Abstract

This project contains two sections. The first section is an introduction authored by
Jason S. Cook, Libby Louise Fisher, and Deborah Samantha Novak Goldberg. The second
section is a curriculum for Jewish teenagers authored by Deborah Samantha Novak
Goldberg which uses the theoretical foundation suggested in the introduction to teach
about emotional expression in the Bible and its ethical implications.

In our joint paper, “An Introduction to the Ethics of Reading in Reform Judaism,” we
advocate for the development of a Reform Jewish reading strategy that is sensitive to
the ethical implications inherent in Jewish texts. Our introduction has three parts. We
begin by exploring the theoretical foundations of creating an ethic of reading. In order
to do so, we examine ethically critical reading strategies that produce a high yield for
Reform Jewish readers. Next, we move to a significant challenge that religious
communities in general and the Reform Jewish community in particular face: while
ethical criticism in theory allows us to question the formation and legitimacy of canon,
canon is not questioned in most religious communities. We challenge that assumption
and offer an alternative to canon called “textual repertoire.” Lastly, we highlight the
ways that Reform Judaism has historically embraced reading Jewish texts critically. We
believe that because of this historical background, the Reform Jewish community has an
opportunity to embrace a Jewish ethic of reading. We offer a critique of the current
intellectual environment of Reform Judaism and argue strongly that developing an ethic
of reading is necessary to maintain the Reform Movement's commitment to rigorous
study and critical engagement of texts.

In my project, [ seek to develop a curriculum meant for Jewish teens to grapple with our
sacred texts and develop their skills as critical, engaged readers of our texts. My
project includes an introduction to the curriculum, which builds on the work done in
our joint introduction and introduces some theoretical frameworks for Jewish
education. The curriculum includes an introductory lesson plan, as well as a unit on the
emotion of love (Unit 1) and a unit on the emotion of anger (Unit 2). Each lesson
includes Enduring Understandings, Essential Questions, a list of required materials,
notes to the teacher, an introductory essay to teach the teacher the material, and all
associated handouts. This curriculum has several goals: 1) to help students develop
their own Jewish ethic of reading through analyzing and interpreting texts; 2) to
introduce students to the complexity and nuance of emotions present in our sacred
texts; and 3) to respect the educational and spiritual needs of teenagers, who deserve
meaningful, sophisticated, high-level Jewish education.
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An Introduction to Creating an Ethics of Reading in Reform Judaism

Jason S. Cook, Libby Louise Fisher, Deborah Samantha Novak Goldberg

Picture your favorite spot for reading - a spot that is warm and comfortable and
accompanied by the sense of excitement and thrill you feel when picking up a new book.
You settle in, ready to crack into the book you have just purchased. You are about to be
transported. This book may take you on an adventure, worlds away, or push you to
reflect deeply on the way you think. Perhaps you will cry when the book highlights a
societal ill, or you may laugh as the main character blunders. No matter the type of book
you read, your reading can transport and change you. In fact, this is something you
likely already know from your myriad reading experiences before this one right now.

Now, go back to that reading spot you are imagining. Picture how you chose your
specific book. Was it acquired through your ideal book buying experience? Maybe you
received the book from a package at your doorstep after you ordered it two days ago.
Perhaps, instead, you purchased it at your favorite used bookstore down the street - the
one that smells like old books and coffee. Or maybe you think physical books are an
outdated technology and you have streamlined your experience with electronic books.
And how long did you search to pick the right book? Was it recommended to you? Did
you choose based on a user review or a small blurb on a store bookshelf, written on
colorful paper with flowing handwriting? Is it a book for a class or one you picked up
because your parent insisted that you must read this book in order to understand the

world?



Reading is not simply a matter of deciphering words on a page. Many decisions
contribute to every aspect of selecting a book to read. From the way we choose a book
to read, to how we access that book, to what we do with that book when we have
finished reading, our actions are governed by a series of ethical decisions - whether or
not we realize it.

Through this introduction to our project, we will show that the decisions we
make in almost every facet of life are governed by ethical decisions. In some cases, the
ethics behind a choice will be obvious. For example, to whom we donate money is
clearly a decision that involves ethical choices. The example given above about our
reading choices may be less apparent. After exploring some of the theory that
undergirds our work, we will delve into some specific concerns we face in creating an
ethics of reading in Reform Judaism.

Goals of Our Project

What are we hoping to accomplish through our project? Our goal is not to make
a case for a system of ethics (as you will see cited below, plenty of scholarly work has
already been written on this topic), but instead we will develop a reading strategy that
is sensitive to ethics. By ethics, we mean a cognitive framework for how we live our
lives based on values. Ethics have powerful influence over human behavior despite
their intangibility. Ethical sensibility often underpins how and why humans behave in a
certain way. For the purposes of our example, ethics contribute to why you might
choose to buy a book at a local bookstore rather than on Amazon, or how you engage
with a “great” piece of literature written by an author known to be a virulent antisemite,

racist, or misogynist.



Creating an ethic of reading in Reform Judaism is necessary because Judaism
relies on texts for worship, for developing beliefs and practices, and creating
community. In fact, reading has historically been foundational for the promulgation of
Jewish culture since its origins. Jews instituted a weekly reading of Torah and Prophets.
Jews have developed study contexts for Talmud learning, commentary, and works of
Jewish thought. Jews enter sanctuaries to pray while reading from siddurim. It is just as
much a Jewish activity to argue over the latest newspaper article about Israel as it is to
read bubbe’s recipe for matzah ball soup, handed down through the generations. When
we teach our children about Jewish history and collective memory, we include modern
Jewish voices like Elie Wiesel, Anita Diamant, Debbie Friedman, or Art Spiegelman.
Passover, perhaps the holiday through which Jewish culture is most directly built?, is
celebrated by reading the Haggadah, a book that recounts Jewish historical narrative
and cultural heritage. Simply put, text is everywhere in Judaism. We give our texts voice
through reading.

We suggest, and even implore, that an ethic of reading is not only possible, but
also necessary for Reform Jews. Jews are often described, by ourselves and others, as
“People of the Book.” While this phrase sometimes refers to the ongoing connection
between the Jewish people and the Torah, it also refers to the Jewish connection to the
experience of reading. A people inextricably tied to the written word should strive to

sensitivity for what they read, how they read, and the way that reading affects them in

1 Passover is a holiday that explicitly teaches the collective memory of the Jewish people. It ensures that
Jewish people understand some of the core beliefs of their historical/mythic narrative through finding
ways to empathize with the stories of generations before. Though other holidays have cultural value,
observing Passover necessitates an educative experience that results in the promulgation of Jewish
cultural representations.



return if they are to remain “People of the Book.” We can meet these goals by adopting a
strong ethic of reading. First, an enhanced reading experience takes place when a
person is sensitive to the ethical implications of any given text they happen to read. This
requires close reading and a critical eye appraising the written word. Second, an ethic of
reading influences how an individual will assimilate and then implement what they
read in their interactions with the world.

The introduction to our project consists of four major sections. First, we will
define ethics in general and the theoretical practice of ethical criticism specifically,
which will provide the foundation for our own Jewish ethic of reading. Then, we will
continue by exploring the problems presented by the concept of canon. As we have
already discussed, choosing what to read is just as important as how we read something
once we hold it in our hands. Next, we will narrow our lens to focus specifically on the
case of Reform Judaism. As a Jewish religious movement that focuses on personal
autonomy and choice in learning, we believe that Reform Jewish practitioners are a
prime audience for what we seek to accomplish through our project. Finally, we will
acknowledge some of the practical challenges that we may face in this project as well as
introduce, briefly, how we will each confront those challenges through individual
contributions.

Ethics in Culture - Theoretical Groundwork with Sperber and Iser

Let us return to our opening example. When we sit down in our favorite spot to
read a book, we participate in the creation and promulgation of culture. Our act of
reading, in this moment and every moment, is a cultural exchange. The text we have in

hand is pushing us to expand our cultural horizons while we, in turn, bring our own



worldview to any text we read. Our individual worldviews are influenced by a network
of meanings we have already encountered in our lives. Even without our conscious
understanding, we engage in this cultural exchange every day. When we learn about
culture in our high school social studies courses, we are often taught that the definition
carries material implications: culture is the sum of arts, religion, institutions and so on
of a given group of people. Nuanced definitions may even include references to values
or social conventions. The problem with these definitions is that they attempt to
describe culture concretely, rather than define the overarching phenomenon of culture.

This definition of culture does not serve us nearly as well as the cognitive model
we will explain. Defining culture in terms of its constituent parts conjures images of
libraries, philharmonics, and museums. But these artifacts are not, in and of themselves,
culture. Neither, strange as it may seem, are the books, symphonies, sculptures, or
spaceships found in those buildings. Instead, we understand culture as a social, psychic
(mental) system, perpetuated by individuals interacting with each other through a
process called communication. We communicate all the time. In fact, the process of
reading this introduction is an act of communication from us, the authors, to you, the
reader. Communication will also occur when you, hopefully, tell someone else about
this piece of writing and explain (or critique, as the case may be) the ideas and concepts
that you learned. Therefore, the process in which we read something and assimilate
new ideas based on that reading is part of culture, cognitively defined.

So, what of the physical book that we hold in our hands while sitting in our
reading nook? Is that book “culture”? The answer is no and yes. No, as we have already

elaborated, an object like a book is not, in and of itself, culture. That book is, however, a



technology by which culture is communicated. Rather than pointing to a book or statue
and saying, “that is culture,” we will call those tangible artifacts and technologies
“cultural representations.” Dan Sperber, in Explaining Culture: A Naturalistic Approach
points out that the key element of a cultural representation is that it can be interpreted.
The “material traces,” the cultural artifact like a book or a street sign, mean something.
Put simply, these traces “represent something for someone.”?

Our mental process of interpretation is how we derive meaning from any given
cultural representation. The book does not contribute to culture by itself, we must
interpret the book. In addition, we cannot describe a representation as being “part of
the culture” until that representation is shared. In the case of a book, we cannot call it
shared until something of it has been transmitted, translated, or communicated to
another individual (and eventually groups of individuals). Therefore, culture is not
simply the sum of a number of physical artifacts but is instead a complex network of
shared representations among a group of people.

Sperber uses the metaphor of epidemiology to describe how culture is formed. In
the same way that a virus spreads invisibly from host to host, so too does culture.
Culture is formed, or to use Sperber’s metaphor, spread, through a process of
interpreting representations. In Explaining Culture, Sperber draws a distinction
between public representations, mental representations, and cultural representations.
Public representations that are interpreted by many people are representations that

“exist in the environment of [their] user.”3 A public representation might take the form

2 Dan Sperber, Explaining Culture: A Naturalistic Approach (Oxford: Blackwell, 1996), 24.
3 Sperber, 32.



of a book, a film, or a speech. Mental representations occur when an individual engages
with a public representation through interpretation. When we read something, be it
simple like a street sign or complicated like a novel, our minds build an interpretation
that allows us to derive meaning. This individual interpretive activity results in a
private mental representation. Lastly, a cultural representation is, essentially, a
widespread public representation—a representation that is shared broadly among a
large group of people.

The distinction between a cultural representation and a public representation is
a matter of scale. A presentation given in an office about quarterly earnings might be
considered a public representation. That presentation will hold meaning to the handful
of people in the room but will not necessarily hold meaning for those outside of the
small community who hear it. In other words, the presentation will not result in a large
series of mental representations. On the other hand, a national event such as a
presidential inaugural address would be considered a cultural representation, because
the speech will be interpreted by many individuals and as a result bear greater
consequence in a broader cultural context. More people, throughout a wide
environment, interpret the inaugural address, which means that it holds more weight as
a part of the culture than the quarterly earnings report. The process described here
explains the creation, or spread, of culture as a function of increasingly widespread
shared representations. Public and cultural representations are interpreted by
individuals, forming mental representations, which are then communicated. A
community with a high degree of shared representations, that is, mental

representations of public representations, would be called a culture.



Not every public representation is transmitted on a large scale. Communities
with high degrees of shared representations might be local, like a small school, where
the culture is reinforced by shared language, schedule, goals, and even physical
proximity. Culture on a larger scale, like when we consider the concept of an “American
culture,” might rely on fewer broadly shared representations. We live, at any given
moment, in multiple cultures, ranging in scale from local to international. Culture is
more than a collection of shared representations. We experience and also take part in
the constant spread and change of culture. The representations with which we engage
affect the way culture is constructed because we take part in sharing representations.

Sperber’s understanding of cultural formation is vital in the context of reading.
Reading is potentially a significant act of cultural creation. When we sit down to read a
book, we are engaging with a public representation. We will form interpretations
(mental representations) of that book. Then, when we tell our friends about that book,
and especially when we encourage those friends to read the book as well, we are
attempting to share, or spread, its representations yet further. When this occurs on a
broad scale, we are taking part in the creation of culture. Reading is potentially an
effective modality for the creation of culture; therefore, being careful of what and how
we read impacts how that reading affects us and our culture. When we read, we are
responsible for the formation of shared representations—whether we are aware of it or
not

A useful concept to pair with the idea of shared representations is what
Wolfgang Iser calls the “cultural repertoire.” The cultural repertoire is a phrase that

represents all of the cultural knowledge that we hold in our heads as individuals. In this



way, every single person’s “cultural repertoire” is unique, but there can be lots of
overlap among individuals—or shared representations—among those in the same
communities. We engage our cultural repertoire constantly, in order to make sense of
the world, including when we read. A straightforward example of this process is our
ability to grasp implied references. If you read the phrase “pay no attention to that man
behind the curtain,” you might understand the meaning of the phrase literally based on
context alone—that is, there must be a place in which there is a man situated behind a
curtain. But if you have read L. Frank Baum'’s book, The Wonderful Wizard of Oz—or
seen its film adaptation, the phrase takes on layers of meaning not even remotely
implicit in its literal meaning. Suddenly, this innocuous image conjures, the idea of
deceitful power dynamics (and glittery, red shoes).

We cannot communicate without access to a broad cultural repertoire. Of course,
not everyone has the same cultural repertoire. Within any given culture, there is
generally a high degree of coherence between individual’s repertoires, but this is not
always the case. For example, traveling in an unfamiliar country with an unfamiliar
spoken language may result in a relatively low degree of shared cultural repertoire
between tourists and locals. However, imagine two students sitting next to one another
in a beginners Hebrew class - one from France and the other from Japan. When the
teacher asks about the students’ favorite musicals, both answer “The Fiddler on the
Roof.” During break, the two students try to discuss their mutual love of this musical.
Despite their shared representation, they are unable to effectively communicate due to

their lack of linguistic competence in a shared language.



In order to see why the concept of cultural repertoire is central to an ethic of
reading, we need to complicate things. Just as humans have cultural repertoires, so too
do texts. The author of a text works within a specific cultural context, which is defined
in no small part by their time and place. For example, we can be certain that the biblical
authors, the editors of the Talmud, and modern Jewish philosophers all have vastly
different cultural repertoires because they each wrote in vastly different times. In
addition, the individual reading a text has a different cultural repertoire than that of the
text itself. In Act of Reading, Iser focuses on this relationship between text and reader. If
areader does not have a robust enough cultural repertoire to understand a given text
(knowledge of context, history, author, language, etc.), then it may be impossible for
that reader to interpret that specific text. At best, this results in vague
misunderstanding. At worst, this could lead to developing highly subjective, “false”
interpretations of a text, and potentially violating the text.

These false interpretations can have dramatic consequences. In Exodus 34:29,
Moses descends Mount Sinai with two tablets in hand, having received revelation from
God. The verse specifies “lo yada ki karan or panay...” The Jewish Publication Society
translates this as “He [Moses] did not know that his face was radiant.” A more literal
translation would render the verse “He did not know that horns of light were upon his
face.” Though the text is certainly using the phrase karan or panav idiomatically,
reflecting a divine light based on Moses’ interaction with the deity, the Latin Vulgate
translation of the Hebrew Bible retains the literal translation. This translation became
the basis for Moses depicted with two horns, like in Michaelangelo’s sculpture, Moses. In

turn, these artistic representations, coupled with the Biblical verse, have helped
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support the antisemitic trope of Jews having horns. Negligent interpretations carry real
consequences. If a reader develops interpretations which violate a text, then that text
holds no meaning in a cultural context, and exists only in their own mental
representation. If that reader communicates those interpretations and those
interpretations find traction with other people, real harm can be done on the basis of
text.

Another important idea that Iser brings to this discussion is a “theory of
aesthetic response.” Aesthetic here refers to the observable behavior that a reader
brings to a text and takes away from a text. An aesthetic response, therefore, is how a
reader “lives out” a text once it has been communicated. Much of our communication
elicits a straightforward response. Someone can ask us to “stand up” and we can follow
directions closely. Wordless communication can elicit an aesthetic response: when
driving, if we see a light shining red, we are able to interpret that we should hit the
brakes. Qur brains can fill in the meaning communicated by a wordless symbol that we
have been acculturated to identify and behave accordingly. The key here is that we
learn about this symbol through our culture—the stop light is a publicly shared
representation. If someone is unfamiliar with a culture that uses a red light to indicate
“stop,” they should probably not be given the keys to drive. This is why, when you move
to a new country, you often have to take a new driving test before being given a license.
[ser’s theory of aesthetic response is useful in developing an ethic of reading because it
gives language to the idea that a text is an active participant in communication. A text

affects a reader, or, using Iser’s terms, a reader “responds” to the text.
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Taken together, Sperber and Iser provide us with the theoretical framework to
identify the need for an ethic of reading in Reform Judaism. Sperber shows that culture
is not the sum of material or essential elements of a given group of people, but is rather
a cognitive system that is constantly in formation based on a person’s engagement with
cultural representations. Iser demonstrates that we cannot properly engage with
cultural representations without a robust cultural repertoire - a referential system for
the interpretation of cultural representations. The goal of an ethic of reading is two-
fold: 1) to bring to our awareness the way in which we spread culture, and 2) to provide
a framework through which our lived values are activated in the communication
between text and reader.

Defining Ethics

Sperber and Iser’s respective approaches to the phenomenon of cultural creation
help us understand how we, both as individuals as well as members of a community,
play an active role in developing culture. The act of reading, in and of itself, is the
activity of cultural creation. However, just knowing that culture is being created when
we read is not enough; being aware of the processes in which we engage is only one
component of intentionally developing culture. When we are aware of these processes,
then we also need to make intentional choices with regards to what and how we are
reading. In order to develop a methodology through which we can make these choices,
we need to explore the subject of ethics. Ethics, as mental representations, have an
important function in the context of cultural creation. They are a framework through

which we interpret and communicate our engagement with cultural representations.
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There is some scholarly debate over how ethics are developed by individuals.
For two examples, Lawrence Kohlberg posits that ethics are primarily developed
through cultural and formal education against the backdrop of developmental cognitive
stages, while Martin Hoffman sees ethics as being more inherent to human beings. We
do not seek to engage deeply with this debate. Both scholars recognize that ethics and
morals are not static, and that ethics play a large role in influencing human behavior.
Although developing a coherent theory of ethics is a worthy pursuit, through our
project we hope to help readers with the first step of becoming more aware of their
own ethical sensibilities specific when interpreting texts. We believe that individuals
can develop their own sensitivities and ethical proclivities, and hopefully will do so with
awareness and critical analysis. Our project should provide individuals with the tools to
discern ethical sensibility and to live by those ethics. However, we also believe that it
would be irresponsible to ignore the ethical systems that have influenced our own
reading of text. We will therefore present two thinkers on ethics that help inform the
way in which we consider ethics when reading, with the knowledge that this is by no
means an exhaustive list.
Two Tools for Ethical Evaluation

One of our interests when it comes to developing an ethical sensibility is to find
practical or pragmatic approaches, since reading is an active, lived experience. In his
Theory of Justice, John Rawls lays out a framework for ethical behavior that he calls
“justice as fairness.” Rawls is particularly focused on thinking about how institutions,
like the state, might be able to implement justice and fair societal structures. Though his

scope is far broader than our project (and indeed, he does not discuss an ethic of
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reading), Rawls is useful in our context because his goal is to develop procedures for
achieving fairness particularly in societal institutions. Rawls sees fairness as a universal
metric for ethical human behavior towards others and wants to enshrine the concept in
the fabric of society. Evaluating both institutional and individual needs is a prerequisite
for developing an ethic of reading within our communities. Rawls provides a challenge
of sorts: in order to get to fairness amongst a group of people deliberating about how to
construct their society, they must operate behind a “veil of ignorance,” in which
ignorance means you know nothing of your status (gender, wealth, age, etc.) in the
world. Fairness can be achieved when everyone considers themselves to be on an equal
playing field because each person will argue for a general good that will meet
everyone’s needs as equally as possible. The assumption here is that human beings can
and should construct their own communities in a way that operates at the greatest good
for the greatest number of people.

Thinking about fairness on an institutional level gives us tools to think about big
picture questions like how a society is built. When we are building our own
communities, Rawls gives us insight into how the systems that we implement might
function—Rawls helps us discuss ethics on a systemic level. We can evaluate a society
based on its representation in a text by asking questions of fairness. Does the text
express a fair distribution of wealth among its people? Do representatives of systematic
structures (like a prophet or king) express bias in terms of race, religion, or gender? Do
we read preferences for one group over another? Rawls helps us identify and evaluate

broad systems, especially systems of power that we see and experience.

4John Rawls, A Theory of Justice (Cambridge: Belknap Press, 1999), 11-13.
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While Rawls suggests that communities of individuals are capable of
constructing a shared good, Marsha Nussbaum offers a rubric for how we might
evaluate a shared good in a society, relative to our own experiences. Nussbaum believes
that the barometer for a society must be based on what she calls “human capabilities
and dignities.”> Human capabilities and dignities refers to an evaluative model of
society and culture, especially in contexts different than our own. We will see why this
is useful when it comes to the issue of subjectivism (both cultural and textual), but
Nussbaum also provides us a list of ways in which we might “judge” a society to be free
and open.® This list of capabilities reads similar to, but functions differently than, a
declaration of rights, like the United Nations Declaration of Human Rights. Nussbaum'’s
rubric is “person focused.” Rights are state based as they are dictated by a governing
body and are not extended to those who are not part of the state.” On the other hand
the language of human capabilities puts the onus of responsibility on the state to
support and maintain the dignity of its citizens.

