was as if the jssue
were being raised for the fivst time. A very
heated debate arose; halakic objections were
raised.,

“tdon’t mind having gay members, bur U
never countenanse having a commitment
cerernony taking place on the bimai.”

“Thar’s like inviting someone into your
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“Becoming a Kehillah Mekabelet: The Struggles of Transformation™ by Roberta Isracloff from
Recenstructionist Today Summer 1998

“Homosexuality and Judaism: A Reconstructionist Workshop Series”

THE 1993 REPORY ON Homosexuality and Judaisne: The Reconstructionist Posttion Was accompanied by this seies of
eight workshops (each about 2-2'/: hours) designed to enable congregations to “incerporate the Reconstruce
tionist approach by bringing to bear boih Jewish texts and contemporary scientific understanding of the issues,
addressing personal attitudes and experiences.” Participating groups should number no fewer than five and o
more than 23, The workshop scries guide, edited by Rabbi Bob Gluck, includes guldelines forfadiitators, Jewish
texts, workshop outlines, curricular resources for Jewish schools, and *recommended commitments and actions”
for becoming Kehilfot Mekablot (Welcoming Congregations). This 104-page document is available from the Jewish
Reconstructionist Federation for $18.

—

home but refusing to serve them a meal.” cagerness made me realize that we should
“Why do we need an official statement? Tt's have tapped the resources in our own

already policy that everyome’s welcome.” comnumity months earlier. Sure, we had
“In the past, gay and lesbian Jews weren: advertised the Priday Nigh: Forum -and

welcome. We need 1o send a message that placed dam article in the newsletter, but.that

things have changed.” wasn't enough. We hadn’t cast our net wide
"Why don’t we extend to gay couples the enougl, hadn't asked enough times,

same rights as interfaith couples?”
“Because a gay Jew is a Jew! There should With this infusion of new energy and

be no restrictions.” commitment, we scheduled two Priday Night
“This is nothing short of a civil rights issuet” | Forums on successive months. The first

I heard myyseli proclaiming, my voice more i featured the Rev. Robert L. Pierce, executive

seif-righteous than Lineant it 1o be. “How can direcroy of the Long Istand Council of

we fews persecute other Jews?” Churches and paster of a neighboring church
Rabbi Schwartz wisely intervened, with- that bad recently adopied a welcoming

drawing the proposal without a vote. statement. He assured us that his congréga-

tion had voiced many of the same concems

Driving howe in a blind fury, I realized as ours — and none had come to pass. Alse

that we had made yet another mistake. We speaking was Dr. John E. Hirsch, author of

should have enlisted the services of a facilita- the Reform synagogue movement's policy

tor 1o see us through this process: someone statement on homosexuality and Yudaism.

who would give people permission 1o speak: He spoke movingly of __

from their hearts and ahimately bring us the pain of not being

together. That was the role [ had foreseen for | able to celebrate

mysell, but Iwas clearty having difficulty Shabbat in the ways

separating people from their opiniens. hieterosesual Jews can.

“Twant to kiss my
partier ‘gut shabbos,”™
he said. “1 want to be
able to dance with him

‘When our sorely disheartensd commitiee
reconvened, all of us knew, none better than
1, that we had to backtrack. Now I welcomed
input from the human resources expert. She

and Rabbi Schwartz suggested that instead i at congregation
of focusing en the policy statement itself, we . dances.” After their
plan two or three educational programs for talks, they answered
the membership and place 2 series of articles many questons.
in the vongregational newsletter about the The second Forum
process in which we were engaged. featured a panef of
Alter a period of time, the phone started speakers from Congre-
ringing. People who long supparted this issue gation Beth Simchat
were offering their help and expertise. Their Torah, a New York synagogue with a largely
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“Becoming a Kehillah Mekabelet: The Struggles of Transformation” by Roberta Isracloff from
Reconstructionist Today Summer 1998

IR, 1y and lesbian membership., oldest and desrest friends, who is a leshian,
Bight people silepped out to Years eariler she had-poured her heart out 1o
THE WORK, Long kland on a Friday night, ; me about hating Monday momings, when
AFTER ALL, braving the nightmarish everyone in the office reported on their
traffic, to share their vastly weeketid activities. Though shie had a long-
15 ABOUT CHANGING diverse expertences. We heard | standing relationship and as active a weekend
_ from kids just out of college, i as anyone, she could never join in to talk
HEGHTS, NOTghy from grandmothers, from about what she and het lover had dorse.
PASIING lawyers, doctors, secretaries To which 1 suggested: “Why don't you just
and social workers, all ex- refer o Julie as “he™?”
RESOLUTIONS. plaining their jouwrney and the Fil never forget the mowmniful look she gave
soul-saving solace they had me. I had betrayed her,
T — {ound at their shul. They, too, “And that's why,” 1 would explain, “when
patiently answered questions. Rabibi Schwartz asked for help, I velunteesed
— to atone for the injury I inflicted onmy
Eventially, at a board meeting in May of friend. Thanks to her patience, I learned
last year, our commiitee recommended the about the rigors of her life, about the pres-
adoption of a welcoming statement, not as a sures and problers I couldn’t even tmagime.
by-laws amendment bt as a freestanding . To change a pronva, 1o refrain fretn toucks

poelicy staternent that would go out to all new ing, to hesiate on the threshold of the shad
members and be printed In all literature about | because you're not ewtirely sure that you're

the shul. With a mintmum of debate, this | welcome « this all means denying your
motion passed handily. bumnanity, your God-given completeness.”
Our jubilation was shori-lived, Within davys, Sometimes, from a look in the listeners
our gay male commiitee member resigned, eye, I saw that this story worked; sometimes
unable to quict the voices he'd heard during it didn't. 1 never settied on the right approach,
the first board debate. The human resources everr as | persist in believing that each
expert found another st to Join, “f could hardened heart is waiting only for an expla-
never feel at home here,” she said. natien clogoent enough o unleck it
I wanted to convinee them o give us a Maybe that faith is naive. Maybe the
chance — even as I knew that the words could | process of shu cking off thousands of vears of
not be taken back and sorme attitudes would prejudice simply takes this long, whatever
never be changed. your tone or anecdote, The work, afrer all, &s
about changing hearts, not simply passing
Over the course of the past year, P've had resolutions. .
plenty of time o reflect on the mistaken There's much remaining ro be done as
assurnptions and lapses of judgment outlined Kehitlath Shalom. We need o find a way 1o
it this article. Given the chance, F'd now pur- welcome gay and lesblan Jews not only on
sue our goal of becoming a Kelillah Mekabelpt paper, but through programs and nutreach.
very differenty —— and [ hope thar other It won't be a staooth ride, and it won't
Reconstructionist synagogues can learn from happen overnight. St { am intenmittently
our nistakes. ! hopeful. "mf
I keep returning 1o one 2xror that was mine
alone. Many times amid the debate, a congre- Reberta Isravioff is author, most recently, of
gant would ask me, “Why are you doing this?” | Kindling the Flame: Reflectdons on Ritual,
Why had 1, a heterosexunal woman, taken up Faith, and Family, o be published in August by
this particular cause? T never adequately Stmon ¢ Schugsier.
figured out how to respond. Often § grew ‘
angry and declabmed that prejudice of any
type was abhorrent, and that we Jews should
be espedially sensitive 10 s ravages. Too ofien
the person posing the question would shut
down, wined off by my self-righteousness,
Other titnes 1 told a story about one of my
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Adoption and
Conversion
A Reconstrictionist Discussion