Nussbaum’s approach to an ethical framework is particularly useful in building
community. She emphasizes that in her conception of a general good, “many of the
obligations to promote the adequate distribution of these goods must rest with
individuals rather than with any political institution.”8 Unlike Rawls, who wants to
develop procedures to achieve fairness in institutions on a board societal level,

Nussbaum is more concerned with what makes someone human—again, her human

5 Martha C. Nussbaum, Sex and Social Justice (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000), 30.

6 Nussbaum, 41-42. Under the heading “Central Human Functional Capabilities.” Some of these include
the capability to expect and enjoy bodily integrity, emotions, and even the ability to play.

7 Nussbaum, 39.

8 Nussbaum, 40.
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capabilities rubric is meant to be “person-focused.” This allows us to use Nussbaum in
terms of local community building. If our communities cannot support the human
capabilities of its members, then our practices need to change. If a synagogue strives to
be open and inclusive but only has limited access for differently-abled people, even if
those accommodations meet the barometer set legally through laws like the Americans
with Disabilities Act, the synagogue is not acting on their values because they are
infringing on the human capabilities of the differently-abled. The synagogue might be
acting “correctly” in line with the expectations of the rights of the individual, but they
are not meeting a standard of supporting human capabilities.

No individual’s ethics are influenced by singular voices. Rawls and Nussbaum
are two perspectives among many, but both are useful voices in our pursuit of creating
an ethic of reading. Nussbaum and Rawls give us tools to think about ethics on both a
local or individual level as well as on a broader communal or societal level. Their
specific engagement of pragmatic philosophy dovetails with our own interest in
creating a practical, useful tool. Whatever ethical rubric we opt to leverage in our
reading needs to have utility. In fact, as we will see below, Nussbaum herself engages in
ethical criticism of text. More than anything, Rawls and Nussbaum provide useful
language and conceptual frameworks that aid us in engaging in ethical criticism and
developing an ethics of reading.

Ethical Criticism

Ethical criticism is a reading strategy through which a reader seeks to evaluate

texts based on the ethics that the text presents. One of the core questions that an ethical

critic asks is “what is the sense of life being expressed by the text?” As we have already
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seen in discussing Iser, a text has a cultural repertoire. The practice of ethical criticism
is to evaluate the character of a text's worldview by attempting to reconstruct its
repertoire of references while taking into consideration our own contemporary sense of
the world. This approach leads to some jarring conclusions, most significantly that a
text does not have a static, set number of meanings. Rather, any text can hold multiple
meanings depending upon the interpreter. Though she is not the first to propose that a
text can hold multiple meanings, Elisabeth Schussler Fiorenza argues that approaching
a text from this viewpoint can have a dramatic impact on scholarly biblical criticism.

In her 1987 presidential address to the Society of Biblical Literature, Fiorenza
proposes a shift in the ways that scholarship should approach biblical text. Her
suggested paradigm is based on the idea that reading biblical text carries with it social,
political, and religious responsibility. One of her core assumptions is that “Biblical
interpretation, like all scholarly inquiry, is a communicative practice that involves
interests, values, and visions.”? In the same way we might evaluate a text for its
rhetorical structures to understand what that text is saying, so too do we need to
evaluate the interpretation of a text. Critical writing in academia, according to Fiorenza,
“respects the rights of the text,” which means that scholars are dedicated to interpreting
the meaning of a given text using rigorous methodology, rather than interpolating texts’
meanings based on personal preference. In her position as a leading scholar and biblical

critic, Fiorenza attempts to establish a methodology through which biblical scholars

9 Elisabeth Schiissler Fiorenza, “The Ethics of Biblical Interpretation: Decentering Biblical Scholarship,”
Journal of Biblical Literature 107, no. 1 (1988): 4.

17



take responsibility for their own ethical sensibilities in reading text and become more
contemplative of the connection between their own context and the world of the text.

Fiorenza also explains why ethical criticism can be valuable in academia. She
criticizes the academic world in its rigid adherence to a scientific approach to text, in
which scholars attempt to establish what a text means. Texts, she emphasizes, have a
plurality of meanings because “alternative symbolic universes engender competing
definitions of the world...” and therefore “cannot be reduced to one meaning.”10 A text
and the interpreter of that text will never have a completely shared cultural repertoire,
and when reading biblical text, this gap is more pronounced. The meaning derived from
a text is just as dependent on the interpreter as it is on the words that are written. If
texts can support multiple meanings, then, Fiorenza proposes, we should be asking
certain questions of our texts and their interpretations. Specifically, she suggests the
following questions: “How is meaning constructed? Whose interests are served? What
kind of worlds are envisioned? What roles, duties, and values are advocated? Which
social-political practices are legitimated?”11 When texts are rigorously evaluated using
Fiorenza's questions, then the interpretation of texts and their meanings takes on a
social character. She states,

If scriptural texts have served not only noble causes but also to legitimate

war, to nurture anti-Judaism and misogyny, to justify the exploitation of

slavery, and to promote colonial dehumanization, then biblical scholarship

must take the responsibility not only to interpret biblical texts in their

historical contexts but also to evaluate the construction of their historical
worlds and symbolic universes in terms of a religious scale of values.1?

10 Fiorenza, 14.
11 Fiorenza, 14.
12 Fiorenza, 15.
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In the world of academia, Fiorenza concludes that biblical scholars cannot work in a
vacuum and a biblical scholar, for example, must develop their work in conversation
with those most invested, such as clergy, theologians, and religious practitioners to
name a few.

Fiorenza is not the only voice in academia proposing an ethically critical reading
of text. Wayne Booth is a literary critic at the University of Chicago, and his book The
Company We Keep is an introduction to ethical criticism in fiction. Similar to Fiorenza,
Booth establishes sets of questions that ethical critics should ask of texts and their own
interpretations. In doing so, Booth also personalizes the importance of this sort of
criticism. He writes, “Even the ethics of nuclear warfare, of mortal concern to everyone
in our time, cannot rival the daily, hourly impact of the stories human beings have told
to one another, and to their own private selves, awake and sleeping.”13 He establishes
the metaphor that the books we read are friends telling us stories. The way we hear
these friends telling stories (in other words, our interpretation of text) is just as
subjective as the stories themselves. In her own ethical critique of Booth’s book, Marsha
Nussbaum seeks to expand on Booth’s approach. For example, while Booth limits his
study to fiction, Nussbaum suggests that ethical criticism has much broader potential
application. She notes that Booth never asks, “how the friendship one can have with a

novel differs from the friendship promised by a philosophical treatise; how it differs, as

13 Wayne C. Booth, The Company We Keep: An Ethics of Fiction (Berkeley: University of California Press,
1989),36.6
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well, from the relationship one is able to form with a lyric poem.”14 Any form of critique
can be made an ethical critique, regardless of the textual medium.

Nussbaum does have some critiques of Booth’s approach, particularly based on
the fact that he does not deal with the issue of subjectivity. When we read text,
particularly text from a distant historical period or from a vastly different cultural
background, we often engage in cultural or ethical relativism. While we may personally
evaluate a representation in the text as unethical or problematic, we may assume that
the text world allows for such, potentially, disagreeable notions. Nussbaum frames this
as the claim that “there are many alternative versions of the world that have value and
validity.”1> The problem with subjectivism occurs when our personal values are
diametrically opposed to the sense of life of the text.

The problem with subjectivism occurs when our personal values are
diametrically opposed to the sense of life expressed by another. Ideally, we want to
accept cultural practices other than our own. However, sometimes our values may
come into conflict with another’s culture. A familiar and timely example of subjectivism
is seen in the culturally relative conversation surrounding the hijab, a head scarf worn
by practicing Muslim women. Many westerners see the hijab as a sign of degradation
and patriarchal power which leads to repression in Muslim society. Liberal countries
like France have even gone so far as to ban wearing the hijab in public. Many Muslim
women, though, wear the hijab as a point of pride that they are actively engaging in

their faith tradition through modesty and privacy. Can both interpretations of the

14 Martha Nussbaum, Love’s Knowledge: Essays on Philosophy and Literature (Oxford University Press,
1992), 236.
15 Nussbaum, 243.
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symbol of the hijab be true? How do we reconcile the two positions? Should we? These
are the questions that Nussbaum pushes us to ask when we deal with issues of cultural
and historical relativism. We encounter the same issues when we deal with texts from
different cultural and historical contexts than our own.

As we have already seen in her framework of human capabilities, Nussbaum
does believe that there are instances in which it may be impossible to square our own
sensibilities with the sensibility of the text. Nussbaum asserts that Booth is too willing
to allow contradictory interpretations to exist and suggests that there may be times that
we can and should make evaluative claims.1¢ As western liberals we can almost
certainly be accepting of a Muslim woman wearing a hijab, even despite a potential
cultural clash; the hijab does not seem to limit the human capabilities of the women
who wear them voluntarily. However, when a country like Saudi Arabia creates laws
that limit a woman’s ability to drive a car or provide for herself, we can dispute their
practices on the basis that they are actively limiting the human capabilities of women.
The coexistence of contradictory interpretations may be acceptable, but Nussbaum
insists on having a set of tools in order to evaluate those differences between
contradictions. As a result, Nussbaum'’s ethical criticism suggests that our ethical
sensibilities can, and often should, be held in opposition to a text.

An Ethic of Reading

Though we have explored both the theoretical concepts of ethics as a part of

cultural development and ethical criticism as a reading strategy, neither are an “ethic of

reading” in and of themselves. An ethic of reading is a tool that utilizes ethical criticism

16 Nussbaum, 243.
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but has a broader focus than the world of a single text. Whereas ethical critics focus on
the ethical implications and statements of a text, an ethic of reading requires not only
understanding the symbiotic relationship between the text and the reader, but also a
critical appraisal of that relationship. The core of an ethic of reading is that the reader
must choose to do something with their relationship with a text - this is an active
relationship. Neither readers nor texts are static; by its interaction with a reader, a text
is imbued with new meaning. Similarly, through an encounter with text, a reader is
provided with new ways to interact with the world. The purpose of developing and
utilizing an ethic of reading is to bring to light those interactions and provide readers
with the necessary tools to critically engage in the relationship between reader and
text.
An Ethic of Reading in Judaism

One of the peculiarities of dealing with the ethics of reading in a religious context
is the relationship between prescribed belief and the personal experience of a text.
Booth writes that engaging in ethical criticism means that one must assume that “some
experiences with narrative are beneficial and some harmful.”17 At face value, an
ethically critical approach to a text might be expected to be objective. The fact is,
however, that there is no such thing as an objective reading - all reading is subjective,
as discussed above. Instead, the project of ethically critical reading is to guard against
potentially dangerous levels of subjectivism. Booth puts it another way. He says, “It

springs from the obvious fact that the minds we use in judging stories have been

17 Booth, The Company We Keep, 40.
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constituted (at least in part) by the stories we judge.”18 Our ability to critically evaluate
what we read is necessarily tied up in our thoughts, feelings, and beliefs, as well as our
previous encounters with text.

In a Reform Jewish context an ethic of reading is particularly vital as a tool for
critically reading our texts because it is a religious tradition that emphasizes personal
autonomy. The problem is that radical commitment to choose in and of itself has not led
to as deep a critical engagement with our texts as one might imagine. One challenge is
that a great many people are ignorant of the breadth and depth of the Jewish textual
tradition, resulting in an impoverished cultural repertoire. Another challenge is some
who do read our text fail to grasp the ethical implications of their act of reading,
resulting in a Jewish life which lacks meaning. In part, these challenges are likely due to
the complicated and confusing nature of many Jewish texts. However, we know that in
order to create culture, critical engagement with text is vital. Our text does not exist to
be rolled into a scroll and placed in a closet, only to be seen seven days later. We believe
an ethic of reading in Reform Judaism will provide Reform Jews with tools to engage
with a broader array of Jewish texts in a more confident manner. Hopefully, that
confidence will inspire more reading, which will inspire more confidence, and so on.
Canon and Textual Repertoire

In order to arrive at a usable ethics of reading in Reform Judaism, we must
confront the concept of canon. The problem we face as Jewish readers is that our
reading choices have ostensibly already been made for us. Judaism is a religion in which

the reading list has been handed to us and has been curated over two thousand years of

18 Booth, 40.
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tradition. An ethic of reading is a tool that can help us grapple with the fact that many of
our reading choices are derived from an inherited tradition.

Before delving in specific Jewish approaches to canon, we can focus on the
secular American high school reading canon. In his article Reconstructing the Canon in

the Harvard Political Review, Devon Black gives the following examples:

Traditionally, high schools focus on teaching the books that are known as
‘the great works’ or ‘the canon.” Not every high schooler reads every book
in the canon, of course, but at schools across the nation, students are
expected to be familiar with works like Romeo and Juliet and The Great
Gatsby when they graduate. Regardless of a school’s socioeconomic,
cultural, or racial demographics, its curriculum is likely to be made up of
books like The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn, The Scarlet Letter, and
Catcher in the Rye.1?

In just this opening statement, Black highlights a problem inherent within the described
system of education. Ultimately, the majority of the “great works” read in high schools
across the country do not change according to the demographics of a given school
district. Little thought seems to be put into how a poor, racially diverse student body
may react to a book like The Great Gatsby, which depicts opulent parties and careless
money spending, as opposed to an upper-middle class and white student body. This is
where canon becomes tricky - in just existing, it can encourage us not to make
intentional choices about our reading. Being provided a concrete list makes our lives
easier, because it leaves fewer decisions to make. Therefore, if a teacher looks over this
high school literary canon and creates a syllabus based upon it, without giving thought

to the messages of those particular books, then that teacher is not engaging in an ethic

19 Devon Black, “Reconstructing the Canon,” Harvard Political Review (blog), April 25,2018,
https://harvardpolitics.com/culture /thecanon/.

24



of reading. They are simply adhering to the canon. We see here how it is possible for a

canon and an ethic of reading to be in conflict.

If a teacher intends to use an ethic of reading, then that teacher must consider
the potential ramifications of reading any particular book (what message it sends to its
readers, how students will be affected by reading, etc.), and after doing so, make a
choice about whether or not to add the book to their syllabus.2% In The Company We
Keep, Wayne Booth tells the story of one such debate regarding the inclusion of Mark
Twain’s The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn in university literature courses. A black
professor, Paul Moses, decided that he was not willing to teach the book, despite its
being considered a “canonical” work of American literature. Booth recounts Moses’
justifications: “The way Mark Twain portrays Jim is so offensive to me that I get angry in
class, and I can’t get all those liberal white kids to understand why [ am angry. What's
more, [ don’t think it's right to subject students, black or white, to the many distorted
views of race on which that book is based.”?1 Booth points out that Moses was making
an ethical critique of Huckleberry Finn. Moses was calling into question whether the
book should be included in the canon on the basis of the potentially dangerous lessons
that students might learn. Moreover, Moses found it personally emotionally frustrating
to teach the book, making his job as an educator difficult. Though Booth notes that he
disagreed with Moses’ assessment, the incident becomes the basis for Booth’s own

entry into the field of ethical criticism. It takes a strong ethic of reading to make the case

20 A third alternative is to read a book critically and show why it is ethically problematic. By teaching a
text in this way, readers can learn how not to be manipulated by a text.
21 Booth, The Company We Keep, 3.
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for why a book should or should not be considered canonical (and a stronger ethic to
make the decision to exclude a book already “canonized”). An ethic of reading does not
always lead to the same answer about how to read a text, but rather awakens a
consciousness within us about how every decision we make regarding text has ethical

implications.

The concept of a canon does have utility, particularly as a guide for the
development of culture. Canon is not a simple book list, nor is it the curriculum that is
shared in a school district or in Sunday School’s across a religious movement. Rather,
using Sperber’s terms, canon is an extensive network of public representations. Canon
only exists in our minds as a set of shared representations. A high school literature
curriculum built around reading “canonical works” does so because these are books
that theoretically, taken together, can and should have great influence on how we think
about the world and live our lives. The function of canon is to provide a framework for

building a cultural repertoire shared among a population.

Of course, one may ask why it is important to have a critical eye toward our
reading choices. The answer is straightforward - what we read affects how we think,
and therefore who we are. Our identities are formed based in part on what we choose to
read, and we will see that identity formation is a large consideration in religious
contexts. With that in mind, it is irresponsible to leave our reading choices to chance or
to those lists collected by other people. Rather, a responsible reading strategy can help

us gain awareness of how we are influenced and take control of our reading choices. We
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may certainly have trusted parties to guide us (teachers, parents, etc.), but we must

each be actively involved in the process of choosing which texts we read.

Now that we have explained the importance of grappling with the idea of canon,
we will look at the religious context specifically. When religious communities use the
word canon, there is a lot more baggage attached than it simply being a reading list.

According to Lee Martin McDonald and James A. Sanders in The Canon Debate,

Canon, while also referring to a literature that is normative to a religious
community and is employed in establishing its identity and mission, is
moreover a fixed standard (or collection of writings) that defines the faith
and identity of a particular religious community. In this sense, all scripture
is canonical, but a biblical canon is more precisely a fixed collection of
scriptures that comprise authoritative witness for a religious body.?2

Since religious identity formation is a major purpose of a religious canon, thinking
critically about how canon can emerge allows us to recognize that identity formation is
a crucial piece of defining one community as compared to another. The question, “Who
are we?” holds particular weight in religious communities that are built with
boundaries marking who is inside the community and who is not. Therefore, trusting
the process of canon formation is dangerous because we abdicate control of personal
identity formation. Conversely, utilizing an ethic of reading allows us to gain more
control over our reading experiences. Once we understand how a canon is created, and

by whom, we may want to think differently about what we read and why.

As Timothy H. Lim explains in When Texts Are Canonized, though the criterion for

inclusion in the canon is nominally whether or not a text is divinely inspired, those

22 Lee Martin McDonald and James A. Sanders, The Canon Debate (Peabody: Hendrickson Publishers,
2002), 11.
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determinations are ultimately made by human beings. He claims, “The power of
constructing the authority lies squarely with the community. Inspiration does not
necessarily lead to a place in the canon, since the claim of divine inspiration by someone
requires the affirmation by another. Both the claim and validation of divine inspiration
are human constructs. They are subjective and define that which is authoritative and
canonical for each community.”23 One issue that Lim does not address here is the more
sinister side of power dynamics: oftentimes, power is not distributed equitably, and
canon formation is not a democratic process. Canon is leveraged by the powerful
(generally, men) to justify their own power and spread their own agenda. Therefore,
approaching canon with a hermeneutics of suspicion - a cynical and critical eye toward

the text — helps subvert existing problematic power structures.

If the canon were written, edited, and solidified by a divine figure, it would
certainly be more difficult to argue against (albeit still possible and advisable).
However, the process of canonization is a human enterprise. When we analyze a body
of canonical texts, be they “essential” books in a high school curriculum or a religious
canon like the Bible, we do not only consider the texts themselves, but also the network
of interpretations (for example, a commentary on a religious work) influenced by those
texts. The repertoire of interpretations, along with the core texts themselves, result in a

constructed narrative about how we should be influenced by a text.

23 Timothy H. Lim, “The Formation of the Jewish Canon,” in The Formation of the Jewish Canon (Yale
University Press, 2013), 12.
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We can be sensitive to how the narrative around a text or canon is constructed.
For example, the biblical book Song of Songs is considered a canonical Jewish work (by
virtue of its place in the Hebrew Bible). In its historical context, the book reads as a
series of erotic love poems, mirroring other ancient near eastern poetic paradigms.
Song of Songs was “fixed” in the canon long before the classical rabbis of the Mishnah
and Talmud began to develop what we call Rabbinic Judaism. These rabbis were
uncomfortable with the idea that women might have as much agency as Song of Songs
depicts as well as the poems’ explicitly sexual subject matter. As a result, they
reinterpreted it to reflect the sense of desire and longing the original text expresses as a
metaphor for the love between God and the Jewish people. This rabbinic interpretive
activity has remained highly influential on strategies for reading Song of Songs. The
rabbis were effectively able to shape an inherited literary tradition, and therefore

changed the nature of the canon itself.

With the example of how Song of Songs’ place in Jewish canon has been
influenced by human minds, it is worth examining the phenomenon of the Jewish canon
itself. One example of a Jewish definition of canon was outlined by Sid Z. Leiman in The
Canonization of Hebrew Scripture. He claims that “A canonical book is a book accepted
by Jews as authoritative for religious practice and/or doctrine, and whose authority is
binding upon the Jewish people for all generations. Furthermore, such books are to be

studied and expounded in private and in public.”?24 Though Leiman goes on to describe

24 Sid Z. Leiman, The Canonization of Hebrew Scripture: The Talmudic and Midrashic Evidence (New Haven:
Connecticut Academy of Arts, 1976), 14.
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the process of canonization in detail, there is a lot to unpack purely in this definition for

those of us interested in a critical view of canon.