N reco it months, riamerei Beconstrictionist

" ynen and women with an expertise or persongl
stake in adoption maiters were invited by RT te
participate in an c-mail dialogiee about adoption and
Reconsiructionism. The discussion forused on the
Jewish custom of converiing adopted infunis born of
noneJewish irtiomothers. Given the adoption thetne
withiy the Passover story (Moyses is saved and
wlipaiely adopted by the daughter of Pharaoh,
although it is Yoheved, his birtimother, who rafses
fim e ity — Exodus 2:10), we thoug bt this
season an appropriaie Hme 1o present the discussion.
Reader commerd is welconie,

LAawreNce Bush: I'd like to begin this diseus-
sion by challenging the prevailing Reconstruc-
tondst view abous the converston of children,
inctuding infants, who are not “born Jewish.”
In her book, Adoption and the Jewish Family,
Shelley Kapnek Rosenberg makes dlear that
Reconstructiondst Judaism “requires” conver-
siony in such cases. She quotes from a 1993
Reconstructionist conversion manual by Rabbis
Shai Ghuskin and Yael Levy, which sees the
traditional rivaals as “imperative parts of the
conversion process” and emphasizes “théir
meaninglulness and transtonmarnive potential”

RABAE SHAY GLUSKIN: What Yael and I wrote
was a Reconstructionist conversion manual, not
the Reconstructionise Conversion Manual. It
was written [or a praciical rabbinics indepen-
dent study a1 the Recopstuctionist Rabbinical

Participanis in this discussion inchade:

LawrENCE BUSH, editor of Reconsiructionisnt Taday. Bush is the
adoptive {ather of twins, now 13 years old.

Ragsr Sial GLUsSEIN (RRC 795), JRF Assedare Director of Bduca-
o,

Rapat MictAgl REMSON of Congregation Beth Shalom in Naper-

ville, 1L, Remson is the adoptive father of two childrer, now
HIOWT.

SHELLEY KAPNEK ROSENBERG, author ol Adopien and the Jewish
Family Jewish Publicetion Sodery, 19983, Rosenberg is the adop-
ive mother of a boy, now 19, and the biological mother of a 14-

yvear-old daughuen

pecopsecrating
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Lawresis Bissh

College. Yael and 1 had our own processin
creating the decoment, including consultation
with rabibis and a lot of text study, but there are
no official Reconstructionist policies- inchuded in
the manual,

Buss: But it reflects a values-based dedision-
making process that deéserves to be aired and
revisited within this movement. Bach of ug dlso
has a personal stake in the matter, as adoptive
parents, policymakers, rabbis, or some combina-
tion of these idendties.

So let me begin with a confesston of my own
bias: T adopted my twins at birth, and I feit of-
fended by the very potion-of having to convert
infants based on thelr birth mother's non-Jéw-
ishness, Shelley quotes me accurately in her
book {calling me “Ken”j: 1 “distike ‘bloodline
Judaism.” believing that Jewish identty belongs
0 anyone who wishes to.affirm it.” My son wis
dreumdcised by a Conservative rabbi, and we did
a tree-planting for both'my sen and daughter,
based on a Talmudic tradition that eventually
ieads (o huppa (wedding canopy) poles being ot
from the tree. But we did no mikvel {ritaal bath)
or formal conversion. Doing so would have felt
1o me like submission to some Orthodox norm.

RasBf MICHARL REMSON: No one in the
Reconstructionist movement is under the
usion that their conversions would be accepted
by the Orthodox. Like most of my rabbinic
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colleagues, T believe we ueed 1o tell the ruth.
When I efficiate at a conversion, Tieli people
that segimenis of the Jewish community will
not accept this, and I discuss what thar might
mcan in theiv fuiure,

Some pon-Orchodox Jews consider having
Orthedox conversinns simply because they
know thelr children are going to be ratsed in an
intensively Jewish environment and want
them 1o be unencumbired.