First, let us examine Leiman’s starting point, which includes the phrases

»” «

“accepted by Jews,” “authoritative for religious practice and/or doctrine,” and “binding
upon the Jewish people for all generations.” These are difficult statements to prove,
since there is not now, nor has there ever been, one designated Jewish leader who
speaks for all Jews.2> Therefore, there is no specific process through which a book can
be accepted by “all Jews.” Perhaps we could perform a worldwide survey, but even were
that possible, it is highly unlikely all Jews (or even a majority of Jews) would agree in
their responses. While there are some books that are generally agreed upon (such as
the books which make up the Tanakh), others, such as the Shulchan Aruch, are certainly
not. Written by Joseph Caro in the 16th century, this is a widely consulted code of Jewish
law. This book has been historically crucial to the Jewish people but is not binding for
much of the Jewish population. Many orthodox Jewish communities, whose belief
systems are structured around fulfilling the mitzvot, still rely upon this book as a
foundational text. However, in Reform Jewish communities, which are not structured as
such, this book is not an authority for practice or doctrine. While historically-minded
Reform Jews may find value in studying the Shulchan Aruch for its relevance to Jewish

history and cultural formation, this book would still not meet the criteria to be included

in canon according to Leiman’s definition.

25 This is not to say that there have never been influential Jewish leaders. On the contrary, leaders in the
Jewish community have the ability to influence the way we read canon.
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In fact, in following Leiman’s definition closely, only the Tanakh has the potential
to be considered canonical in Judaism. However, this too becomes complicated when
taking into account Leiman’s second sentence, which states that these books “...are to
be studied and expounded in public and in private.” The emphasis on engagement with
canonical books is significant, since Jewish cultural development relies on reading to
spread shared Jewish representations. While it is not possible to make any sweeping
statements about whether or not the Tanakh is read in private (we would venture to
guess that this is not particularly likely in the majority of modern Reform Jewish
homes), most synagogues read aloud from the Tanakh at least once a week. Of course,
the public recitation is limited to books of Torah and select readings from the rest of
Tanakh, and many synagogues do not actually read the entire Torah aloud. In many
Reform Jewish settings, as few as five or ten verses of Torah are selected from the
weekly portion to be read aloud, and only read once a week on Shabbat. In an attempt
to support Reform values by making services shorter and more accessible, congregants’
public exposure to Jewish text becomes limited. This approach to publicly reading text

is the antithesis of how canon should function according to Leiman.

After examining Leiman’s definition and considering the issues it presents, we
have ultimately decided that canon is not an appropriate tool for selecting reading
material in Reform Jewish settings. Not only does it conflict with the foundational
beliefs of Reform Judaism, but it is too limited for our desired scope of application for
an ethic of reading. Instead, we will lean on Iser’s idea of “cultural repertoire” to create
our own tool. We hope that through engaging in an ethic of reading, our Reform Jewish

communities may access a broader Jewish “textual repertoire.” By textual repertoire,
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we mean a collection of texts which is potentially boundless, and could include anything
from biblical text to rabbinic text to modern writing. Unlike a canon, there is no
expectation that books in the Jewish textual repertoire are divinely inspired, nor that
they are necessarily “binding” for any reader. This Jewish textual repertoire removes
the complications inherent in canon, while still acknowledging that there are, indeed,
Jewish texts, and that engaged Jews should engage with as many of those texts as

possible.

What might a Jewish textual repertoire look like? The Merchant of Venice by
William Shakespeare is a secular work which is a part of Western canon, and consumers
of Western canon are likely to encounter it (or another Shakespeare play) being
performed in their communities. Since Shakespeare’s work is so prevalent, there is

added value to reading The Merchant of Venice in a Jewish pedagogic context.

Traditionally, the Jewish character Shylock is portrayed as the villain, excoriated
for demanding the infamous “pound of flesh,” the literal heart of Antonio, his Christian
business associate and rival. The Merchant of Venice is often seen as a highly antisemitic
work; the depiction of Shylock relies on antisemitic stereotypes such as Jewish desire to
control money. These stereotypes lead many to exclude it from a Jewish canon, not to
mention that the play is not written by a Jew, nor does it portray the Jewish character in
a favorable light, at least at face value. However, through using an ethic of reading
which values ethical criticism, we discover that depicting Shylock as the villain is not

true to the meaning of the play. In fact, Shakespeare offers a harsh critique of religion in
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general, rather than criticism of Judaism or Jews specifically. One clear example of this

comes in Shylock’s famous speech in Act III. He asks,

If you prick us [Jews], do we not bleed? [...] And if you wrong us, shall we
not revenge? If we are like you in the rest, we will resemble you in that. If
aJew wrong a Christian, what is his humility? Revenge. If a Christian wrong
a Jew, what should his sufferance be by Christian example? Why, revenge.
The villany you teach me, [ will execute, and it shall go hard but I will better
the instruction.26

Shylock’s climactic moment reveals Shakespeare’s view that all religions are equal
vehicles for vengeance. This is not purely a Jewish trait. In fact, Shakespeare is
leveraging a particularly powerful critique against his fellow Christian, whose religion
teaches forgiveness as a key tenet. However, the Christian characters actively seek
vengeance. Readers without experience with ethical criticism see Shylock as the villain
of the whole play, but in fact, all of the characters use religion in equally despicable
ways. In this way, Shylock is only one of many flawed characters. Since The Merchant of
Venice is still widely performed today, Jews are often asked to respond to its
performance. Therefore, we believe an ethically critical read is imperative for Jewish
readers, and this play can be included in a Jewish textual repertoire, even when there
may not be room in Jewish canon. Jewish readers will then be able to dispel the

simplistic image of Shylock as a vehicle for antisemitism.

Specific examples aside, we wish to be as expansive as possible. We are not
trying to create a list of what “must be read” for engaged Jewish learners. In order to be

an engaged Jewish learner, however, one must develop a broad grasp of Jewish cultural

26 William Shakespeare, The Merchant of Venice In Plain and Simple English: A Modern Translation and the
Original Version, trans. BookCaps (CreateSpace Independent Publishing Platform, 2012), Act I, Scene L.
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repertoire, which we believe comes, in part, through a grasp of Jewish textual
repertoire. We hope to create a tool which will assist learners in grappling with any

Jewish text one may encounter.

An Ethic of Reading in Reform Jewish Spaces

As we work to create an ethic of reading in Reform Jewish spaces specifically, an
understanding of Reform Jewish history is a crucial component. What follows are what
we consider pertinent aspects. The Reform Movement began in Germany and arose out
of the Enlightenment. The Enlightenment’s emphasis on reason, rationalism, and critical
learning is mirrored in Reform Jewish history. From its beginnings, Reform Judaism has
been anchored by belief in human intellectual capabilities and commitment to the
conviction that truth can be found through learning and study. Early reformers believed
that truth is not necessarily found through revelation, but rather through commitment

to the principles of the Enlightenment.

Abraham Geiger is often considered the founding father of the Reform
Movement. He lived in Germany during the 19th century, less than a century after the
rise of the Enlightenment. Michael Meyer, in his comprehensive history of Reform
Judaism Response to Modernity, describes Geiger’s role as founding father: “Although
Reform ideas and liturgical innovation did not begin with him, it was he, a figure of the
second generation, who more than anyone drew together the strands and wove them

into an ideology for the movement.”2” Without that ideology, rationale, and sense of

27 Michael A. Meyer, Response to Modernity: A History of the Reform Movement in Judaism (Detroit: Wayne
State University Press, 1995), 89.
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purpose, the Jewish reforms of the 19th century might never have been coalesced into a
movement.

Geiger also played a central role in developing the Reform Movement’'s emphasis
on critical reading, especially of biblical texts. Geiger claimed that “The Bible, no less
than the Talmud, had to be understood as a product of its time.”28 Though this
statement may not seem radical to us, it was an essential reimagining of Jewish texts
and Jewish life as dependent on historical context. Geiger changed the way that we
understand texts:

The cumulative effect of Geiger’s critical work was thus to historicize and

therefore to relativize every sacred text of Judaism, biblical no less than

rabbinic. Each reflected its age of origin, none stood above its historical
milieu, none could serve as unassailable norm. Whatever history had
produced, the ongoing history represented by present and future could
alter or even abolish. But recognizing historical relativity did not
necessitate rejection. Every element of tradition could claim relative
validity as a revelation of the religious consciousness within the
community of Israel at a particular moment in its development. If it still
possessed viability in the present, then it was worthy of reaffirmation.2°
Geiger never used the words ‘developing an ethic of reading,’ but his life’s work was
focused on what it meant to be a critical reader and a critical consumer of culture.
Ultimately, in light of our understanding of cultural creation, Geiger was an active
participant in that process.

Eventually, the locus of Jewish Reform spread from Germany to the United

States. Just as Abraham Geiger was a founding father of intellectual reforms, Isaac

Mayer Wise was a founding father of American Reform. Though today we remember

Wise as an important forebear of the Reform Movement, his aim was less about

28 Meyer, 93.
29 Meyer, 93.
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developing a specific stream of Judaism and more about reforming Judaism in an
American context. Wise was an enthusiastic supporter of American ideals. He firmly
believed that America would provide the foundation for the future of Judaism. In 1873,
lay leaders created the Union of American Hebrew Congregations, the “fulfillment of
one of Wise’s most cherished dreams.”3? The Union of American Hebrew Congregations
(UAHC) was an umbrella organization for “a full spectrum of congregations,” including
Orthodox.31 (The formation of the UAHC preceded the creation of the Pittsburgh
Platform, a highly ideological document, which we will discuss more in depth.) Jews in
America wanted to find ways in which they could be both Jewish and American without
either identity compromising the other. Wise’s “reformist ideas answered their
[American Jews’] question as to if and how Judaism could be related to the American
milieu.”32 Wise’s reforms to Judaism worked in concert with American Jews feeling able
to maintain their religious identity while adopting a new national identity.

Like Geiger, Wise had a theory about how and why to reform Judaism. Jakob J.
Petuchowski described some of the similarities between Geiger and Wise: “Mutatis
mutandis, Geiger’s evolutionary concept of Reform, of a Reform growing organically out
of the previous stage of Jewish religious development, was championed in America by
[saac Mayer Wise [...] who came to America in 1846”33, At the same time, Geiger and

Wise were also very different: Wise was a “greater organizer” but “far less of a scholar”

30 Jonathan D. Sarna, American Judaism: A History (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2004), 129.

31 Sarna, 129.

32 Meyer, 239.

33 Jakob J. Petuchowski, “Abraham Geiger and Samuel Holdheim: Their Differences in Germany and
Repercussions in America,” JPS Scholar of Distinction Series Studies in Modern Theology and Prayer
(1998): 271.
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than Geiger.3* Though they shared a commitment to reforming Judaism, they faced
different challenges in their respective locations, Germany and America.

While other reformers spoke about the idea of Prophetic Judaism and what it
could mean for a movement dedicated to reform, “Wise continued to anchor his faith in
Sinai.”35> However, his commitment to Sinai did not mean that he believed in revelation
as the exclusive way to obtain knowledge, or that he believed only biblical and rabbinic
texts were valid bases for Jewish life. On the contrary, Wise was inspired by postbiblical
history and the medieval philosophical tradition:

Postbiblical Jewish history, for Wise, was a heroic tale: a glorious struggle
for independence waged by the Maccabees, a desperate defiance of Rome,
an unparalleled perseverance and a remarkable creativity in the Diaspora.
The rabbinic literature, Wise recognized, was the bulk of Israel’s
productivity in the Diaspora and he paid it full tribute, but he linked
modern Judaism especially to the medieval philosophical tradition.
Beginning with Saadia in the tenth century, according to Wise, rabbinical
hermeneutics ceased to be the sole authority for the exposition of
Scripture. Philology and philosophy became “the final arbiters of scriptural
teachings.” According to Wise, “it may be truly maintained that the school
now called Reform had its origin then and there.” The trend continued via
Maimonides—but not via the uncritical commentaries of Rashi—on to
Mendelssohn and Wissenschaft des Judentums, wherever reason was the
guiding light of exegesis. Wise gave relatively less credit to the German
Reformers of the nineteenth century, for the future of the movement by
then, he believed, lay in America.36

For Wise, Jewish history after biblical times and the medieval philosophical tradition
were rich foundations on which to build the Reform Movement. The medieval

philosophers in particular supported Wise’s ideology that reason was central to

developing a Reform Movement.

34 Petuchowski, 271.
35 Meyer, 241.
36 Meyer, 241.
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For both Geiger and Wise, reason—the guiding principle of the Enlightenment—
was fundamental to the Reform Movement. This commitment to reason, rationalism,
and knowledge also led to a commitment to biblical criticism and critical inquiry. As
founding fathers of Reform Judaism as we know it today, Geiger and Wise helped
establish the centrality of reason, and subsequently of critical scholarship, to the
Reform Movement.

The Platforms of Reform Judaism

Reason, science, and critical inquiry, which were so fundamental to Reform
Judaism, also became important components of the platforms of the Reform Movement.
By tracing these platforms, we see how the movement articulated its commitment to
reason. Just as with any formal documents, however, there are problems in relying on
the platforms alone as guides to Reform Jewish thought. Namely, it is problematic that
Reform Jewish laypeople were not involved in crafting these platforms. But the
platforms are useful because they provide a consistent opportunity to explore the ways
the Reform Movement named its own values throughout time. Ultimately, the platforms
are a combination of reality and aspiration. They reflect both the lived reality of Reform
Jews’ experiences throughout different times in history as expressed by the leaders of
their movement. The platforms also represent a distillation of the aspirations of the
Reform Movement'’s leaders; the platforms highlighted the ideals of the Reform Jewish
community, even if those ideals were not necessarily practiced everywhere.

Over the past one hundred and fifty years, reformers in America have published
five major platforms, described by Dr. Gary P. Zola as aspiring “to make their case for a

Judaism that acknowledged the necessity and desirability of religious innovation,
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change in praxis, and ideological reformation.”3” In chronological order, they are as
follows: The Philadelphia Principles of 1869, The Pittsburgh Platform in 1885, the
Guiding Principles of Reform Judaism (also known as the Columbus Platform) in 1937, a
document called Reform Judaism—A Centenary Perspective (also known as the San
Francisco Platform) in 1976, and A Statement of Principles for Reform Judaism in 1999
(also known as Pittsburgh II). Although The Philadelphia Principles and The Pittsburgh
Platform were written prior to the formal founding of the Reform Movement, they are
seen as part of its ideological foundation.

Michael Meyer and Gunther Plaut, in their book The Reform Judaism Reader:
North American Documents, comment on those five times North American Reform
rabbis have adopted a document with guiding principles: “The relatively frequent
adoption of new platforms is indicative of the movement’s dynamic character and its
ability to adapt rapidly to the challenges posed by a changing environment.”38 In the
1885 Pittsburgh Platform, the 1937 Columbus Platform, and the 1976 San Francisco
Platform, the role of reason, science, and critical inquiry was lauded and valued. The
1999 Platform marks a deviation from this commitment. We will now briefly explore
each of these platforms and examine the ways that the values of science, reason, and
critical inquiry are present (or missing) in each.

Though the Pittsburgh Platform of 1885 was preceded by the Philadelphia

Principles of 1869, the 1869 document was essentially a series of statements meant to

37 Gary P. Zola, “The Common Places of American Reform Judaism’s Conflicting Platforms,” Hebrew Union
College Annual 72 (2001): 160.
38 Michael A. Meyer and W. Gunther Plaut, The Reform Judaism Reader: North American Documents (New
York: UAHC Press, 2001), 195.
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differentiate Reform Judaism from orthodoxy. The Pittsburgh Platform is really the

beginning of an American Reform Jewish ethos. Towards the beginning of the relatively

concise platform, the authors write:

Similar to Isaac Mayer Wise’s vision for Reform Judaism, this platform does not see

We hold that Judaism presents the highest conception of the God-idea as
taught in our Holy Scriptures and developed and spiritualized by the
Jewish teachers, in accordance with the moral and philosophical progress
of their respective ages. We maintain that Judaism preserved and
defended, midst continual struggles and trails and under enforced
isolation, this God-idea as the central religious truth for the human race.

We recognize in the Bible the record of the consecration of the Jewish
people to its mission as priest of the one God, and value it as the most
potent instrument of religious and moral instruction. We hold that the
modern discoveries of scientific researches in the domains of nature and
history are not antagonistic to the doctrines of Judaism, the Bible reflecting
the primitive ideas of its own age, and at times clothing its conception of
Divine Providence and justice dealing with man in miraculous narratives.3?

science and religion as being in conflict. This reflects an Enlightenment-inspired

perspective about the role of reason and science in society. This platform also clearly

states that Jewish teachings throughout the ages must be considered through “their

respective ages.” Implicit in this formulation is the idea that Judaism might change and

progress from its original form, and that is understandable and acceptable. The

Columbus Platform of 1937 builds on the 1885 Pittsburgh Platform’s commitment. [t

states:

Nature of Judaism. Judaism is the historical religious experience of the
Jewish people. Though growing out of Jewish life, its message is universal,
aiming at the true union and perfection of mankind under the sovereignty
of God. Reform Judaism recognizes the principle of progressive
development in religion and consciously applies this principle to spiritual
as well as to cultural and social life.

39 Meyer and Plaut, 198.
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Judaism welcomes all truth, whether written in the pages of scripture or

deciphered from the records of nature. The new discoveries of science,

while replacing older scientific views underlying our sacred literature, do

not conflict with the essential spirit of religion as manifested in the

consecration of man’s will, heart, and mind to the service of God and of

humanity.40
Once again, the authors of this new statement clearly state that science and reason “do
not conflict with the essential spirit of religion.” This platform also makes a radical
statement that Judaism “welcomes all truth,” further reflecting Enlightenment ideals
and principles. Through their commitment to belief in science and reason, both the
1885 and the 1937 platforms must also believe in the process of critical inquiry
(despite the fact that this is not specifically stated).

The 1976 San Francisco Platform supports critical inquiry and scholarship even
more openly than the other two platforms we have examined so far. In the first section
of this document, the authors write:

We also feel great satisfaction at how much of our pioneering conception

of Judaism has been accepted by the Household of Israel. It now seems self-

evident to most Jews: that our tradition should interact with modern

culture; that its forms ought to reflect a contemporary esthetic; that its

scholarship needs to be conducted by modern, critical methods; and that

change has been and must continue to be a fundamental reality in Jewish
life.41

This is perhaps the boldest articulation of a commitment to science and reason. In this
document, the authors affirm that not only can scholarship be conducted by modern,
critical methods, but that it must be conducted as such. Though all three platforms
distance themselves from an Orthodox ideology (divinity of texts, adherence to halacha,

etc.) none do so as clearly as the 1976 San Francisco Platform.

40 Meyer and Plaut, 200.
41 Meyer and Plaut, 203.
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The San Francisco Platform is the shortest-lived platform of the Reform
Movement. It was replaced by A Statement of Principles for Reform Judaism, or
Pittsburgh II. Pittsburgh Il marked a significant shift in the way that the Reform
Movement articulated its ideals. Supporters and detractors of the platform alike both
agree that Pittsburgh Il represents a dramatic change in the way the Reform Movement
understood itself; they disagree on whether or not this shift was a positive one. One
example of a substantial change in Pittsburgh II is the way it discusses mitzvot and
holiness: “Through Torah study we are called to m¥»n (mitzvot), the means by which we
make our lives holy.”#2 The platform goes on to state that some mitzvot, translated as
sacred obligations, “have long been observed by Reform Jews; others, both ancient and
modern, demand renewed attention as the result of the unique context of our own
times.”43 Never before had a Reform Movement platform endorsed the idea of mitzvot
in this way. Though the authors do not explain exactly what they meant by the “unique
context of our own times,” the platform clearly articulates a belief that the context of
Reform Judaism has shifted so much since its beginnings that the ideals of the
Movement must shift in turn.

Pittsburgh II went through a process of vigorous debate by the rabbis of the
Central Conference of American Rabbis (CCAR) before it was adopted. One of its
greatest supporters was Rabbi Arnold Jacob Wolf, who spoke to the assembled
members of the CCAR prior to the adoption of Pittsburgh II. In his speech, he focused on

why he ardently supported this platform and why he believed others should join him in

42 Meyer and Plaut, 210.
43 Meyer and Plaut, 210.

42



supporting it as well. Toward the beginning of his speech, Wolf says that he wants “to
talk about the specter that hangs over our movement and over our history. The specter
is symbolized, if you will, by the Pittsburgh Platform.”4* Wolf saw the 1885 Pittsburgh
Platform not only as something that needed to be reformed, but moreover as something
that needed to be rejected entirely in order to make way for an entirely different
ideology. He described what he viewed as the mistakes of the 1885 Platform:

Now what were their mistakes? Their mistake was an anthropocentrism

instead of a theocentrism, despite their high-flown rhetoric, [that] their

God was in the service of human concerns. And they did not understand

that the purpose of religion is not to meet human needs but to create

human needs; to change the agenda of the Jewish people. They thought that

Judaism was a religion and it is not. It is a Torah civilization. It is a people

with a belief, a faith, a program and above all, a tone. They thought that the

essence of Judaism was prophetic. It was not. It was rabbinic. And although

they were enormous scholars of rabbinic Judaism, far deeper than most of

us, certainly than I am, they nevertheless missed the point: that Judaism

was about the Classical period of rabbinic Judaism. They believed that

minhag and not mitzvah was the name of the game.*5
In repudiating the 1885 Platform, Wolf also articulated his belief that Judaism is a
human endeavor to create culture. He does not suggest reforming the old platform, but
instead advocates for throwing it out entirely and reimagining what Reform Judaism
has the potential to be for its practitioners.

As ardent as the supporters of Pittsburgh II were, the detractors of the newest
platform were just as vocal in their critique. Dr. David H. Aaron was one of these critics.

In his article “The First Loose Plank: On the Rejection of Reason in the Pittsburgh

Principles of 1999,” Aaron traces the history of reason throughout the Reform

44 Arnold Jacob Wolf, “Introductory Address to the Debate on the 1999 Statement of Principles on Reform
Judaism,” May 26, 1999, 1.
45 [bid.

43



Movement'’s platforms. He ultimately concludes that Pittsburgh Il represents a dramatic

shift away from an appreciation of reason and critical inquiry:
The authors of these Principles, and their commentators, are obviously
intent upon putting aside the stand Reform Judaism has assumed for more
than a century as to what constitutes “reasonable” and “believable.” They
describe breaking the “constraints of religion based solely on rationalism”
as a liberation. If belief in immortality can be called scientific, rational, and
believable, then the general position of the liberal Jewish community is
being forced to regress to pre-Enlightenment standards of critical inquiry.
Far from serving as a liberation, this attitude constitutes an enslavement,
one that entails shackling rational discourse to the superstitions and
ignorance of premodern societies. The embrace of rationalism and
irrationalism simultaneously and equally in the context of historical and
empirical truth statements renders the Reform Movement an absurdity.46
Aaron is deeply concerned with what he calls a regression to “pre-Enlightenment
standards of critical inquiry.” Not only is this devastating to any sense of commitment to
reason, rationalism, and critical inquiry, but it means that Pittsburgh Il completely
rejects the premise and purpose of the Reform Movement’s original reforms. Aaron is
criticizing the fact that there is no discernable ethic of reading in Pittsburgh II. This
leads to a serious problem - with no limits on reading strategy, a text can mean
anything, and therefore means nothing, because there can be no shared
representations. If the Reform Jewish community cannot come to an agreement on
methodology for finding shared meanings, then what purpose does participation in
Reform Jewish community serve?
Aaron’s critiques are severe, but concerningly accurate. Until 1999, the

platforms of the Reform Movement demonstrated a commitment to Enlightenment

values and ideals, which include a commitment to reason and critical inquiry. The

46 David H Aaron, “The First Loose Plank: On the Rejection of Reason in the Pittsburgh Principles of
1999,” CCAR Journal: A Reform Jewish Quarterly, no. Fall 2001 (January 1, 2001): 95.
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changes in Pittsburgh II leave the Reform Movement in a vulnerable and precarious
place in regards to its commitment to reason.#’ In fact, this process has left Reform Jews
in dire straits in relationship to our text. Without critical inquiry, our relationship to our
texts is ethically compromised. From its inception, the Reform Movement was
committed to values that provide necessary underpinnings to developing an ethic of
reading. We worry that the changes in Pittsburgh II constitute an ideological backslide,
but we are hopeful that the Reform Movement's long history will be strong enough to
support our project.
Reform Judaism as Prophetic Judaism - An Ethic of Reading at Work

Reform Judaism is also often referred to as Prophetic Judaism because the
Reform Movement was inspired by and committed to the ideals present in the
Prophetic Books. Emil G. Hirsch, an early reformer, said that the Prophetic books were
“the basis of Reform Judaism.”48 Hirsch, like other reformers of his age, did not fear
biblical criticism because the truth of Reform Judaism “did not depend on the origin of
sacred texts.”4? The reformers used an ethic of reading that suggested prophetic texts
impart powerful wisdom, which thereby placed them in prominent position in the
Reform Movement. Hirsh was known as a “great social justice advocate” and it was at
his insistence that the Pittsburgh Platform included its plank about social justice.0 In
the 1885 Pittsburgh Platform, the last principle lays out how the Reform Movement

understands its commitment to prophetic ideals: “In full accordance with the spirit of

47When we say “commitment to reason,” we mean leveraging reading strategies based on principles of
critical inquiry into text. A commitment to reason lead to critical inquiry and reading skills which in turn
necessitate an ethic of reading.

48 Meyer, Response to Modernity, 273.

49 Meyer, 273.

50 Sarna, 150.

45



Mosaic legislation, which strives to regulate the relation between the rich and poor, we
deem it our duty to participate in the great task of modern times, to solve, on the basis
of justice and righteousness, the problems presented by the contrasts and evils of the
present organization of society.”>! The call for Jews to be involved in the greater issues
of society was much more than a call to a sense of personal ethics; the Pittsburgh
Platform clearly laid out an ethic of engagement in modern-day issues of injustice.

In the 20t century, the Reform Movement shifted to adapt a more
comprehensive agenda of social justice. This was not an abandonment of the
movement’'s commitment to prophetic ideals, but rather an expansion of it. Where early
reformers spoke and wrote about individuals’ need to heed prophetic writing, leaders
in the 20t century adopted a sense of communal action. Meyer traces this shift from “a
prophetic Judaism that spoke only of individual conduct to one that addressed special
social issues” to both the American Progressive Movement and the Christian Social
Gospel.52 The prophetic aspect of Reform Judaism has looked different in different
times, but it has been a consistent part of the identity of the Reform Movement.

The Movement’s commitment to prophetic ideals is a powerful example of one
kind of ethic of reading. Founders and leaders of the Reform Movement actively chose
to use the texts of the prophetic books as a foundation for their commitment to social
justice. Of the entire canon of the Hebrew Bible, our movement has enthusiastically

endorsed engagement with the texts from Prophets. This was a choice based on critical

51 Meyer and Plaut, The Reform Judaism Reader, 199. We are cognitive that there are some significant
differences between calling something Mosaic and more generally prophetic, but that goes beyond the
scope of this paper.

52 Meyer, 287.
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reading strategies and community values. The challenge for us going forward is two-
fold: 1) to remind or teach people that our reliance on prophetic texts and values is not
an accident; and 2) to use this example to inspire us to continue to develop a Reform
Jewish ethic of reading.

Reform Jewish Community

We argue that developing an ethic of reading is crucial for the Reform Movement
to create more substantive Jewish culture and deeper Jewish experiences. So how does
a Reform Jewish ethic of reading work in our communities? How can we help Reform
Jews develop an ethic of reading? There are many potential answers to these questions,
but we will offer one example with which many Reform Jews will have familiarity. The
yearly Torah cycle is an excellent area to begin cultivating an ethic of reading for our
communities.

Traditionally, the entire Torah portion is read on Shabbat morning. This means
that if you attend Shabbat services weekly for a whole year, you will have heard the
Torah read in its entirety. (Let’s put aside for a moment the issue of whether or not
individuals understand what is being read when we read the Torah portion.) In
Conservative Judaism, the Torah is read on a triennial cycle, which means you would
need to attend Shabbat morning services for three years in order to hear the entirety of
the Torah read aloud. Most Reform Jewish communities, in contrast, do not have any
particular strategy for reading the weekly Torah portion. The clergy or another leader
chooses which five to ten verses will be read at a Shabbat morning service. There is no
comprehensive system for, nor commitment to, ensuring that the entirety of the Torah

is read.
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Since the Torah service is such a familiar part of Jewish life, it provides an
accessible example for the types of questions we ask while utilizing an ethic of reading.
Such questions include: How do Reform clergy choose which verses to read? Are there
criteria for how the verses from one parsha relate to the next week’s parsha? Is there a
system for keeping track of what verses were read in prior years, or is this information
irrelevant? Do we choose the verses we read because they somehow reflect our values?
These are just some of the questions that we must be asking as we seek to develop a
Reform Jewish ethic of reading.

After asking these initial questions, we are led to an even more radical query.
What if, instead of choosing Torah verses willy-nilly, we develop an ethic that informs
how we choose the verses we read? What if, in addition to having an ethic of reading,
we share that ethic broadly, so that our community knows how and why we are
choosing to read particular verses over others? What if we go even further, teaching
this strategy to b’nei mitzvah students so that they can exercise their own agency
choosing Torah verses, thereby developing their own Reform Jewish ethic of reading?
Of course, choosing to read certain verses aloud does not mean that we cannot or
should not study the plethora of other verses in our text. On the contrary, imagine a
synagogue that does not ignore Leviticus 18:22 (the Bible’s supposed prohibition
against homosexuality), but rather holds an annual study session about the meaning
and legacy of this verse. Now imagine a synagogue that takes their ethic of reading one
step further, and participates in LGBTQ activism based on their reading of the same
verse. The Reform Jewish world overflows with opportunities to develop an ethic of

reading. The yearly Torah reading cycle is just the beginning.
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As modern Jews, we pride ourselves on a commitment to critical thinking.
Emphasis on reason, critical inquiry, and scholarship are legacies of the Reform
Movement. We ask: Can we truly be critical thinkers without also having a clear Reform
Jewish ethic of reading? We answer resoundingly: No, we cannot.

Challenges, Opportunities, and How Our Projects Will Address Them

Ultimately, we are working through the lens of the Reform Movement because
this is our community as students of HUC-JIR. In addition, we have clearly shown that
the Reform Movement's legacy of critical inquiry provides fertile ground for creating an
ethic of reading. However, we have disagreed over some potential challenges we may
face in our endeavor. On the one hand, we all agree that theoretically, Reform Jewish
communities are prepared to engage in the kind of work that we are proposing
specifically because of the movement’s underpinnings of critical inquiry and Reform
Jews' rich engagement with the secular world. On the other hand, our own experience
in Reform spaces as well as our own educational experiences in Reform institutions
lead us to question whether Reform Jews will engage in an ethic of reading.

Of course, it is not only up to individual Reform Jews to develop an ethic of
reading. We know that we will also need commitment from educators and teachers.
Educators in Jewish communities face many challenges in regard to incorporating an
ethic of reading. The two biggest problems are: 1) time constraints, which both limit the
amount of time that educators can spend developing curriculum and limit the amount
of time spent studying biblical texts in any curriculum; and 2) educators’ limited Jewish
cultural and textual repertoire. We also believe that any change within Reform Jewish

communities will require significant investment in cultural change. In other words,
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professionals and laypeople alike must commit themselves to actually making changes
in the way we read. We have varying levels of confidence in communities’ interest and
desire to do this.

In addition to these issues, there is also the question of whether instituting an
ethic of reading is something that happens best on a systemic level or an individual
level. Deborah tends to believe in and prioritize systemic and systematic changes within
the Reform Movement because of the movement’s potential for wider impact and her
belief in the institution of the Reform Movement as a whole. In its ideal form, Deborah
would want the institutions of the Reform Movement to commit not only to teaching
about an ethic of reading, but also training its leaders (lay and professional alike) in
how and why to develop an ethic of reading.

Jason finds himself on the other end of the spectrum; he is concerned that the
Reform Movement’'s commitment to a “big tent” and broad appeal will make it difficult
for systemic changes to occur. Instead, he believes in the efficacy of focusing on
individual and local solutions. Cultural change does not only need to be located in the
leadership hierarchy but can be grassroots as well. Libby’s beliefs lay in the middle of
this argument. She hopes this project will reach rabbis and other educators within the
Reform Movement. As leaders in individual communities, they have a finger on the
pulse of the needs, concerns, and desires of their community members. With that
knowledge, these leaders will be able to influence culture within their community and
push their congregants toward an ethic of reading. We recognize that our views and
expectations will likely change over time throughout our rabbinates but want to be

open and forthcoming as we embark on this project.
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Exploring Emotional Expression in the Bible:
A Curriculum for Jewish Teens

Introduction to the Curriculum

Background
In “An Introduction to Creating an Ethics of Reading in Reform Judaism,” Jason Cook,
Libby Fisher, and I argue that all reading has ethical implications and therefore, that
developing a Jewish ethic of reading is a strategy that is worthy of our attention. We
further argue that developing an ethics of reading enhances the experience of reading
and interacting with a text. In our paper, we seek to articulate the theoretical
groundwork for how we understanding culture and reading. We relied heavily on
Daniel Sperber’s writing on culture as epidemiology and Wolfgang Iser’s idea of a
‘cultural repertoire.” We explored the issue of canon, especially as it pertains to what
we consider ‘Jewish texts.” We also summarized the long history of the Reform
Movement’'s embrace of reading the Bible critically and explored how the platforms of
the Reform Movement lay a solid foundation for individuals to develop a Jewish ethic of
reading.

This curriculum project arose out of early conversations with my classmates
Libby and Jason about how we might explore the question of teaching students about
the ethics of reading. As a rabbinical student, [ have prioritized my role as an educator.
[ believe that a rabbi’s job is to be a stellar teacher. Ialso believe that teenagers deserve
sophisticated, mature educational materials. As Libby, Jason, and I studied Sperber,
Iser, John Rawls, and Martha Nussbaum, | was continually drawn to the question of how
to engage teenagers in the work of being critical readers of our sacred texts. So often,
we teach young children according to their developmental stage. We present simple
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ideas and try to achieve the goal of having our children feel positively connected to their
Judaism. When adult learners walk in the synagogue door for Torah study, we are
prepared to present more complex and complicated ideas: how our texts were formed,
what conflicting messages our texts convey, etc. What happens in Jewish education
between being a young learner and being an adult learner?

Jewish organizations and foundations have spent countless time and energy
studying teens and their interests and habits. As a Jewish community, we know that
teenagers deserve great Jewish education. This curriculum is a response to that need:
students and teachers alike can use this curriculum to have high-level, serious
conversations about Jewish texts, Judaism, and our world. Using this curriculum,
students and teachers will have more skills to critically examine our biblical texts and
will have concretely explored what it means to develop a Jewish ethic of reading. The
medium through which students and teachers will do this is by exploring emotional
expression in our biblical texts. Not only does this curriculum offer sophisticated, age-
appropriate, and respectful material to students, it also seeks to engage them on a topic
that has meaning and relevance for their lives.

What would the Jewish landscape look like if we prioritized teaching teenagers
how to critically engage with our texts and how to develop a Jewish ethic of reading?
How would they personally be changed by a high-level of engagement with Jewish
material? In turn, how would their engagement fuel a revolution in the Jewish cultural

repertoire writ large?
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Educational Philosophy

Two educational philosophers in particular have influenced the way I think about
teaching teenagers about a Jewish ethic of reading: John Dewey and Paulo Freire.
Neither are ‘traditional’ Jewish thinkers, but their work can and should influence the
way we view education as a Jewish community.

John Dewey’s Experience and Education, his most concise work on his theories of
progressive education, was published in 1938. He wrote this short work partly in
response to criticism about the rise in “progressive education” (which was itself an
attempt to reform traditional education). Dewey believed that progressive education
was not inherently better than traditional education. On the contrary, progressive
education was only a better alternative if it addressed “the organic connection between
education and personal experience.”! This was the crux of Dewey’s educational
philosophy: that there is no such thing as great education without also considering the
personal life experiences of the students. This assertion has several implications for
educators. First and foremost, educators are responsible for both shaping the
experience of their students and for being aware of the experience their students bring
into the classroom. Dewey writes:

A primary responsibility of educators is that they not only be aware of the

general principle of the shaping of actual experience by environing

conditions, but that they also recognize in the concrete what surroundings

are conducive to having experiences that lead to growth. Above all, they

should know how to utilize the surroundings, physical and social, that exist

so as to extract from them all they have to contribute to building up
experiences that are worthwhile.?

1 John Dewey, Experience & Education (New York: Free Press, 1938), 25.
2 Dewey, 40.
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This charge should inspire educators. Educators can both shape the experience of the
students in their classroom and must respect the experiences their students bring to
their education.

This curriculum seeks to do both things: first, to respect teenagers as capable of
serious, high-level learning and accordingly asking them to grapple with biblical and
rabbinic texts related to emotional expression; and second, to honor the experience of
being a teenager in America in the 21st century with all its challenges and stressors. In
this curriculum, teenagers are not asked to ‘leave their emotions or baggage at the
door.” This curriculum expressly asks teenagers to bring their experience to bear on the
texts that they are exploring. By considering the ethical implications of our texts on
their own lives, teenagers will begin to develop their own Jewish ethic of reading.

Dewey also succinctly describes what he sees as the purpose of education. He
writes that “every experience should do something to prepare a person for later
experiences of a deeper and more expansive quality. That is the very meaning of
growth, continuity, reconstruction of experience.”> Dewey’s philosophy is founded on
the idea that education is not something that simply happens in a classroom, but rather
is a lifelong endeavor. As educators, our goal should always be to prepare our students
to continue their study more deeply and more expansively. What a student learns in
ninth grade may impact their study in twelfth grade, as well as their first and fourth
jobs and so on. Developing critical thinking skills is not something that can be done and

then checked off a list of achievements for our students. We can always improve our

3 Dewey, 47.
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critical thinking skills, and there are always new texts and new situations that will
require us to apply our skill in a new or different way.

Dewey also writes about what he sees as “the most important attitude” in
education, which is the “desire to go on learning.”* He writes: “If impetus in this
direction is weakened instead of being intensified, something much more than mere
lack of preparation takes place. The pupil is actually robbed of native capacities which
otherwise would enable him to cope with the circumstances that he meets in the course
of his life.”> In other words, our goal must be to inculcate and cultivate within our
students a yearning to continue learning. This curriculum seeks to craft a meaningful
experience for students while also respecting the experiences of emotional expression
they bring to their study. Ultimately, this curriculum also seeks to instill a Deweyian
“desire to go on learning.” In “An Introduction to Creating an Ethics of Reading in
Reform Judaism,” we argue that reading and engagement with texts has been a
foundational part of Judaism. John Dewey’s philosophy of education strengthens how
we as Jewish educators can think about our work as teachers of text.

In addition to John Dewey’s work, [ have been deeply influenced by the work of
Paulo Freire. In 1968, Freire published his most famous work, Pedagogy of the
Oppressed. Freire’s work on defining and explaining conscientizacao, the Portuguese
word for “learning to perceive social, political, and economic contradictions, and to take
action against the oppressive elements of reality,” has inspired generations of educators

and activists. There is a lot of material on Freirean classrooms and education, but

4+ Dewey, 47.
5 Dewey, 48.
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practically none of this material connects Freire’s work with Jewish education. Freire’s
most significant contribution to the formation of this curriculum is his writing on the
banking model of education. In the banking model, students are turned “into
“containers,” into “receptacles” to be “filled” by the teacher.”® Freire goes on to explain:

Education thus becomes an act of depositing, in which the students are the

depositories and the teacher is the depositor. Instead of communicating,

the teacher issues communiques and makes deposits which the students

patiently receive, memorize, and repeat. This is the banking concept of

education, in which the scope of action allowed to the students extends

only as far as receiving, filing, to become collectors or cataloguers of the

things they store. But in the last analysis, it is the people themselves who

are filed away through the lack of creativity, transformation, and

knowledge in this (at best) misguided system. For apart from inquiry,

apart from the praxis, individuals cannot be truly human. Knowledge

emerges only through invention and re-invention, through the restless,

impatient, continuing, hopeful inquiry human beings pursue in the world,

with the world, and with each other.”
Freire’s educational philosophy abolishes the banking model of education as a viable
model for education rooted in conscientizacao. Students are not containers or
receptacles, but rather co-creators and inventors of a process that it is educative for all
involved. While Freire writes primarily about teaching in activist settings, his
philosophy can and should be applied to Jewish education. All too often, Jewish
education focuses on ‘filling’ students with knowledge.

This curriculum actively seeks to undermine the notion of the banking model of
education in Jewish settings. When we treat our students as containers to be filled, we

do them and Judaism a great disservice. This curriculum is designed to help students

engage in “restless, impatient, continuing, hopeful inquiry.” At the end of their study,

6 Paulo Freire, Pedagogy of the Oppressed, 50th Anniversary Edition (New York: Bloomsbury Academic,
2018), 72.
7 Freire, 72.
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the measure of success is not whether or not students can regurgitate facts about
biblical texts or Judaism. Success will be evaluated based on students’ critical
engagement with the texts, with their ability to apply their skills to new situations, and
whether or not they have a desire to learn more.

Freire also writes about the implications of his philosophy on educators. He
writes that the “teacher is no longer merely the-one-who-teaches, but one who is
himself taught in dialogue with the students, who in turn while being taught also teach.
They become jointly responsible for a process in which all grow.”® This curriculum sees
the teacher as instrumental in teaching the material, but not as the sole arbiter of what
is true or what is important. Teachers and students together will embark on a process
of delving into biblical texts that deal with the expression of emotions. With this in
mind, this curriculum provides specific materials to help prepare teachers to feel
confident in their teaching, but does not expect teachers to be the sole experts on
interpreting biblical texts. It is my hope that educators will read “An Introduction to
Creating an Ethics of Reading in Reform Judaism” so that they have the theoretical
grounding and underpinnings of what a Jewish ethic of reading is. However, teachers
and students will engage in the study of this curriculum as partners in the work of
critical engagement with biblical texts. As a teacher, engaging deeply with the material
as a learner as well as a facilitator demonstrates the Deweyian concept of being a

lifelong learner.

8 Freire, 80.
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Current Landscape

The Freirean concept of treating students as receptacles to be filled directly relates to
current research on Jewish teen identity and engagement. In April 2016, the Jewish
Education Project released its report called “Generation Now: Understanding and
Engaging Jewish Teens Today,” authored by David Bryfman. This report offered
thirteen insights to the experience of American Jewish teenagers today. The eighth
insight of the report, “From Knowledge to Wisdom,” connects to Freire’s concepts of
liberating education. The report concluded that one of the most challenging findings of
the “research, particularly for traditional institutions of Jewish education, was the
frequency at which teenagers referred to the complete irrelevancy of much of their
Jewish learning.”® Freire always emphasized the education must relate to the lives of
students. This report confirms that Freire’s concepts apply to Jewish education as well:
teenagers want education that feels relevant and meaningful to their lives.

The report also focuses on the issue of “applied wisdom” which is “the ability of
learners to take their Jewish learning and use it to enhance their lives and improve the
world.”!? “Applied wisdom” is about more than knowing facts and figures—teenagers
want the material they learn to be related to their current stage of life. The report
continues:

This notion of applied wisdom is certainly challenging for Jewish educators

who believe that a certain corpus of Jewish knowledge should be learned,

for the primary purpose of creating a generation of literate Jews. While this
is a noble, indeed admirable, goal, the concept of Torah Lishma (learning

9 David Bryfman, “Generation Now: Understanding and Engaging Jewish Teens Today” (The Jewish
Education Project, 2016), 14, https://www.jewishedproject.org/sites/default/files/2017-
01/Generation+Now%E2%80%94Understanding+and+Engaging+Jewish+Teens+Today+April+2016%2
0.pdf.