Buss: 1 know that many Jews and certainly
most Iraets make exactly sach a “surrender®
at ¢ach life-passage, bt since 1 see the funda-
rentalist/interpretive splicin Jewish e as
essentally trreparable, I'd ratcher actively seek
to undermine the notion that Grihodoxy has
muore authenticlty than liberal Judaism.

REMSON: The goal is not ideological. The goal
is 10 maximize children's freedom, as Jews, 10
five Jewish lives,

fam woubled by your position that a Jew is
anyone who calls himself or herself a Jew.
Does Judatstn stand for something, or can each
person decide what i stands for? Are Jews
who accept Jusus sull Jewish? What about
non-lews who go to *messianic” synagogues?
Are ey Jewish because they say they are, or
because their “rabbl” converts them? We Jews
Iniay not agree wlien it comes 10 delenmnining
how someone comes into the group or leaves
the group, but thar doesnt mean there are no
doors.

BusH: I'd rather risk an “open door” policy
than support a kind of radalist Judaism. It is
more impurtant to recognize the voluntary
nature of Jewish 1defi£ity and to assume
inclusiveness for those willing 1o volunteer,
than w continue 1o ";)i‘l')f(?‘.‘:’{"l our peoplchood
with these strictures. Since Reconstructionism
bias long rejected the “Chosen People” concept,
why aceept the aotion of conversion of a “new
04l as it were «— a person unshaped by non-
Jewish values? Tsnt there a mystical sense of
Jewish superiority ag work here?

REMSON: Lam aot froubled by the thought
that bloodlines will make someone Jewish.
This is not a racist position, As an aﬁa‘lngy, 0o
recognize that someone is Black because they
have black parents is not making a racist
statement - even if the person would not be
recognirest as black to the casnal observer.
Sorse peaple who fall into this category have

© Eewish Reconstructionist Federation — 2004

black identity and others do net but ne ane
can say that those who have black identity. did
net get that black idendy through Bloodlines,

Buss: Blackness is an actual racial idensity fas
well a3 a more subjective consciousness identi-
1), which our racist culture has distoried by
considering race 1o be such a big deal and even
“a drap of black blood” to be
definitive of a person’s identity,
Judaism, on the other hand, is 10
my mind stricidy a consciominess

identity. Really, because my ] b.].;_ﬁg'[_wi' s
mother was Jewish, are Abraham e
and Sarah fruly, bislogically 1o be OF CONSCIOUSNESS ARD

considered my ancestors? There
are, for most Jews, no family tees
that bring us back 1o the Holy
Land, and given the *wanderings”
of the Jews for two millennia and
the realities of intermarriage, rape AND ETHNICITY.”
and conguest, we are truly a o e AL P
racially mixed people. Qurs is an

identity of consciousness and aspiration:
Abrahain and Sarah are our spirfiual ancestors,
our adoptive ancestors, if vou will. Yet Jews
confinue 10 think in torms of bloodlines and
ethnic idenrity, and conversion law is the main
prop oy that thinking.

1 think Reconstructiondst Judaism should
recogaize bloodline Judaism as no longer
reflective of our values. Jewish history during
the last century — indeed, human history
during the last century — has placed racism
much higher on the list of human evils, and
our Judaism should reflect that bistory:

ASPIRATION, YET FEWS
CONTINUE TO THINK IN TERMS
OF BLOODLINES

GLUSKIN: T believe meaningful boundaries can
exist that have nothing 1o do with superiority
or even chosenness. My goal is to reconstruct,
and what I've found is that our Judatsm is a lot
maore stable, not just in terens of survival, but in
terms of its ability to communicate meaning,
when we nse the pavts of the foundation that
are in good shape. The rituals of drcumicision
and especially mikvelr are spiritually rich in wel-
comming adoptive children into our comunity.