10 Bryfman, 14.

60



Torah for learning’s sake) is completely foreign to a generation of Jewish

youth (and their parents) who demand, if not expect, instant gratification,

meaning, relevance, and value in almost everything in which they choose

to participate.!!

This finding is in complete harmony with Freire’s ideas about the banking model of
education. As an educator interested in freedom and liberation, Freire writes from the
perspective of someone who is always thinking about how to design educative
experiences. What the Jewish Education Project report confirms is that teenagers, in
their role as the participants in Jewish teen education, also do not want to engage in the
banking model of education. Teenagers do not see themselves as receptacles to be
filled, but rather as human beings looking for meaning and applied wisdom. We can
fulfill both Freire’s vision for education in a Jewish context and meet the stated needs
and desires of teenagers at the same time. This curriculum hopes to do just that.

In the second insight of the report, “Value Added,” Bryfman highlights how
Jewish teens think about which programs to attend. He writes that teens will “come
once for pizza, they will come twice for pizza, but the third time and beyond, Jewish
teens will only return to a program if they sense real value.”!? Value obviously means
different things to different teenagers, but the key idea reflected here is that teenagers
are looking for programs and opportunities that add value to their lives. In some ways,
a curriculum for religious school settings may be able to skirt around the issue of
adding value because teenagers might be required to be there by their parents or their

community. Atthe same time, teenagers who are in the post-b’nai mitzvah phase of life

rarely continue their formal Jewish education unless they find it engaging and

11 Bryfman, 14.
12 Bryfman, 7.
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meaningful. Though teens may not outright say, “I find this education engaging and
meaningful,” the research on Jewish teens today confirms that teens will stop showing
up if Jewish education does not add value to their lives. This curriculum hopes to
respond to this finding by not only bringing a complex and interesting approach to
Jewish texts (helping students develop a Jewish ethic of reading), but also by exploring

a topic that has an impact on teenagers’ lives, the issue of emotional expression.

Enduring Understandings

This curriculum uses three Enduring Understandings (EU) to frame each unit and every
lesson. Those Enduring Understandings are:

1. Biblical and rabbinic texts offer us a way to grapple with significant, deep

emotional concerns.

2. The TaNaKh is a dynamic text and we as readers are obligated to interpret it

with special consideration for its ethical implications.

3. Emotions are a critically important part of Judaism and of the human experience.
These Enduring Understandings are never explicitly shared with the teens participating
in the classroom, but they should help educators frame each of the sessions with the
students.

The first EU, biblical and rabbinic texts offer us a way to grapple with significant,
deep emotional concerns, should help this material feel immediately relevant to
teenagers. Each text that they study will open up questions about how we read our
texts and what the ethical implications of those texts are. Hopefully, teenagers will see
that all of our texts have ethical implications (this is related to the second EU). This

curriculum in particular focuses on how our study of biblical texts can lead to

thoughtful and purposeful conversations about emotions.
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The second EU, the TaNaKh is a dynamic text and we as readers are obligated to
interpret it with special consideration for its ethical implications, may feel like a radical
EU to some educators and students. Let’s break down two important pieces of this EU:
first, teaching that our text requires interpretation may be a scary endeavor. How can
sacred, canonized texts require interpretation? And if they do require interpretation,
how are teens qualified to engage in that work? We must teach teens the skills to be
comfortable critically engaging with our texts. Second, it can be daunting to consider
the ethical implications of our texts. However, as we lay out in “An Introduction to
Creating an Ethics of Reading in Reform Judaism,” considering the ethical implications
of our text should be a crucial and important part of our identity as Reform Jews. As
Iser teaches us, we affect the text and the text affects us. This curriculum addresses the
ethical implications of texts that deal with emotional expression, but the skills gained
from this study should be able to be applied broadly.

The third EU, emotions are a critically important part of Judaism and of the
human experience, is perhaps the most universal of all the EUs. This EU seeks to instill
a sense that emotional expression is a significant part of living a healthy life and that

biblical texts have something to say and teach us about emotional expression.

How to Use This Curriculum & Future Plans

This is a relatively short curriculum. It is meant to be one area of study in the broader
project of educating Jewish teenagers. I hope it will be used by educators of high school
students to offer meaningful, sophisticated Jewish education. I imagine this curriculum
could be used as one part of a confirmation class curriculum since it deepens students’
engagement with biblical texts and applies to their lives. I also imagine this curriculum

63



could be used as an elective offering in a religious school setting for students who self-
select that they are interested in this topic.

As it stands right now, this curriculum has two units: one on love and one on
anger. These two emotions are easily accessible to teenagers and allow us to explore
familiar and unfamiliar biblical texts. Love and anger are also two emotions that play a
large role in the lives of teenagers. This will hopefully allow teens to feel connected to
the material quickly.

In the future, [ hope to expand this curriculum to include more units. Each unit
should build on previous units, though educators can also rearrange the order
according to their own needs as long as they are sensitive to building skills throughout
the learning process. Future units could include units on grief, gratitude, and joy. I am
also open to the ways that putting this curriculum into action will inspire future units

based on the needs and interests of students.
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Introductory Lesson: What is an Ethic of Reading?

Enduring Understandings:
1. Biblical and rabbinic texts offer us a way to grapple with significant, deep
emotional concerns.
2. The Bible is a dynamic text and we as readers are obligated to interpret it.
3. Emotions are a critically important part of Judaism and of the human experience.

Essential Questions:
1. What does it mean to interact with our sacred texts as an adult?
2. What is an ethic of reading and how can it be a useful tool for reading Jewish
texts?
3. How can critical reading skills enhance our experience as readers of sacred
texts?

Required Materials:
e Copies of text sheet for every student
e Markers & pens

Notes to Teacher:

This is the very first lesson of this entire curriculum. In addition to introducing students
to the concepts and material of this curriculum, this introductory lesson seeks to show
students that they are being asked to grapple with high-level, sophisticated material.
Teens are not being asked to absorb information so that they can regurgitate back. This
curriculum is designed to teach teens critical reading skills and how to develop an ethic
of reading. Achieving those goals begins with this first lesson.

Introductory Essay:

This lesson seeks to introduce students to the idea of bringing critical reading skills to
our sacred texts and to the idea of an ethic of reading. These are high-level concepts: they
are not expected to master these concepts in one lesson, but this lesson should help them
feel confident in continuing exploring these topics. In order to understand what an ethics
of reading in Judaism is and how it works, please read “An Introduction to Creating an
Ethics of Reading in Reform Judaism.” This will provide a theoretical framework and an
exploration of Reform Judaism as it relates to developing an ethic of reading. This lesson
will provide participants with a foundation, but subsequent study will continue to help
them develop their critical reading skills.

The main text of this lesson is a midrash from Midrash Eliyahu Zuta. (This was written
in Talmudic Babylon, Israel, and Italy, and its final redaction was likely around the end of
the 10th century CE.) In this midrash, we read a parable about a human king. The parable
is meant to correct the random traveler who says that scripture/Torah is God-given from
Mount Sinai, but Mishnah (by which he means any kind of ‘received tradition’ like
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midrash, Talmud, etc.) is not God-given. The parable tells of two men, each who received
flour and flax from their king. One turns the flour into bread and the flax into a tablecloth,
the other does nothing with the flour and flax. The parable asks, Which man does the
king like better? The king likes the one who turns the raw ingredients into something
usable. The parable ends by saying that this is like the Torah: God gave the Torah in order
that we would make something out of it.

The beauty of this midrash is that it shows that for centuries, Judaism has understood
that scripture must be interpreted. Torah is like flour; in order to make it into bread, it
must be sifted, ground, kneaded, and baked. This is a revolutionary way of thinking about
Jewish texts! This text should inspire all of us to think about how we take our “raw
materials” of Jewish texts and turn them into meaningful ideas.

At the same time, one challenge of this text is that it believes that Mishnah/any received
tradition (like midrash, Talmud, etc.) is also sacred. As Reform Jews, we know that we
should study texts beyond just our biblical texts, but we have actively de-emphasized the
inherent sacredness of those texts. This does not mean that they are not important, only
that we understand them to be part of the long history of Jews talking about Judaism. We
should not gloss over this fact when teaching this text, but the reason this text is so
exciting for our study in this curriculum is because it shows us how the work we are
doing—reading critically, analyzing our texts for meaning—is actually not a new
endeavor. We may be doing this work differently than previous generations, but whether
or not people admit it, we are all engaged in the work of interpreting our texts. The goal
of this curriculum is to become attuned to the ethical implications of texts dealing with
emotions. The first step, however, is to become comfortable and excited about reading
as a critical reader.

The second half of this lesson focuses specifically on helping participants understand
what an ethic of reading is and why it is a useful tool when reading biblical and rabbinic
texts about emotional expression. This lesson uses three statements to explain the core
ideas of developing an ethic of reading: 1) A Jewish ethic of reading is a strategy that is
sensitive to the ethical implications of sacred Jewish texts and uses ethics as a lens
through which to view our texts; 2) We are not passive recipients of biblical texts; we are
active partners in determining the meaning of our texts. Therefore, we as readers have
an impact on the text, just as the text has an impact on us as readers; and 3) Reading our
texts critically does not diminish them, but rather enhances our experience as Jewish
readers.

Part 3: Defining an Ethic of Reading should help participants read and unpack each of
these statements. Some participants may be more comfortable with these statements
than others. Part 4: Applying an Ethic of Reading to Emotional Expression should help
participants see how these statements will be applied to the specifics of this curriculum.
Part 4 also seeks to emphasize how our study applies to the lives of teenagers by asking
them to think about their own emotional expression and to bring that knowledge to bear
on our study of individual texts.

66



Lesson Plan:

Part 1:

Part 2:

Part 3:

Part 4:

Introduction

Ask students to introduce themselves. (If they elected to participant in this, ask
them what drew them to this study.) Ask students to share one thing they
remember learning about the Torah when they were in elementary and middle
school and what they think about that now.

Text Study and Discussion

Read the text of Midrash Eliyahu Zuta together. Use the discussion questions to
unpack and process this text together.

Defining an Ethic of Reading

Write each of the three statements on a large piece of paper and place them
around the room. Ask students to read each statement and respond to the
question “How can this help us read our biblical texts?” After they have
answered each question, ask them to walk around once more, reading what their
classmates have written and responding to it on the large piece of paper. Come
back together and discuss their insights. If possible, leave these three large
pieces of paper on display throughout the course of study as a touchstone and
reminder of what an ethic of reading is.

Applying an Ethic of Reading to Emotional Expression

Ask students to think about how and why we might apply these three statements
to our reading of biblical and rabbinic texts that deal with emotions. Have
students write silently for 7-10 minutes then share what they have written.

Finally, ask students what role emotions play in their own lives. Encourage them
to share stories of ways that emotion and emotional expression relate to their
lived experiences of teenagers. Ask if they feel that they are encouraged to
express their emotions and if their emotions are respected.
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Introduction: What is an Ethic of Reading?

Midrash Eliyahu Zuta, Chapter 2
Translation by Aryeh Bernstein

One time, [ was walking on the road and
someone chanced upon me, coming at me
with heretical ways, saying that he has
Scripture [Torah], but not Mishna [received
traditions/interpretations]. He said to me,
“Torah was given to me from Mt. Sinai;
Interpretations were not given to me from
Mt. Sinai.” So, I said to him, “Son, weren'’t
both Torah and Interpretations stated from
the mouth of God? So what's the difference
between Torah and Interpretations? They
made a parable [a story]: What does this
resemble?

It’s like a king of flesh and blood [a human
king], who had two servants whom he
loved completely. He gave each of them a
measure of wheat and a bundle of flax. The
intelligent one -- what did he do? He wove
the flax into a cloth and made flour from the
wheat, sifted it, ground it, kneaded it, and
baked it and arranged it on the table,
spread upon it the cloth and left it until the
king returned.

The foolish one did not do anything. After
some days, the king came into his house
and said to them: ‘My children, bring me
what I gave you.” One brought out the table
set with the bread and the cloth spread
upon it, and the other brought the wheat in
a basket and the bundle of flax with it. Oh,
what an embarrassment! Oh, what a
disgrace! Which do you think was most
beloved? The one who brought the table
with the bread upon it...

(Similarly) when God gave the Torah to
Israel, God gave it as wheat from which to
make flour and flax from which to make
clothing.”
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Discussion Questions:
e What message is this midrash trying to convey? How do you know?
e How, if at all, does this text change the way you think about reading and
interpreting biblical texts?
e Play out the analogy for yourself—in order to make bread out of flour, you must
siftit, grind it, knead it, and bake it. What must we do to biblical texts in order to
“make bread from flour”?

A Jewish Ethic of Reading:
Three Statements

1) A Jewish ethic of reading is a strategy that is sensitive to the ethical
implications of sacred Jewish texts and uses ethics as a lens through which to
view our texts.

2) We are not passive recipients of biblical texts; we are active partners in
determining the meaning of our texts. Therefore, we as readers have an
impact on the text, just as the text has an impact on us as readers.

3) Reading our texts critically does not diminish them, but rather enhances our
experience as Jewish readers.

In what ways can these three statements be used when exploring biblical and rabbinic
texts that deal with emotions? What questions do you have about what we have
studied today?
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Unit 1: Love
Lesson 1: Isaac & Rebecca, David & Jonathan

Enduring Understandings:
1. Biblical and rabbinic texts offer us a way to grapple with significant, deep
emotional concerns.
2. The Bible is a dynamic text and we as readers are obligated to interpret it.
3. Emotions are a critically important part of Judaism and of the human experience.

Essential Questions:
1. Which biblical texts can help us understand the emotion of love?
2. How can biblical texts support and challenge our own assumptions about love?
3. Who defines ‘love’ and its role in society? How do we expand our definition of
love?

Required Materials:
e Copies of text sheet for every student

Notes to Teacher:

This lesson will introduce the first unit: the emotion of love. In this lesson, participants
will be exposed to texts that talk about the relationship between Isaac and Rebecca and
the relationship between David and Jonathan. These texts will allow students to talk
about the nature of love between two adults, in particular ones that are presented as
partners. The selection of these texts is meant to be accessible to students, but not basic
or simplistic. Hopefully, students will begin to analyze the texts on the basis of their
ethical implications. Students will also have the chance to think about how the stories of
[saac and Rebecca and David and Jonathan impact the liturgy of Jewish wedding
ceremonies and can impact our ideas about marriage/romantic partnership in general.

There are four parts to this lesson. For this lesson, it is important to move through the
parts in order. Students may need your help in providing the context and narrative
background for both biblical stories. For the story of Isaac and Rebecca, you may want
to re-read Genesis 24. For the story of David and Jonathan, read the attached chapter of
Rabbi Steven Greenberg’s book Wrestling with God and Men: Homosexuality in Jewish
Tradition (of which there is an excerpt included on the text sheet for participants).

Introductory Essay:

This lesson looks at two stories of love in the TaNaKh. Let us begin with the story of Isaac
and Rebecca. Isaac is the son of Abraham (and the father of Jacob, which will be
important for the next lesson in this unit). In Genesis 24:67, we learn that [saac marries
Rebecca and that he “loved her.” This is the first time in the TaNaKh that we read about
aman’s love for a woman and the first time that we read about love between adults. The
challenge of this text is that we read only about Isaac’s feelings for Rebecca and we never
read about Rebecca’s feelings for Isaac.
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Another challenge of this first discussion on the emotion of love is the challenge of pre-
feminist depictions of interpersonal relationships. We are exploring the role of women
in this story, but we are also uncovering and discovering attitudes towards women in
biblical literature. There is no such thing in biblical literature as a woman who is a “free-
agent,” i.e, a woman who controls her own destiny when it comes to the context of
marriage. Certainly, we see women who have agency and power in their lives; there are
biblical women, especially in Genesis, who are a kind of accelerant for biblical drama.

In Genesis Rabbah 60:16, we read about how the rabbis imagined Rebecca. They offer
several examples of ways that Rebecca was like Sarah, implying that Rebecca was
righteous like Sarah was. This text, however, does not offer any insight into how Rebecca
felt about Isaac. The biblical text centers itself around what Rebecca did for Isaac, mainly
helping to alleviate his grief over his mother. The rabbinic text also centers itself on
Rebecca’s actions—actions that supposedly account for why Isaac was drawn to and fell
in love with Rebecca. Lastly, [ have included a text from Samson Raphael Hirsh, a 19t
century German Orthodox rabbi. Hirsch’s commentary also highlights the way that
Rebecca helped Isaac and how this story can be extrapolated to understand the role of
women. Hirsch’s comment seems complimentary of women, but when explored deeper,
is actually a very problematic reading of the biblical text. The role of women should not
be reduced to role as wives and mothers. Hirsch’s comment is included in this lesson
because it demonstrates one of the ways that the story of Isaac and Rebecca has been
interpreted by traditional commentators; the goal in including this text is to see how our
reading strategy, that of a Jewish ethic of reading, can challenge the ‘traditional’ view of
this story.

On the one hand, the biblical story of Isaac and Rebecca can be inspiring because it is the
first husband-wife relationship that explicitly includes a description of the emotion of
love. On the other hand, the biblical text, along with rabbinic and modern commentary,
ignores the possibility of reciprocal feelings between Isaac and Rebecca. These texts can
help us understand some of the social context of love in the biblical texts, as well as
provide a platform for discussing ways in which biblical texts are sometimes not be as
expansive as we might like. Do Rebecca’s feelings towards Isaac matter? When we ask
this question about Isaac and Rebecca’s relationship, it is important to note that we are
not asking about two historical figures, but rather how an author (in this case, a biblical
author) depicts a man and a woman who are biblical spouses. Additionally, what are the
ethical implications of a text that only considers a man’s feelings towards his wife and
not vice versa? Is it mutually exclusive to wish this text was more expansive and
celebrate it at the same time? These are the questions that students will grapple with.
Students should use the strategies we discussed in the introductory lesson to frame their
conversations.

The second set of texts, the story of David and Jonathan, will continue the conversation

about love between two adults in biblical texts. Like the story Isaac and Rebecca, the
story of David and Jonathan is not about two historical figures, but rather about two men
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who are in relationship with each other. Stories expose cultural values; authors make
choices in how they tell stories using characters.

Jonathan is son of Saul, king of Israel. Almost immediately upon meeting, Jonathan falls
in love with David: “Jonathan’s soul became bound up with the soul of David” (1 Sam
18:1). Again, we see an example of a biblical text that describes one characters’ love for
another character without showing any reciprocity. However, later in the story, David
grieves for Jonathan after he dies, and declares: “I grieve for you, my brother Jonathan,
you were most dear to me. Your love was wonderful to me, more than the love of women”
(2 Samuel 1:26). When David grieves for Jonathan, we feel the reciprocity of love
between the two men. Many traditional texts seek to gloss over the possibility that
Jonathan and David had a sexual relationship, despite the fact that the word ‘love’
between adults is used almost exclusively to connote sexual relationships or desire.
David here is explicitly stating that Jonathan'’s love for him was somehow greater than
the love of women for David (the text tells us of several women who love and/or are
enamored with David). Exactly what was greater about Jonathan’s love is not clear, but
this declaration cannot be ignored.

[ also included a text from Rabbi Steven Greenberg’s book, Wrestling with God and Men:
Homosexuality in Jewish Tradition (you are encouraged to read all of chapter five,
“Princely Love” for more context). The purpose of this text is two-fold. First, the text
helps to explain and contextualize the story of the Book of Samuel, a text with which many
Jews are not intimately familiar. Second, the text serves as a commentary on the
relationship between Jonathan and David. Participants are of course free to disagree
with this text or argue with it, but it should serve as an important and powerful
counterpoint to the notion that the relationship between David and Jonathan is not
romantic or sexual at all.

The texts about David and Jonathan share some similarities to the story of Isaac and
Rebecca: both tell the story of two adults in romantic relationships. David and Jonathan,
however, add an additional layer of how to read critically our texts that deal with
homosexuality. The story of David and Jonathan can also provide an important foil for
the Isaac and Rebecca story in that David and Jonathan show reciprocity in their feelings
towards each other.

An important note on discourse about homosexuality in our biblical texts: we must
remember and remain aware that sexuality in general is highly contingent upon culture.
This means that same-sex relationships can be easily misinterpreted. Consider that when
Abraham Lincoln was running for president, he travelled with a campaign secretary and
they would share a hotel room and therefore a bed. In today’s cultural context, two men
sharing a bed implies something about their homosexuality, but in the 19t century, most
people slept communally because individual beds were only something the very wealthy
had access to. The goal of including the David and Jonathan story is two-fold: 1) to
provide another biblical example of two adults in some kind of relationship that includes
the emotion of love; 2) to destabilize the notion that David and Jonathan could not have
been in a homosexual relationship and conversely, that they absolutely were in a
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homosexual relationship. Students will use their critical reading skills to explore the
ethical implications of this biblical story. They will also examine how another
commentator, Steven Greenberg, uses an ethical lens to examine this biblical story.

After exploring the biblical texts and their ethical implications, students will be asked to
think about the Jewish wedding ceremony. The purpose of this activity is to engage
students in a real-world application of our biblical texts and to show that our
conversations about the ethical implications of our texts matter. We will not be exploring
the entirety of the Jewish wedding ceremony or Jewish wedding customs, but rather
focusing on two specific pieces of text that are sometimes used during wedding
ceremonies. Students will be asked to imagine standing under the chuppah with a
partner and listening to the words of the wedding ceremony. Traditional Jewish
weddings include the blessing “Our sister, may you be the mother of multitudes” (Genesis
24:60). This blessing comes from a scene in the Isaac and Rebecca story just before the
texts explored in this lesson. Rebecca’s family offers her this blessing before she leaves
her home to go towards Isaac. Students will also be asked to consider the phrase “souls
being bound up with each other” (from the Book of Samuel), even though this phrase is
not traditional to a Jewish wedding ceremony. Having studied these texts, what would
students think and feel if they heard either of these phrases as part of their own wedding
ceremony? Do they prefer one over the other? Neither? Both? How do they explain their
preferences in terms of the ethics of emotional expression in our biblical texts? These
are the questions they will be asked to discuss and debate at the end of this lesson.

Lesson Plan:

Part 1: Introduction
Ask students to share a romantic relationship that is inspiring to them and why.
They could share about a couple they know personally or they could be inspired
by a famous couple (alive, dead, or fictional).

Part 2: Isaac & Rebecca
Read through the three texts about Isaac and Rebecca. Be sure to provide any
context about the story of Isaac and Rebecca up until this point (err on the side
of providing more context). Use the discussion questions to guide your
conversation.

Part 3: David & Jonathan
Move to the texts about David and Jonathan. Be sure to leave ample time to read
the excerpt from Rabbi Steven Greenberg’s book. Use the discussion questions

to guide your conversation. Encourage students to draw comparisons to the
story of Isaac and Rebecca, but also investigate these texts on their own.
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Part 4: Jewish Wedding Texts

Invite students to explore a real-world application of these biblical texts. Explain
that Jewish wedding ceremonies often include many biblical citations. Explain
that traditional ceremonies include a line from the Isaac and Rebecca story and
that some ceremonies use text from David and Jonathan's story (though this is
not traditional). In small groups, have students explore the two texts (see the
last page of the attached text sheet). Ask them to imagine themselves under the
chuppah with a partner. In their small groups, have them list out their
associations with each text (perhaps based on or influenced by their study in this
lesson) and the ethical implications of using each text at a wedding ceremony.
Finally, ask them to think about which texts (if any!) they would choose to
include in a wedding ceremony. Encourage students to try to use an ethic of
reading as part of their justification. Leave time for small groups to share their
findings and discuss further.
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Unit 1: Love
Lesson 1: Isaac & Rebecca, David & Jonathan

Genesis 24: 62-67:
Isaac & Rebecca

24:62: [saac had just come back from the
vicinity of Beerlahai-roi, for he was settled
in the region of the Negev.

24:63: And Isaac went out walking in the
field toward evening and, looking up, he
saw camels approaching.

24:64: Raising her eyes, Rebecca saw Isaac.
She alighted from the camel

24:65: and said to the servant, “Who is that
man walking in the field toward us?” And
the servant said, “That is my master.” So
she took her veil and covered herself.
24:66: The servant told Isaac all the things
that he had done.

24:67: Isaac then brought her into the tent
of his mother Sarah, and he took Rebecca
as his wife. Isaac loved her, and thus found
comfort after his mother’s death.
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Discussion Questions:

e How does this text describe the relationship between Isaac and Rebecca?

e What, if anything, do you think is missing from this text?

e This is the first time the TaNaKh describes love between two adults. What are
the ethical implications of the way this text describes Isaac and Rebecca’s

relationship?

Genesis Rabbah 60:16:
Sarah’s Tent

“Isaac brought her into the tent of his
mother Sarah” (Genesis 24:67). As long as
Sarah lived, a cloud hovered over the
entrance to the tent. After she died, the
cloud disappeared. But when Rebecca
came, the cloud returned. Aslong as Sarah
lived, her doors were wide open to
wayfarers; at her death, such openness
ceased. But when Rebecca came, openness
returned. As long as Sarah lived, blessing
was dispatched into the dough she baked;
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at her death, such blessing ceased. But

As long as Sarah lived, a lamp was light [in
her tent] from one Sabbath eve to the next;
at her death, the light ceased. But when
Rebecca came, the light returned. When
I[saac saw her following his mother’s ways,
separating challah in ritual cleanness, and
cutting up her dough ritual cleanness,
“Isaac brought her into the tent of his
mother Sarah.”

when Rebecca came, the blessing returned.
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Discussion Questions:

e How does the rabbinic commentary add to or change your understanding of

Isaac and Rebecca’s relationship?

e What do you think the goal of the author of this text was? Why do think that?

Sampson Raphael Hirsh13

“A forty-year old man cannot be consoled for the death of his mother until he finds the
right wife. Such is the importance of the woman, mother, and wife in Israel.”

Discussion Questions:

e How does this text add to or change your understanding of [saac and Rebecca’s

relationship?

e What do you think the goal of Hirsch was when writing this commentary? Why

do you think that?

13 Esther Takac, Genesis--the Book with Seventy Faces, A Guide for the Family (New York: Pitspopany Press,

2008), 109.
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1 Samuel 18:1-3:
David & Jonathan
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because Jonathan loved him as much as

himself.

Discussion Questions:
e How does this text describe the relationship between David and Jonathan?
e In what ways is the story of David and Jonathan similar to the story of Isaac and
Rebecca? In what ways is it different?
e What are the ethical implications of a biblical story about love between men?

Rabbi Steven Greenberg
Wrestling with God and Man: Homosexuality in the Jewish Tradition1*

As the story progresses, David achieves great military stature. His success in the
battlefield eclipses not only Jonathan but Saul [Jonathan’s father] as well. Saul’s love of
David turns quickly to jealousy and suspicion as David’s fame and reputation among
the people rises. In fits of anger Saul’s jealousy turns murderous. Saul tries many
times to do away with David, to pin him to the wall with spears, or to bring about his
death in other ways. Jonathan defends and protects David, which infuriates his father.

After Jonathan helps David escape his father’s clutches on a new moon feast, Saul flies
into a rage against Jonathan. “You perverse and rebellious son! I know that you have
chosen the son of Jesse [David] to your own shame and the shame of your mother’s
nakedness!” (1 Samuel 20:30). Saul rages in this scene not at David, but at Jonathan.
David makes Saul feel embattled and threatened, but his own son raises in him feelings
of disgust. Jonathan’s disinterest in his own welfare, his refusal to compete with David
for honors, and his unmanly love of the man who will, if not stopped, take his throne
repulses Saul. Indeed, Saul understands everything correctly.

Saul is disgusted with Jonathan’s naive disregard of the mounting threat David poses to
his political future. Apparently unaware of the machinations around him, Jonathan
wants everyone just to get along. Saul has tried to hide from Jonathan his earlier
attempts to murder David. But now he reveals everything, not only his love of David

14 Rabbi Steven Greenberg, Wrestling with God & Men: Homosexuality in the Jewish Tradition (Madison,
Wisconsin: The University of Wisconsin Press, 2004), 101-2.
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turned to hatred, but his disgust for his own son. Saul plainly sees that Jonathan has no
care for the royal office he might someday hold. Jonathan’s act of dressing the young
David in his own princely clothing the moment that they met expressed both
Jonathan'’s instantaneous love and his wish, conscious or not, to divest himself of his
royal identity. Saul is right. Jonathan is unconsciously in league with David and so
rebellious, in love with David and so perverse.

The language of the verse clinches the argument that Jonathan'’s love for David cannot
exclude the sexual. Jonathan’s choice of David is associated not only with rebellion, but
with his own shame and the shame of his mother’s nakedness. The phrase “mother’s
nakedness” in this context is not easily understood. The Hebrew word for nakedness
here, erva, is the word used in Leviticus and elsewhere to express sexual violation. To
uncover nakedness is to have illicit sexual relations. Add to this that the first of Saul’s
insults to Jonathan is that he is perverse. Jonathan has chosen David in a perverse and
shaming way that offends his mother’s nakedness. Saul is not offended by a platonic
friendship, but by his son’s perverse, shameful and naked love of David.

A last bit of evidence, given the language just described, is very evocative. In his rage at
Jonathan for his shameful and perverse choice of David, Saul demands that Jonathan
bring David to him for execution. Jonathan rises to defend David, innocently asking
what David has done to deserve to be put to death. Saul, frustrated with his clueless
son, does the unexpected. He throws a spear at Jonathan. The text does not seem to
worry that perhaps Jonathan might have been injured by the attack. There is no
statement to the effect that Saul missed. We are led to believe that Saul had no
intention of really hitting Jonathan. If so, what was the demonstration about? It could
be pure rage and nothing more. However, it could be more pointed than just blowing
off steam. Could it not mark his rage at Jonathan’s lack of male virtue by having chosen
for himself a male to love? If so, the violent gesture could be demonstrating what real
men do. Real men, for Saul, penetrate women in love and men in battle. Or perhaps the
lodging of a spear in the wall behind Jonathan was meant as a taunting threat on the
order of “If you want to be penetrated by a man, then [ will penetrate you!”

Discussion Questions:
e Is Greenberg’s argument about David and Jonathan’s relationship convincing?
Why or why not?
e Does Greenberg use an ethical lens to make his argument? Support your answer.
e How does Greenberg’s commentary change your understanding of David and
Jonathan’s relationship?
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2 Samuel 1:25-26:
David’s Speech at Jonathan’s Funeral

1:25: How the mighty have fallen. In the
thick of battle—]Jonathan, slain on your
heights!

1:26: I grieve for you, my brother
Jonathan, you were most dear to me.
Your love was wonderful to me, more
than the love of women.
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Discussion Questions:

e What do we learn about David and Jonathan’s relationship from this text?

Wedding Texts

Option 1: Genesis 24:60
37 °97K7 0 AR NN

“Our sister, may you be the mother of
multitudes.”

Option 2: 1 Samuel 18:1 (modified)
29T IR 1T T MR

May your souls be bound up together.

Associations:

Ethical Implications:

What would you choose? Why? Try to justify your answer using an ethic of reading.
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Unit 1: Love
Lesson 2: Jacob & Problematic Love

Enduring Understandings:
1. Biblical and rabbinic texts offer us a way to grapple with significant, deep
emotional concerns.
2. The Bible is a dynamic text and we as readers are obligated to interpret it.
3. Emotions are a critically important part of Judaism and of the human experience.

Essential Questions:
1. Which biblical texts can help us understand the emotion of love?
2. How can biblical texts support and challenge our own assumptions about love?
3. Who defines ‘love’ and its role in society? How do we expand our definition of
love?

Required Materials:
e Copies of text sheet for every student

Notes to Teacher:

This lesson will continue exploring the emotion of love, but will move from looking at
relationships between two adults into the topic of ‘problematic love.” Problematic love
here means that love that is complicated and, in the case of the two biblical texts that
students will explore, love that results in favoritism. Though students will likely not be
able to personally relate the experience of having two wives and loving one more than
the other, students will look at ways that the story of Jacob, Leah, and Rachel affects us
and our liturgy and tradition. Lastly, students will look at a few verses that introduce the
Joseph novella and discuss the ethical implications of favoritism among siblings.
Favoritism among siblings is an oft-repeated theme in the book of Genesis, but is only
discussed in this lesson, though this theme is a rich topic for further exploration using a
Jewish ethic of reading.

This lesson does not address the question/challenge of wife-acquisition in biblical texts.
It is possible (perhaps likely) that this will come up in discussing these texts. The
autonomy of women is, of course, an important topic with ethical implications for our
world today. In the case of Jacob, Leah, and Rachel, Jacob ‘acquires’ both Leah and Rachel.
This is not the language we would use to talk about marriage today. If this topic seems
of interest to students, it would be worthwhile to set aside time for additional study of
this passage/issue. Using a feminist reading strategy with this text would help students
become especially attuned to issues of gender and authorial usage of gender. In the case
of this text, a feminist lens brings to the surface the realization that this story of love is
also a story of economic acquisition. Rachel and Leah, as well as Bilhah and Zilpah, are
acquired—they pass from one man, Laban, to another, Jacob. In the ancient world,
marriage was not about love, but rather about economic gain. The purpose of our study,
however, is to explore the role of love between adults within the biblical context. This
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does not mean ignoring the feminist reading, but our focus is on the interpersonal
relationships of Jacob, Leah, and Rachel, and not on the broader economic context.

This lesson has four parts to it. Each part builds on the previous part, so they should be
done in order. After exploring the story of Jacob, Leah, and Rachel, students will look at
two practical applications of the biblical texts: the Amidah and the bedeken ceremony of
weddings. Lastly, students will explore the issue of parental favoritism and its ethical
implications. The biblical texts should be read and discussed as a group, with the teacher
serving as facilitator. Part 3: Application of Texts: Amidah and Wedding Ceremonies can
be done in combinations of small groups who then report back to the larger group.

Introductory Essay:

Let us begin by unpacking the biblical texts used in this lesson. The story of Jacob, Leah,
and Rachel is a story of problematic love within a marital relationship. This story may be
familiar to students from religious school. They will certainly recognize the names of
Jacob, Leah, and Rachel from our liturgy (which they will also explore in this lesson).
Jacob arrives in Haran, where he meets Rachel and falls in love with her. Rachel’s father,
Laban, tells Jacob that he can marry Rachel if he works for Laban for seven years. Jacob
works for Laban for seven years, but Laban tricks Jacob into marrying Leah, the older
daughter. An incensed Jacob insists on marrying Rachel; Laban allows him to marry
Rachel, but requires that Jacob works another seven years. The text tells us that Jacob
loved Rachel more than Leah.

A number of issues are presentin this text. The villain of this story is Laban; he is the one
who tricks Jacob, and in turn hurts both his daughter by engineering a marriage in which
both of them will struggle to be happy and fulfilled. We might have some sympathy for
Jacob, who clearly made his preference for Rachel known, but was deceived into
marrying a woman he did not love. Perhaps we cannot always control who we love
romantically. At the same time, Jacob treats his two wives very differently and this has
serious consequences for the family unit. (You may want to remind students about the
drama between Jacob, Leah, and Rachel and their offspring. If needed, read Genesis
29:31-30:22, which continues the saga of Jacob and his wives.) When we read this text,
we confront the question of preferential treatment and the problems of loving one wife
more than another. Today, we do not encounter men who have two wives, but there are
situations when we find ourselves treating people who are supposed to be equals
differently.

This leads directly into the second biblical text: the story of Jacob and Joseph. We know
that Jacob has twelve sons. However, we learn that Jacob loves his son Joseph more than
his other sons. (Joseph is the son of Rachel, one of the long-lasting consequences of Jacob
loving one wife more than the other.) Not only does Jacob love his son Joseph more than
his other sons, he also treats him differently. Jacob’s preferential treatment for Joseph
causes major tension within the family unit and results in Joseph'’s brothers selling him
into slavery. We need to unpack this text on two levels: from the perspective of the sons,
who are treated differently, and from the perspective of Jacob, the parent who is loving
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some children more than others. Students may relate to this text on a visceral level as
they themselves may have siblings and family tension.

In looking at these two texts, students will be asked to explore the ethical implications of
stories that demonstrate problematic love. At first glance, students should come to
realize that our biblical characters and the stories we tell about them are not perfect—
these characters are extremely human in their interactions. On a deeper level, students
can explore how these stories affect us as readers and what they teach us about human
relationships. What are some of the ways that we might want to be unlike our patriarch
Jacob?

This lesson also asks students to explore to applications of the biblical story of Jacob,
Leah, and Rachel. First, they will look at the first prayer of the Amidah. Hopefully, this
text will be familiar to them. The goal here is to focus on one way that our biblical texts
are used in our liturgy. However, using our texts in our liturgy is not a neutral act; every
choice of biblical text is laden with ethical implications. The text of the Amidah did not
spontaneously come into being—people made choices about how to formulate this text.
By looking at this text in concert with the biblical story of Jacob, Leah, and Rachel,
students will have the opportunity to explore the meaning and implication of the Amidah.
In particular, students will be asked to focus on the order in which the matriarchs and
patriarchs appear in the Amidah. In Mishkan T’filah (the Reform Movement’s prayer
book and the text used in this lesson), the patriarchs appear first, followed by the
matriarchs. In the list of matriarchs, Rachel appears before Leah. Using an ethical lens,
students will discuss the pros and cons of listing Rachel before Leah. Students will also
be asked to use their imagination for another way that the ancestors could be listed.

Second, students will look at a text that explains the tradition of bedeken in a wedding
ceremony. (Be sure to read this text in advance to familiarize yourself with the tradition
of bedeken.) This will hopefully provide another connection to the last lesson which
looked at biblical texts used in a wedding ceremony. This text, which comes from the
book Beyond Breaking the Glass: A Spiritual Guide to Your Jewish Wedding, succinctly
explains the history and traditions of veiling at a wedding and addresses some of the
challenges of this tradition. Students will be asked to discuss the connection between
biblical texts (including a piece about Isaac and Rebecca’s first meeting, another
connection to the previous lesson) and how this text addresses traditions created based
on potentially challenging biblical texts. By looking at two practical implications of
biblical texts that deal with love, students will both see and feel how texts affect us as
readers and as Jews. This is perhaps the most important goal of this lesson.
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Lesson Plan:

Part 1:

Part 2:

Part 3:

Part 4:

Introduction

Ask students to share something that they learned from the last session and/or
something that is staying with them from their discussion. This will help ground
the lesson as a continuation of the previous lesson.

Jacob, Leah, & Rachel Text

Read Genesis 29:15-30 together. Use the discussion questions to unpack the
challenges of the text. Encourage students to see this text as a depiction of
complicated relationships within marriage rather than a depiction of historical
characters.

Application of Texts: Amidah and Wedding Ceremonies

Have students form small groups (they can use the same group for both the
Amidah exercise and the wedding exercise or switch groups). Have them read
the text and use the discussion questions to guide their conversation. Ask the
small groups to report back on their findings and possible innovations to the
larger group.

Jacob & Joseph
Come back together as a large group. Read Genesis 37:2-4 together. Use the

discussion questions to unpack the implications of the text. Encourage students
to connect Jacob’s actions with Leah and Rachel with Jacob’s actions with Joseph.
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Unit 1: Love
Lesson 2: Jacob & Problematic Love

Genesis 29:15-30
Jacob, Leah, and Rachel

29:15: Laban said to Jacob, “Just because
you are a kinsman, should you serve me for
nothing? Tell me, what shall your wages
be?”

29:16: Now Laban had two daughters; the
name of the older one was Leah, and the
name of the younger one was Rachel.
29:17: Leah had weak eyes; Rachel was
shapely and beautiful.

29:18: Jacob loved Rachel; so he answered,
“I will serve you seven years for your
younger daughter Rachel.”

29:19: Laban said, “Better that I give her to
you than that [ should give her to an
outsider. Stay with me.”

29:20: So Jacob served seven years for
Rachel and they seemed to him but a few
days because of his love for her.

29:21: Then Jacob said to Laban, “Give me
my wife, for my time is fulfilled, that [ may
cohabit with her.”

29:22: And Laban gathered all the people of
the place and made a feast.

29:23: When evening came, he took his
daughter Leah and brought her to him; and
he cohabited with her.

29:24: Laban had given his maidservant
Zilpah to his daughter Leah as her maid.
29:25: When morning came, there was
Leah! So he said to Laban, “What is this you
have done to me? [ was in your service for
Rachel! Why did you deceive me?”

29:26: Laban said, “It is not the practice in
our place to marry off the younger before
the older.

29:27: Wait until the bridal week of this one
is over and we will give you that one too,
provided you serve me another seven
years.”

29:28: Jacob did so; he waited out the bridal
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week of the one, and then he gave him his
daughter Rachel as wife.

29:29: Laban had given his maidservant
Bilhah to his daughter Rachel as her maid.
29:30: And Jacob cohabited with Rachel
also; indeed, he loved Rachel more than
Leah. And he served him [Laban] another
seven years.

Discussion Questions:

e How does this text describe the relationship between Jacob and Rachel, between

Jacob and Leah?

e What are the ethical implications of a husband who loves one wife more than

another?

e Make an argument for which character is most hurt by Laban’s deception.
e The text fails to mention Leah or Rachel’s feelings. What does this reveal about

the cultural world of the author?

Text of the Amidah

Blessed are you, Adonai our God, God of
our fathers and mothers, God of Abraham,
God of Isaac, and God of Jacob, God of
Sarah, God of Rebecca, God of Rachel, and
God of Leah, the great mighty and
awesome God, transcendent God who
bestows loving-kindness, creates
everything out of love, remembers the
love of our fathers and mothers, and
brings redemption to their children’s
children for the sake of the Divine Name.
Sovereign, Deliverer, Helper, and Shield,
Blessed are You, Adonai, Abraham’s shield
and Sarah’s helper.
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Discussion Questions:

e What does the current order of the Amidah express in terms of values?
e Make an argument for listing Rachel before Leah. Make an argument for listing

Leah before Rachel.

e How else might you arrange the text of the Amidah? (Imagine the Amidah has
not been written yet—how would you achieve the goal of crafting a prayer that

invokes the names of our ancestors?)

e What will you think about the next time you recite the Amidah during communal

prayer?
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Beyond Breaking the Glass: A Spiritual Guide to Your Jewish Wedding
By Rabbi Nancy H. Wiener, D.Min.15

In many parts of the world, women regularly wear veils as a sign of modesty. We, who
trace our earliest roots to the Middle East, can find evidence of this custom among Jews
well into the twentieth century. Dowry lists for Jewish brides from Yemen to
Marrakesh reveal that the most plentiful single item listed among the bride’s clothing
was her collection of veils. In such a world, it is easy to imagine how a young woman,
upon seeing a man she might marry, would modestly cover her face with a veil, as
Rebecca did upon seeing Isaac (Genesis 24:65); or how a young groom might be tricked
into marrying a woman other than his intended, as with Jacob, who worked for seven
years to be able to marry his beloved, Rachel, only to find that he had been married to
her sister, Leah. He did not discover her true identity until he awoke the morning after
the wedding and saw her unveiled face (Genesis 29:18-25). The Rabbis trace our
customs about veiling and unveiling the bride back to these two biblical stories.