There is also tension between the universal-
ist and particalarist aspects of our tradition. It is
good that they remain in tension. To privilege
the universalist in regard tw adopted children
tilts too much toward the universal, Fifty-plus
vears of Reconstructionism has proved that it is
possible ro atfirm the particular without
arrogance and self-aggrandizement.
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o

MUST REALIZE THAT QUR

FAMILIES ARE DIFFERENT,

JUDALSMS CONVERSION
CEREMONY HELPS U3

REMS$ON: The Reconstructionist

“ADOPTIVE P, ARENT g movement recognizes that nen-

Jewish adults need 1o convert .o
Judaism i arder to become
TJews, Thee new Kol Haneshamah
praverbook did not ebliterate
the first sencence of the Amideh,
inwhich the pauiarchs and”
matriarehs arve referred to as our

DEAL WITH THAT.” parents. Rather, there is the

recognition that adulis whe

e e e copvert become “adopted” 110

the communal family, and adopt
the patriarchs and matriarchs as their owm
AnCESIOrS.

Maost Uberal rabbis also recognize that those
who were bom Jewish, were away from Jewish
life for thedr entire Hves and nowe choose o
identify do sor need 1o convert. Clearly, the
bloodline makes a difference. Does this mean
that we treat birth children and adopted children
differentiy? Yes, but that is because there s a
difference between birth children and adopted
children,

SHELLEY RossnBERG: [agree. T think that
adopiive parents must realize that our families
are different and should not pretend not 1o be.
The Jewish conversion ceremuony symbolizes this
fact, and if there is something in Judaism that
helps us to realize and deal with i, L don't think
thats bad, T don't look at any of this as bowing
o the Orthodox or debaring “who is a real Jew,
1 look at it as a spiritual stotement — g Hrst
opportuniiy to acknowledge that my child wag
adopted but is now joining both my family and
my relglous comminity, There are things that
one does legally in order o make thar happen,
and there are things that ene does Jewishly in
order to make it happen.

There s something very perians about
what people inherdt from their birth parents -
and perhaps this is something thas Judaism, in
its wisdom, realized and made proviston for.
When we adopied our son, 1 wanted 1o believe
that everything was “nuriure” — that he was a
“Blank slate” whom we would create ) o
image, incduding as part of the Jewish conumu-
nity. [ leartied very quickly that this was not the
case — that there were many facets of our son,
both positive and negative, which had mudh
more w do with inheritance than with what be
got from us. “Binodiine” does have validity and
should be recognized as sornething buportant o
adopted people and their families.

-

BusH: 1 think ir's good 1o-offer meaningful
corrversion rituals for-these families interested in
engaging i them. But we're talking here about
whether or net adopted children will be copsid-
ered Jewish by the Reconstructionist commu-
nity. A policy on conversion would be received
as a “must do,” notjust a nice offer. And it
scerms 10 me that adoptive farnilles, whoare
trving to deal with that feeling of being different,
trying 10 celebrate themselves, trying to normal-
ize — on top of simply trying to get used o e
with infanist - should soebe reguired by the
Jewish comununity to do anything a “birth
farnily” would not have 1o do.

I remember the complex feelings nuy wife
Susan and I had as we were entering o the
adoption process: how we were, essentially,
having o apply for a parenting “Hicense” because
of the biological Buke of our infertilitv. Tunder-
sieod and appreciated the need lor home visits
by social workers and the rest of the rigamarole,
bt 1 found it fronie that any 16-vear-old with-

out an infertility problem could become a parent.

without a license,

So then § need gnother Hoense to have a
Jewish lamily? Though oy wile and 1 are bedh
Jeweish, though we “met” our children one Bour
afier their birth and brought them home steaight
trowm the hospital — still, because of religious
law and custom based on an entirely different
Jewish social reality than that of today, Tm -
“different” from other Jewish familics and need
1 have my babies converted? Which values are
we serving here?