The need to make sure that the bride is indeed the right woman has found expression
in many customs related to veiling and unveiling. In some Jewish communities,
particularly those of Central and Eastern European origin, the groom has the honor and
responsibility of placing the veil over the bride’s face in a ceremony known in Yiddish
as bedeken, from the verb “to cover.” In other Jewish circles, the groom lifts and lowers
the bride’s veil during the ceremony itself, to check her face/identity. Curiously, a
Hebrew word, badak, meaning “check,” accurately describes the groom’s action and is
remarkably similar in sound to the Yiddish verb bedeken. Whether the groom “covers”
or “checks” his bride, the symbolism is important.

Today many Jews consider anything having to do with a veil objectionable. They
associate the veil with societies in which women are expected to be subservient and
thus do not wish to include a symbol that resonates as non-egalitarian. Others us a
diaphanous fabric that permits the bride to see and to be seen. For others still, a white
wedding gown, veil and all, merely contributes to the pageantry and otherworldly
aesthetic they desire.

There are couples who choose to retain the groom’s veiling of the bride as a ritualized
preparatory moment prior to the actual kiddushin. Others, responding to other cultural
influences, have a custom of keeping the members of the couple separate until they
approach the chuppah. When this custom is practiced, the groom can be given the
opportunity during the ceremony to lift the veil and “check” the woman to whom he is
about to pledge his loving commitment. He can then either put it back down or leave
her face exposed. Certainly a veil is not a necessity; like many of the other customs
discussed here, it is an option, with many meanings and possible variations for you to
consider.

15 Rabbi Nancy H. Weiner, D.Min., Beyond Breaking the Glass: A Spiritual Guide to Your Jewish Wedding
(New York: CCAR Press, 2012), 68-69.
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An innovative reinterpretation of this tradition is another option. Since dressing and
undressing another individual is an extremely intimate act, perhaps it might be
meaningful to choose one article of clothing to put on each other just before the
ceremony begins. It can be a planned, private moment amidst the mayhem that will
likely surround you. Any article of clothing will do—a cummerbund, a piece of jewelry,
shoes, veil, kippah, tallit, and so on. Thus, you can put the finishing touch on each
other’s clothing, in lieu of the traditional unilateral bedeken.

Discussion Questions:

e How do biblical texts get translated into wedding ceremony traditions?

) «“

¢ Respond to Rabbi Wiener’s “innovative reinterpretation.” Does it work for you?
What other innovations would you suggest based on our reading of the biblical

text?

Genesis 37:2-4
Jacob & Joseph

37:2: This, then, is the line of Jacob: At
seventeen years of age, Joseph tended the
flocks with his brothers, as a helper to the
sons of his father’s wives Bilhah and
Zilpah. And Joseph brought bad reports of
them to their father.

37:3: Now Israel [Jacob] loved Joseph best
of all his sons, for he was the child of his
old age; and he had made him an
ornamented tunic.

37:4: And when his brothers saw that
their father loved him more than any of
his brothers, they hated him so that they
could not speak a friendly word to him.
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Discussion Questions:

e How does this text describe the relationship between Jacob and his sons?
e What are the ethical implications of a father who loves one child more than his

others?

e Make an argument for which character is most hurt by Jacob’s preferential

treatment.

e Given the biblical text we read earlier, how might Jacob have acted differently?
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Unit 1: Love
Lesson 3: Loving the Stranger

Enduring Understandings:
1. Biblical and rabbinic texts offer us a way to grapple with significant, deep
emotional concerns.
2. The Bible is a dynamic text and we as readers are obligated to interpret it.
3. Emotions are a critically important part of Judaism and of the human experience.

Essential Questions:
1. Which biblical texts can help us understand the emotion of love?
2. How can biblical texts support and challenge our own assumptions about love?
3. Who defines ‘love’ and its role in society? How do we expand our definition of
love?

Required Materials:
e Copies of text sheet for every student

Notes to Teacher:

This is the last lesson of the first unit. This lesson represents a shift in how we are talking
about the emotion of love: we are moving from discussions about the interpersonal
relationships of biblical characters to a discussion of the biblical command to “love the
stranger.” While the texts examined in this lesson are different than the texts in the first
two lessons, the goals remain the same: to apply a Jewish ethic of reading to our texts to
uncover and reveal the ethical implications of our texts.

This lesson has three parts to it. The parts should be done in order. After a brief
introduction, the lesson moves into examining and exploring biblical texts related to the
treatment of the stranger. Students will explore texts from Exodus, Leviticus, and
Deuteronomy. The Leviticus and Deuteronomy texts will help push the conversation
explicitly towards talking about love in a societal and systemic context. The second part
of the lesson examines three texts related to Passover. The purpose of including the
Passover texts is to show how the biblical texts influence liturgy and ritual, as well as
affect us as readers using these texts as part of our sense of morality.

Both Part 2: Biblical Texts and Part 3: Passover Texts can be done as a large discussion
or in smaller groups. If any part is done in smaller groups, students are encouraged to
share their findings with the larger group before moving on to the next section.
Introductory Essay:

This lesson represents a shift into talking about the commandment to love the stranger.

This may feel significantly different than the previous two lessons. However, this lesson
builds on the ideas that students have already explored.
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Let’s begin by examining the biblical texts included in this lesson. The two Exodus texts
use the Israelites’ experience in Egypt to justify the command to love the stranger. The
Israelites’ personal experience with slavery and oppression becomes a driving force for
how they are subsequently supposed to treat the stranger in their midst. This
commandment may be familiar to students; the command to welcome/love/not oppress
the stranger is the most repeated commandment in the entire Torah. The Leviticus and
Deuteronomy texts move from a negative commandment “not to oppress” the stranger
to a positive commandment “to love the stranger.” This semantic shift is subtle, but the
Leviticus and Deuteronomy texts are what connect this lesson to the larger theme of love
in biblical texts. Where we previously explored love between two (or three) characters
and its implications for personal relationships, these texts raise a different set of
questions about love within societies and care for groups of people.

Nahum Sarna, in his commentary on the book of Exodus, writes about the Hebrew term
ger, meaning “stranger.” He says:

The Hebrew term ger, “stranger,” denotes a foreign-born permanent
resident whose status was intermediate between the native-born citizen
(‘ezrah) and the foreigner temporarily residing outside his community
(nokhri). Because he could not fall back upon local family and clan ties, he
lacked the social and legal protections that these ordinarily afforded. Being
dependent on the goodwill of others, he could easily fall victim to
discrimination and exploitation. The numerous biblical prohibitions
against the maltreatment of strangers are supplemented in the legislation
by the positive injunction to love them, even as God does, which entails
supplying their basic needs and extending to them the same social services
and amenities to which disadvantaged Israelites were entitled. It was
inevitable that over time strangers would be absorbed into the body politic
of Israel and take upon themselves the obligations and duties that devolved
upon a member of the covenantal society. Hence, in post-biblical Hebrew
the term ger (fem. giyyoret) eventually came to be synonymous with
“proselyte.”!®

Sarna’s writing helps elucidate the plight of the ger in the biblical context: a stranger is
more likely than others to be taken advantage of, to be exploited, or to be hurt because of
their vulnerable state. Sarna also highlights that biblical commands both prohibit
oppressing the stranger and require loving the stranger. Finally, Sarna includes an
important note about the way that ger became understood by rabbinic authorities. In
rabbinic literature, ger overwhelming refers to someone who wants to convert to
Judaism. While this is not the focus of this lesson, it is important context for the teacher
to know and understand.

Rabbi Jill Jacobs write about this phenomenon as well. She says:

16 Nahum M. Sarna, ed., Exodus: The Traditional Hebrew Text with the New JPS Translation (Philadelphia:
The Jewish Publication Society, 1991), 137-38.
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For the rabbis, themselves living under foreign rule, it may have been
inconceivable to imagine a situation in which Jews constituted the majority
and non-Jews needed protection. Perhaps for this reason, the rabbis
reconstructed the biblical mandate to protect the stranger as a warning not
to discriminate against converts to Judaism. Such is the nature of the
world: in times of personal struggle, it becomes difficult to look outward.
Ultimately, the lesson implicit both in the biblical protections of
sojourners, and in the rabbinic re-imagination of the ger as a convert, is
that history imposes obligations. For the bible, the experience of not being
fully secure in Egypt obligates the Jewish people, now secure in their own
land, to care for those who remain perpetually on the outside. Though we
may reject the rabbis’ disregard for non-Jews, we can at least learn from
the rabbis that our own history of imperfection should prevent us from
feeling superior to others. Within the American context, many Jews have
reinterpreted the word “ger” as “immigrant.” Here, the idea that history
imposes obligations is extended to reminding Jews that our own
community once occupied the position now held by newer immigrant
groups.!’

Jacobs provides context for why the rabbis might have constructed the biblical mandate
about the stranger to be about the convert. At the same time, she re-applies the biblical
commandment to the modern world (while still respecting the various ways the
commandment has been understood). The idea that “history imposes obligations” is one
of the key lessons of exploring these four biblical texts. The history of having been slaves
(whether this is historical or a conception we have about ourselves as Jews) affects our
sensibility about how we treat strangers in our midst. We must also investigate the
question of whether or not one can be commanded to have a certain feeling. Is the
commandment “to love” requiring a certain feeling, or is it asking us to undertake certain
actions that demonstrate what love looks like in public?

After looking at these two sets of texts, students are asked to analyze two short texts
about the Passover offering and who eats of it. The first text, Exodus 12:43, is clear that
no stranger shall eat of the Passover offering. Sarna’s Exodus commentary explains that
the stranger “does not profess the religion of Israel and does not identify with the
community’s historical experiences. He is therefore exempted from the religious
obligations and restrictions imposed on Israelites.”!® However, in Numbers 9:14, we see
that the text says that everyone can eat of the Passover offering. Michael Fishbane, in
Biblical Interpretation in Ancient Israel, posits that “Since conditions were formulated in
Exod. 12:48 for the conversion of strangers via circumcision, so as to enable them to
participate in the paschal-offering, it may be concluded that the stranger to which

17 Rabbi Jill Jacobs, “Rabbi Jill Jacobs, Judaism and Immigrant Rights (Jewish Funds for Justice),” n.d.,
https://www.sefaria.org/sheets/114395.
18 Sarna, JPS Exodus, 63.
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reference is made in Num. 9:14 is a circumcised proselyte.”!® Nevertheless, these two
texts show how opinions and conceptions about strangers are not static, but very
dynamic. We can and should explore the ethical implications of the differences in these
texts and investigate the intent of the authors of these texts. Highlighting the ethical
tension in these texts will raise the stakes of the conversation about Passover texts: one
document (in this case, the Torah is one composite document) can convey multiple
ideologies.

This leads into the exploration of three texts related to Passover. Passover is the holiday
in which we retell the story of the Exodus; one explicit purpose of the Passover seder is
to teach our children our national narrative. This lesson focuses on one small part of the
Passover seder, a section often referred to as B’chol Dor V'dor, “in every generation.” This
small section of text relies on biblical passages to explain that every person is obligated
to see themselves as having come out of Egypt. Students should explore the ethical
implications of seeing themselves as having been slaves: does this make them more or
less likely to relate to the biblical commandment to love the stranger? Why do we need
to be reminded every year to see ourselves as having been slaves?

This lesson also brings in two additional commentaries on this small piece of the
Passover seder. In 1993, Elie Wiesel published a Passover Haggadah with his
commentary. He comments on the b’chol dor v'dor section and offers a compelling
reading about what it means to live “as if.” Wiesel writes that the Haggadah’s injunction
to see ourselves as personally having come out of Egypt requires us to live “as if” that had
just happened to us—this injunction requires a level of imagination on the part of every
individual. Rambam (also known as Maimonides), the medieval philosopher, plays with
the Hebrew of the injunction to “see ourselves” in order to make it read that we must
“show ourselves” as having just left Egypt.?° By bringing in both of these texts, students
will be asked to evaluate what, if anything, is the difference between “seeing oneself” and
“showing oneself” as having left Egypt. Are they functionally the same injunction? Or is
the semantic difference also an ethical difference?

Lastly, we must investigate the connection between the Passover seder and the
commandment to love the stranger. Though the Passover seder does not explicitly
mention loving the stranger in the texts that are explored here, the ideas are indelibly
related. Our self-conception is intertwined with our public actions. How might Passover
be a yearly reminder of our obligation to love the stranger? How might Passover be a
cautionary tale of the havoc and devastation wreaked on a society that does not
prioritizing loving the stranger? In what ways does the emotion of love extend beyond
relationships between two people and into our conception of a society? These are the
questions this lesson explores.

19 Michael Fishbane, Biblical Interpretation in Ancient Israel (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1988), 103.
20 Rambam does this by changing the Hebrew from lirot, to see, to I'harot, to show. This change only
requires adding one Hebrew letter. If possible, read these words (written in green) out loud so students
can hear how the Hebrew functions.
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Lesson Plan:

Part 1:

Part 2:

Part 3:

Introduction

Ask students to reflect on the phrase: “A stranger is simply someone whose story
[ do not yet know.” They can discuss in pairs, journal silently and then share out
loud, etc.

Biblical Texts

Explore the biblical texts using the discussion questions. Start by reading the
two texts from Exodus and then the two texts from Leviticus and Deuteronomy.
Be explicit about drawing connections between the emotion of love present in
the Leviticus and Deuteronomy texts and the previous two lesson plans. Lastly,
explore the texts from Exodus and Numbers that deal with who eats of the
Passover offering. Use these texts to explore the idea that our relationship to the
stranger is not static.

Passover Texts

Explore the three Passover texts using the discussion questions. Encourage
students to reflect on their personal experiences with Passover and how this
study might impact their future seder observance. Be explicit about encouraging
students to connect biblical ideas of loving the stranger to the texts and meaning
of the Passover seder.
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Unit 1: Love
Lesson 3: Loving the Stranger

Exodus 22:20-22
Do Not Oppress a Stranger

22:20: You shall not wrong a stranger or
oppress him, for you were strangers in
the land of Egypt.

22:21: You shall not ill-treat any widow
or orphan.

22:22: If you do mistreat them, I will
heed their outcry as soon as they cry out
to Me.
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Exodus 23:9
Do Not Oppress a Stranger (Again)

23:9: You shall not oppress a stranger,
for you know the soul of the stranger,
having yourselves been strangers in the
land of Egypt.
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Discussion Questions:

e How do these texts use the Israelites’ experience in Egypt? (To put it another
way: what would these texts lose if they didn’t include information about Egypt?)

Leviticus 19:33-34
Love the Stranger

19:33: When a stranger resides with you
in your land, you shall not wrong him.
19:34: The stranger who resides with
you shall be to you as one of your
citizens; you shall love him as yourself,
for you were strangers in the land of
Egypt: |, the Eternal, am your God.
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Deuteronomy 10:17-19
Love the Stranger (Again)

10:17: For the Eternal your God is God
supreme and Lord supreme, the great,
the mighty, and the awesome God, who
shows no favor and takes no bribe,
10:18: but upholds the cause of the
fatherless and the widow, and loves the
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stranger, providing him with food and
clothing.

10:19: You too must love the stranger,
for you were strangers in the land of

Egypt.

Discussion Questions:

e How are these texts similar to and different from the Exodus texts?
e (Can one be commanded “to love”? Why or why not?

Exodus 12:43:
The Passover Offering

12:43: The Eternal said to Moses: This is
the law of the passover offering: No
foreigner shall eat of it.
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Numbers 9:14:
The Passover Offering (Again)

9:14: And when a stranger who resides
with you would offer a Passover sacrifice
to the Eternal, he must offer it in
accordance with the rules and rites of the
passover sacrifice. There shall be one
law for you, whether stranger or citizen
of the country.
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Discussion Questions:

e How do these two texts talk differently about who shall eat of the Passover

offering?

e How do these differences practically affect the Passover observance?
e What do we learn about how different generations (and different authors)
conceptualize their relationship with foreigners/the stranger?

B’Chol Dor V’'Dor:
Passover Haggadah

In each and every generation, a person is
obligated to see themselves as if they
personally had come out of Egypt. As the
Torah says: “And you shall tell your child
on that day, ‘It is because of that which
God did for me when I came out of
Egypt.” (Exodus 13:8) For it was not our
ancestors alone whom God, blessed be
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God, redeemed. God redeemed all of us YR 7RG DX Ehy) m_j? JIDR X020 ]y@’?
with them. As itis said: “And God freed 1INARY Y3
us from there that God might lead us to ' .
and give us the land which God promised
our ancestors.” (Deuteronomy 6:23).

Discussion Questions:

e What does it mean see yourself as if you had personally come out of Egypt?

A Passover Haggadah
As Commented Upon by Elie Wiesel?1

Two comments: First, the text does not say that every Jew must feel as if he had come
out of Egypt. It says “every individual.” And here we find the universal dimension of
Jewish experience. After all, though the Torah was given to our people, have we not
shared it with every other people? Second, the text says that every one of us must
consider himself “as if” he had come out of Egypt. No, I did not leave Egypt, but I
must think “as if”  had been among those who did. Certain Talmudic legends explain
that actually our souls were there. Or we may accept the literal interpretation, and
say: Though I have not personally taken part in those events, I must live “as if” | had.
This lesson is especially relevant for those of our contemporaries who declare that all
of us “are survivors of the Holocaust.” No, all of us are not. Only those who went
through the agony of Night survived that Night. Only those who knew death in
Auschwitz survived Auschwitz. But all of us should think and act “as if” we had all
been there. This “as if” defines the role of literature.

Discussion Questions:

e What does Elie Wiesel mean by his use of “as if"?

e Would the world look different if we all lived “as if” we had just left Egypt? In
what ways?

e What do you think the role of literature is?

Rambam: Hilchot Chametz U’'Matza 7:6

In each and every generation, a person is gy N¥ NINTI% 0IR 220 717 97 922
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they just now left the slavery of Egypt. T

Discussion Questions:

e What is the difference between “seeing oneself” and “showing oneself” as having
just left Egypt?

e How are these Passover texts connected to “loving the stranger”?

e How will our study impact the way you observe or think about the next Passover
seder you attend?

21 Elie Weisel, A Passover Haggadah (New York: Simon & Schuster Paperbacks, 1993), 68.
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Unit 2: Anger
Lesson 1: Sodom & Gomorrah

Enduring Understandings:
1. Biblical and rabbinic texts offer us a way to grapple with significant, deep
emotional concerns.
2. The Bible is a dynamic text and we as readers are obligated to interpret it.
3. Emotions are a critically important part of Judaism and of the human experience.

Essential Questions:
1. Which biblical texts can help us understand the emotion of anger?
2. How do biblical texts elucidate the experience of God’s anger at humans and
humans’ anger at God?
3. What do biblical texts teach us about ourselves and our experience of anger?

Required Materials:
e Copy of text sheet for every student

Notes to Teacher:

This is the first lesson of the second unit. This unit focuses on the emotional expression
of anger. The primary texts of this lesson are Genesis 18:16-33 and Genesis 19:23-29,
which tell the story of Sodom and Gomorrah. Teenagers may be familiar with the story
of Sodom and Gomorrah from previous religious school classes, but they likely have not
explored the text deeply nor been exposed to the rabbinic commentary on these texts.
One goal of this lesson is to show how rabbinic texts can complement, enhance, and
challenge our biblical texts. This lesson also asks students to explore the story of Jonah
(which we traditionally read on Yom Kippur because of its theme of repentance). The
story of Jonah is a kind of foil for the Sodom and Gomorrah story.

This lesson also seeks to encourage teenagers to think about what in the world today
makes them angry and how they express that anger. Teens should walk away knowing
that contrary to some societal beliefs, anger can actually be a very useful and productive
emotion. We should always ask: What is the function of anger, and how can I use it to
fuel change?

There are five parts of this lesson. The sections should go in order, but you can decide
how much time you would like to spend on each section. For those familiar with the
biblical story of Sodom and Gomorrah, you may need to spend less time on the biblical
texts. You can also decide to use small discussion groups for Parts 2-4. If you choose to
use small discussion groups, it is recommended that you leave time for each group to
report back on their conversations and findings. The accompanying text sheet breaks up
the texts into ‘Biblical Texts 1,” ‘Rabbinic Texts,” and ‘Biblical Texts 2’ so that the sheet is
easy to navigate. Though the story of Jonah is only four relatively short chapters, | have
included only the relevant verses and have summarized the intermediary plot lines for
clarity. There are also discussion questions on the text sheet so that teens can be self-
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directed in their discussion. Depending on the length of your class sessions, you may
choose to do this lesson over the course of two weeks to allow ample time for discussion
and analysis.

You should read the introductory essay as well as the texts and discussion questions
before the beginning of the session. The introductory essay will help frame the entire
lesson and give you the background you need to confidently lead this lesson. (For more
information, you are encouraged to read the short chapter “The Ethics of our Stories” in
Genesis Ideology: Essays on the Uses and Meanings of Stories.) Remember, though, that
you are learning with your students.

Introductory Essay:

How does the story of Sodom and Gomorrah and the rabbinic commentaries on that story
help us understand the emotion of anger? How does the Jonah story complement and
complicate the story of Sodom and Gomorrah? Let us begin by looking at the biblical
texts of Genesis 18:16-33 and 19:23-29. In Genesis 18, we learn that God reveals God’s
plan to destroy the cities of Sodom and Gomorrah to Abraham. When Abraham learns
about God’s plan, he pleads with God not to “sweep away the innocent along with the
guilty” (18:23). Abraham further pleads with God not “to bring death upon the innocent
as well as the guilty, so that the innocent and guilty fare alike” (18:25). Abraham
negotiates with God, starting by asking that if there are 50 righteous people in the city,
will God spare the city? Abraham finally negotiates the number down to 10. God agrees
that if there are 10 righteous people, God will not destroy the cities. Abraham can be
contrasted with other biblical character, such as Noah, who does not argue with God
about destroying the generation of the flood, or Jonah, who runs away when God asks
him to tell the people of Nineveh to repent. (These two stories would be useful texts to
study in conjunction with this lesson: How and when do we argue with God? What makes
anger righteous?) In this lesson, students will actively compare Abraham with Jonah.