C GLuskns One value s the importance of

helonging. One of Mordecal Kaplan's postutates,
central to Reconstructionist values, s that
belonging precedes believing, The fact that
Jewist identity, from a:fewish legal point of
view, is passed down through the blood, has
been a muajor contributng factor 1o the pluralis-
e nacure of Jewish religious thinking. Because
our identity is not based-on what we believe,
there is much freedom within Judaisin for there
e be shivin panim Toral — many ways io
inferpret the Torah, The moment we drop the
ethuic aspects of Judaism and transform it inte a
universalistic religion, we are privileging he-
lieving over belonging. We would be forced 1o
come together 1o ardoulate the essenial aspects
of Jewish belief, which would then define our
ability to belong. To force us to create a dogma
{or the sake of universalism would mean, T fear,

¢ desiroving what is best about Judaisin.
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RosenseErG: When I give talks on the topic, 1
tefl people that T believe it very fmportant (and
very Reconstructionist) for people to know the
hedabak Gewish law) — and then 1o decide
personafly what feels right o them. They need
to understand the yamitications of their ded-
sions, H their child is not converred by an
Crrehodox bt din (rabbinic court), that child will
net be considered Jewish by certaln members
of the Jewish community, There will be certain
doors cosed w them —- rigltly or wrongly. 1
also explain that it s something the adopree,
when grown, Bias a choice to change — just as
hie or she has a cholce whether or not 10
remain a Jew, and a ¢holce of how 1o practice
his or her Judaism. This is a cholce that any
Jew has, of course, but itis much more press-
ing 1o the adopree.

{have [owund in my research that many (note
thar T don't sy ally adopred Jews lind them-
selves questdoning their Jewish ldentity. They
“donn feel Jewish,” no matter how observant
their adoptive bome. They know that they
would have beent sowething else. Therelore,
solidifying their entrance into the Jewish com-
munity through the gateway ceremony of
conversion is very npoertant and meaninglul.

GuLuskin: Shelley is talking about the benefit ol
thse childl, which is the second value sustained
by Reconsractionist conversion. o the Tal-
roud’s discussion of conversion of a young child
{B. Ketubor 11b}, the rabbis struggle with the
authority of the cormmunity and the parents 10
make the child a Jew witheut the child's
permission. There s huge respect here for the
sulonomy of the child. The rabbis mum o a
jrinciple called zhut Ji fo — Hrerally, “the
benefit is his” — which apples to situagions in
which a person ¢an act on behalf of another
who isn't present ondy i it s indisputable that
the action is 10 the absent person’s benefit, The
voung child (under thres years old) is consid-
ered ke an absent persan and the community
and parents can then act for his or her benefi
by converting the child.

But there is an objection: How can the
taking on of the commeandments, especially the
prohibidon of nen-kesher foods, be ponsidered
a “benett” to anvbady? The response is that
the mizzvor are not a burden bud a benefit, and a
young child growing up with them would
Know no other way,

Fven with this argunment there is discomiort
with the idea that the minor convert’s au-

tonomy should be completely
removed. The response is-that
upan maturity, the child convert
is given an oppottunity to reject
his ur her Jewish identisy.

Maost Reconstractionist rabbig
today believe that giving a child
that opporiunity upon matarity is
#at 1o the benefit of the child.

“THE MOMENT WE
DROP THE ETHNIC AS-P-E;ZTS GF
JUDAISM ARD TRANSFORM IT
INTO A UNIVERSALISTIC
RELIGION. WE ARE PRIVILECING

stll, though we may find the BELIEVING OVER
Talmoud’s final "answer” not N _ o
currently applicable, the Talmud's BELONGI ﬂc,-,”

debate on adoption and conver- PSR COHORRESS

ston mgdels an approach that we

van erulate in our own discussion. The Sages’
acknowledgement of the complexity of the issue,
and thelr attempt 1o see the undestred conse-
querces of each decision, are helpful in inspiring
15 10 be thoughttul abowut our process. Probably
of grearest valoe 108 10 s o the Talmudic
distussion is the wdea that all our actions in this
regard must be for the benefit of the child, K
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