In 19:23-29, we learn that God does in fact destroy Sodom and Gomorrah. Only Lot and
his family (relatives of Abraham) are allowed to escape the destruction. Famously, Lot’s
wife turns into a pillar of salt when she looks back at Sodom and Gomorrah. In these
biblical texts, we feel both God’s anger at human beings and Abraham’s anger at God for
choosing to wipe out entire cities because of their wickedness. When God first introduces
the idea of destroying Sodom and Gomorrah, we do not know any specifics about the sin
of Sodom and Gomorrah. In Genesis 19:1-11 (which is not included on the text sheet),
we learn the story of how the men of Sodom show up at Lot’s house to abuse the guests
staying with Lot. As we will see in the rabbinic texts, however, there are many
conceptions of why Sodom and Gomorrah were full of wickedness, most of them having
nothing to do with homosexuality.

Nahum M. Sarna, in his commentary on the book of Genesis, writes about Abraham’s
expostulation with God:
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Abraham now stands before God to plead for the lives of depraved pagans.
He senses kinship with the people of Sodom and feels himself involved in
their fate. The ensuing dialogue assumes that the man of faith is not
expected to accept morally absurd behavior with silent resignation. God
rules the pagans, judges their deeds, decides their fate, and executes His
decisions. His universality finds expression, above all, in His punishment
for pagans for moral corruption because He is the architect of a societal
pattern that is universal in scope. Because God is universal and
omnipotent, humankind needs assurance that His almighty power is not
indiscriminately applied and that He is not capricious like the pagan gods.
[...] The patriarch’s contention that the innocent not be made to suffer
along with the guilty is clear enough. More complicated is his second
request that the entire city be spared for the sake of an innocent minority.
This is no longer a simple appeal to the attribute of justice but a call for
divine mercy. It carries with it two implications: Indirectly it asserts that
there is a greater infraction of justice in the death of an innocent few than
in allowing a guilty majority to escape retribution; it assumes that the
merit of a minority is powerful enough to overcome the wickedness of the
majority. These are major themes in later biblical literature because divine
mercy can also be divine tolerance of evil, a problem of serious dimensions
to the prophet and sage alike. The second issue, the question of individual
versus communal responsibility, has a long history of controversy.22

Both God and Abraham express their anger in these biblical passages, but only Abraham
argues with God about his anger. Abraham, in his anger, ‘speaks truth to power,’ both by
negotiating the number of righteous individuals needed to spare the city and by asking
God about being a just God. Abraham’s belief in God’s justice motivates him to question,
rather forcefully, God’s action. Even though God ultimately did not spare the cities of
Sodom and Gomorrah, Abraham reminds us of the power of using our anger to ‘speak
truth to power.” Because Abraham is outraged (a kind of fierce anger), he becomes an
activist who lobbies God to change God’s plan.

In Ezekiel 16, there are two verses that recap the story of Sodom and Gomorrah. These
texts set the scene for the exploration of rabbinic commentary. The texts of Sanhedrin
109b paints a distressing and disturbing picture of the city of Sodom. According to these
texts, the people of Sodom were not only not welcoming to strangers, wayfarers, and the
poor, but actively sought out ways to harm the most vulnerable in their midst. What is
the effect of these texts on our understanding and conception of God’s anger? How do
the stories of Sodom remind us of our own cities and nations? The rabbinic texts related
to the story of Sodom and Gomorrah show us how the rabbis conceptualized the
wickedness of the destroyed cities. In some ways, the rabbis create a reality that makes
the wickedness of Sodom and Gomorrah so apparent that their destruction does not seem
unjust.

22 Nahum M. Sarna, Genesis: The Traditional Hebrew Text with the New JPS Translation (Philadelphia: The
Jewish Publication Society, 1989), 132-33.
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After analyzing the biblical story of Sodom and Gomorrah and rabbinic texts on it, this
lesson moves to an exploration of the story of Jonah. At first glance, the story of Sodom
and Gomorrah and the story of Jonah share a lot in common. However, the Jonah story is
a foil for the story of Sodom and Gomorrah. God wants to destroy Sodom and Gomorrah
to teach what is just; God wants Nineveh to repent so that they will not be destroyed.
Abraham argues with God in order to convince God not to convince the cities; Jonah runs
away because he doesn’t want the city of Nineveh to be spared. At the end of the Genesis
story, Sodom and Gomorrah are destroyed; at the end of the Jonah story, Nineveh repents
and is spared.

David H. Aaron writes about analyzing Sodom and Gomorrah in juxtaposition to the Jonah
story:

Looming over both narratives are these questions: What is just
punishment? Is repentance always acceptable? To what lengths should
we go to avoid punishments that have irreversible effects? Justice in the
Jonah story means saving the people from their destiny. Justice in the
Abraham story means punishing those who deserve punishment. In Jonah,
God stands for justice; in Genesis, Abraham appears to be the voice of
justice, unless, of course, we accept the premise that Sodom and Gomorrah
were fundamentally irredeemable (which is surely the attitude of the
writer). In Jonah, God rebukes Jonah’s insensitivity over the destruction of
Nineveh: “Should I not care about Nineveh, that great city, in which there
are more than a hundred and twenty thousand persons who do not yet
know their right hand from their left, and many beasts as well?” The God
in our Genesis story does not convey this type of sensitivity to animals,
never mind people.”

What Aaron highlights for us here is that the Bible rarely, if ever, teaches only one idea.
Here, we see conflicting ideas about repentance and destruction of cities. When we read
these two stories in concert, we feel how different the messages are. In both stories, we
get a sense of God’s anger, but there are vastly different outcomes for the people God is
angry at. Students should feel empowered to engage in a sophisticated conversation
about the intent and ideology of biblical authors, as well as the uses of anger in biblical
texts and our own lives.

23 David H. Aaron, Genesis Ideology: Essays on the Use and Meanings of Stories (Eugene, Oregon: Cascade
Books, 2017), 46-47.
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Lesson Plan:

Part 1:

Part 2:

Part 3:

Part 4:

Part 5:

Introduction

Ask students to think about a time that they were very angry about an injustice
in the world. If they are comfortable, ask them to share their experience, how
they felt, and what they did. This will set the stage for beginning our unit on
anger.

Exploration of Biblical Texts

Read through the biblical texts and use the discussion questions to prompt
conversation. Be sure to ask students to be sensitive to their experience as
readers.

Exploration of Rabbinic Texts

Read through the rabbinic texts and use the discussion questions to prompt
conversation. Ask students to consider how the rabbinic texts complement,
enhance, and challenge their understanding of the biblical texts.

The Jonah Story

Read through the texts about the Jonah story. Use the discussion questions to
guide your conversation. Highlight and underscore the ways in which the Jonah
story is a kind of foil for the Sodom and Gomorrah story.

Discussion of Ethical Implications

Transition into a conversation about the ethical implications of anger in these
texts. First, ask students to put the story of Sodom and Gomorrah into
conversation with the story of Jonah. Ask how the story of Jonah fits as part of
our Yom Kippur liturgy and rituals (the question of Yom Kippur liturgy will come
up again in the third lesson of this unit).

In what ways do these passages help us see and feel a sense of righteous anger?
What do these texts teach about God’s anger? Abraham’s outrage? Jonah'’s
feelings? What, if anything, do these texts remind us of in our world today?

Lastly, be sure to move the conversation into the realm of ethical implications.

Both of these stories exist in our canon, so we must grapple with them and their
conflicting ideologies.
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Unit 2: Anger

Lesson 1: God & Abraham at Sodom and Gomorrah

Biblical Texts 1:

Genesis 18:16-33:
Abraham Argues with God

18:16: The men [guests that Abraham
had previously welcomed to his tent] set
out from there and looked down toward
Sodom, Abraham walking with them to
see them off.

18:17: Now the Eternal had said, “Shall I
hide from Abraham what I am about to
do,

18:18: since Abraham is to become a
great and populous nation and all the
nations of the earth are to bless
themselves by him?

18:19: For | have singled him out, that he
may instruct his children and his
posterity to keep the way of the Eternal
by doing what is just and right, in order
that the Eternal may bring about for
Abraham what He has promised him.”
18:20: Then the Eternal said, “The
outrage of Sodom and Gomorrah is so
great, and their sin so grave!

18:21: I will go down to see whether
they have acted altogether according to
the outcry that has reached Me; if not, I
will take note.”

18:22: The men went on from there to
Sodom, while Abraham remained
standing before the Eternal.

18:23: Abraham came forward and said,
“Will You sweep away the innocent along
with the guilty?

18:24: What if there should be fifty
innocent within the city; will You then
wipe out the place and not forgive it for
the sake of the innocent fifty who are in
it?
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18:25: Far be it from You to do such a
thing, to bring death upon the innocent
as well as the guilty, so that innocent and
guilty fare alike. Far be it from You! Shall
not the Judge of all the earth deal justly?”
18:26: And the Eternal answered, “If I
find within the city of Sodom fifty
innocent ones, [ will forgive the whole
place for their sake.”

18:27: Abraham spoke up, saying, “Here |
venture to speak to my Lord, I who am
but dust and ashes:

18:28: What if the fifty innocent should
lack five? Will you destroy the whole city
for want of the five?” And the Eternal
answered: “I will not destroy if I find
forty-five there.”

18:29: But he spoke to the Eternal again,
and said, “What if forty should be found
there?” And the Eternal said, “I will not
do it, for the sake of the forty.”

18:30: And he said, “Let not my Lord be
angry if [ go on: What if thirty should be
found there?” And the Eternal answered,
“I will not do it if I find thirty there.”
18:31: And he said, “I venture again to
speak to my Lord: What if twenty should
be found there?” And the Eternal
answered, “I will not destroy, for the sake
of the twenty.”

18:32: And he said, “Let not my Lord be
angry if [ speak but this last time: What if
ten should be found there? And the
Eternal answered, “I will not destroy, for
the sake of the ten.”

18:33: When the Eternal had finished
speaking to Abraham, the Eternal
departed; and Abraham returned to his
place.
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Discussion Questions:

e Who are the characters in this story? What is each of their role?
e Atthe end of this passage, what are your impressions of God? Of Abraham?
e What is the end result of this discussion? As a reader, are you satisfied with this

ending?
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Genesis 19:23-29:
The Destruction of Sodom and Gomorrah

19:23: As the sun rose upon the earth
and Lot entered Zoar,

19:24: the Eternal rained upon Sodom
and Gomorrah sulfurous fire from the
Eternal out of heaven.

19:25: The Eternal annihilated those
cities and the inhabitants of the cities and
the vegetation of the ground.

19:26: Lot’s wife looked back, and she
thereupon turned into a pillar of salt.
19:27: Next morning, Abraham hurried
to the place where he had stood before
the Eternal,

19:28: and, looking down toward Sodom
and Gomorrah and all the land of the
Plain, he saw the smoke of the land rising
like the smoke of a kiln.

19:29: Thus it was that, when God
destroyed the cities of the Plain and
annihilated the cities where Lot dwelt,
God was mindful of Abraham and
removed Lot from the midst of the
upheaval.
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Discussion Questions:

e What happens to Sodom and Gomorrah? To Abraham?
¢ Does this change your opinion of the previous passage? In what ways?

Ezekiel 16:49-50:
Recap of Sodom

16:49: Only this was the sin of your
sister Sodom: arrogance! She and her
daughters had plenty of bread and
untroubled tranquility; yet she did not
support the poor and the needy.

16:50: In their haughtiness, they
committed abomination before Me; and
so I removed them, as you saw.
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Discussion Questions:

e How does Ezekiel retell the story of Sodom?
¢ What message do you think Ezekiel is trying to convey here?
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Rabbinic Texts:

Talmud Sanhedrin 109b: Bricks & Garlic

When a bricklayer had set out a row of
bricks, the inhabitants of Sodom would
come and each of them help himself to a
brick. When accused, each would say,
“But I took only one.” When a
greengrocer spread out garlic or onions
[to season them], the inhabitants of
Sodom would come and each of them
steal one; when accused, each would say
“But I took only one.”
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Talmud Sandhedrin 109b: Beds for Guests

In Sodom they had a bed on which
wayfarers were made to lie. Ifa
wayfarer was too long for the bed, they
cut him down to fit it. If he was too
short, they stretched his limbs until he
filled it. When Eliezer came to Sodom
and was told, “Come on up and lie down
on this bed,” he replied, “Since the day
my mother died, [ vowed never to lie
down on a bed.”
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Talmud 109b: The Poor in Sodom, Part 1

When a poor man came to the land of
Sodom, each Sodomite would give him a
denar with the Sodomite’s name
inscribed on it, but not one of them
would sell him a morsel of bread to eat.
Eventually, when the poor man died of
hunger, each Sodomite would come to
claim his denar.
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Talmud 109b: The Poor in Sodom, Part 2

There was a maiden in Sodom who once
brought a morsel of bread concealed in
her pitcher to a poor man. When three
days passed and the poor man did not
die, the reason for his staying alive
became clear. The Sodomites smeared
the maiden with honey and placed her
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on a rooftop, so that the bees came and
stung her to death. Of this maiden’s
anguish, Scripture says, “The cry of
Sodom and Gomorrah is great” (Genesis
18:20)—the cry was so great because of
what befell that maiden.

Discussion Questions:

e How does the Talmud understand the sin of Sodom? How do these texts support

or challenge the biblical texts we read earlier?
e Do these four vignettes share anything in common? What distinguishes them

from each other?

Biblical Texts 2:

The Story of Jonah

1:1: And the word of Adonai came up to
Jonah son of Amittai:

1:2: “Get up! Go to the great city of
Nineveh, and proclaim against it—for
their evil deeds have risen up before
Me.”

1:3: But Jonah got up to flee to
Tarshish—away from the presence of
Adonai. And he went down to Jaffa and
found there a ship heading for Tarshish,
and he paid its fare and went down into
it, to head with them to Tarshish—away
from the presence of Adonai.

[God sent a storm and the men of the
ship throw Jonah overboard. Jonah is
swallowed by a great fish that God sent.
After three days, the fish spewed Jonah
onto dry land.]

3:1: And the word of Adonai came to
Jonah a second time:

3:2: “Get up! Go to the great city of
Nineveh, and call out to it the
proclamation that [ will tell you.”

3:3: So Jonah got up and went to
Nineveh according to word of Adonai.
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Now Nineveh was a great city of God—
three days’ journey across.

3:4: And Jonah started out and made his
way into the city the distance of a one-
day walk. And he called out and said:
“Forty more days and Nineveh shall be
overturned!”

3:5: The people of Nineveh trusted in
God, and they proclaimed a fast; and
they put on the sackcloth, from the
richest to the poorest.

[The King of Nineveh heard about
Jonah's proclamation and announced a
nation-wide fast.]

3:8: [The king of Nineveh said:] “Let all
turn back from their evil ways and from
the violence which is in their hands.
3:9: Who knows? God may turn and
relent—turn back from the heat of
anger—so that we do not perish.

3:10: God saw that they did—how they
were turning back from their evil ways;
and God relented from the evil planned
for them, and did not carry it out.

[Jonah became angry that God spared
the city of Nineveh. God responded:]

4:11: “Should I, then, not have
compassion for the great city of Nineveh,
a place of more than a hundred and
twenty thousand human beings unable
to tell their right hand from their left,
and also many beasts?”
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Discussion Questions:

e Who are the characters of this story? What is each of their role?
e (Compare this story to the story of Sodom and Gomorrah.
0 How s God’s anger expressed in each story?
0 How are the endings of the stories different? What are the ethical
implications of these two endings?
e What is the effect of reading this story on Yom Kippur? (What would the effect
of reading the story of Sodom and Gomorrah on Yom Kippur be?)
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Unit 2: Anger
Lesson 2: Rachel’s Anger at God

Enduring Understandings:
1. Biblical and rabbinic texts offer us a way to grapple with significant, deep
emotional concerns.
2. The Bible is a dynamic text and we as readers are obligated to interpret it.
3. Emotions are a critically important part of Judaism and of the human experience.

Essential Questions:
1. Which biblical texts can help us understand the emotion of anger?
2. How do biblical texts elucidate the experience of God’s anger at humans and
humans’ anger at God?
3. What do biblical texts teach us about ourselves and our experience of anger?

Required Materials:
e Copies of text sheet for every student
e Access to computers/tablets/phones for students to do their own research

Notes to Teacher:

This is the second lesson in the unit on anger. In this lesson, students will be asked to
explore a midrash in which Rachel expresses extreme and profound anger at God. Like
the previous lesson, we will focus on ways that Jewish texts understand and express the
emotion of anger. Here, students will encounter a text that explicitly and poignantly
records anger at God. This text, however, is a midrash (not a biblical text). This fact will
be an important part of the conversation about the role of emotion in Jewish texts and
using an ethic of reading to engage with our texts.

This lesson has three parts to it. Part 1: Introduction asks students to share something
in the world that makes them righteously angry. The goal here is to help students access
some of their own indignation at wrongs in the world. Part 2: Reading the Midrash
requires students to read and discuss the midrash. Here, they will unpack the nuances of
this text. Students will be able to recall our previous study of the biblical story of Rachel
and Leah; that will help inform their study of this text (and hopefully boost their
confidence that they are skilled and authoritative interpreters of Jewish text). Part 3:
Modern Anger invites students to do their own research into individuals who have used
anger to fuel their work.

Introductory Essay:
The main text of this lesson is from Eicha Rabbah, Petichta 24. This is a departure from
previous lessons that always begin with texts from TaNaKh. However, the text from

Eicha Rabbah, a midrash, is an explicit and poignant text that records the expression of
anger.
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Midrash, contrary to popular belief, is not a commentary on a text, nor is it an explanation
of a text’s meaning. Midrashim are highly political, and often polemical, texts. Midrashim
are an opportunity for the rabbis to convey their ideology about all kinds of ideas.
Through reading midrashim, we gain access to the way that the rabbis thought about
different ideas and values. Just as we have investigated the role of the author(s) and
redactors of the Torah and their possible ideologies, we can and must investigate the
ideologies of authors of midrashim.

In the case of this midrash, we see an extraordinary text that not only allows anger at God,
but in fact celebrates it and the way that righteous anger can influence God. Anger at God
may seem like a surprising topic to be recorded in our texts. However, there are actually
a number of texts that explicitly record anger at God. The Book of Job and commentaries
on it are full of expressions of anger specifically at God and theological questions about
God’s role in the universe. (The Book of Job is too large a document to study in one or
even two sessions. If this lesson sparks particular interest, studying the Book of Job
would be a fruitful next step to continue the conversation.)

In the midrash included in this lesson, Rachel rails at God. She explains that when she
learned that her father Laban was going to have Leah marry Jacob in her place, she and
Jacob established a ‘secret code’ so that Jacob could distinguish between Rachel and Leah.
However, after considering her own sister’s potential shame and disgrace, Rachel taught
Leah the secret code. Rachel uses the experience of not being jealous of her “rival wife”
as an analogy for how God is treating Israel in light of their embrace of idolatry (the
supposed reason for the exile from the Land of Israel and the subject of the Book of
Lamentations). In this midrash, Rachel’s anger ultimately moves God, and the author of
this midrash concludes the text by having God recite words from Jeremiah that promises
a future in which the Israelites will return to their land.

An important piece of context for reading this midrash: this text is dealing with the
historical event of Jerusalem’s catastrophic destruction. For the authors of this midrash,
the destruction of Israel is the most important and salient historical event of their
lifetimes. In this midrash, Rachel uses her own situation (of having kindness and
compassion for her sister) to express anger that God cannot seem to muster that same
kind of kindness and compassion for God’s people. This is a radical and chutzpadik idea
to express! That Jews can express anger, even outrage, at God in the wake of Jerusalem’s
destruction, we too can (and perhaps should) express our own anger at God when the
situation calls for it. This midrash gives us permission to be angry at God.

What is the function of this text and how does our reading strategy help us unpack it?
One function of this text is to show how righteous anger is expressed. Another function
of the text is to demonstrate how righteous anger can move those in a position of power
to act differently. The author of this text believes in a God who is influenced by and
sympathetic to the cries of God’s people. During a time of exile and upheaval, this may
have brought great comfort to the Jewish people. Our strategy of using an ethic of reading
allows us to see how anger functions in a rabbinic text. Anger here functions as fuel. This
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midrash also demonstrates that anger directed at God—in this case, for allowing the
[sraelites to be exiled from the Land of Israel—is acceptable and recognized. From this,
we can extrapolate that anger we might feel at God today is also acceptable and should
be recognized. This may be a radical concept for students to explore and forms the heart
of this lesson.

Lesson Plan:

Part 1:

Part 2:

Part 3:

Introduction

Ask students to share something that makes them righteously angry about the
world today. Ask them to describe the feeling of righteous anger as best they
can—what does it feel like in their body? Their soul?

Reading the Midrash

Read the text together. Use the discussion questions to guide the conversation.
Be sure to remind students that they have read and analyzed the biblical story of
Rachel and Leah.

Modern Anger

Ask students to recall the introductory question about something that makes
them righteously angry. Ask them how their response to that question feels in
light of examining this midrash.

Ask: have you ever experienced a time when you were angry when you were told
you were not supposed to be angry? Discuss the implications of being told that
your anger is not justified or not worthy. Connect this to the midrash—in what
ways does this rabbinic text celebrate the emotion of anger and outrage?

Move students towards thinking about modern expressions of anger. Ask them
to use their phones/tablets/computers (see required materials above) to
research modern-day people and organizations who use anger as part of their
rhetoric effectively. Some initial suggestions include:

People: Organizations:
e Martin Luther King e March for Our
Jr. Lives
e Joachim Prinz e Equal Justice
e (Greta Thunberg Initiative

e Tarana Burke

Have students report on their findings based on their research.
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Unit 2: Anger
Lesson 2: Rachel’s Anger at God

Eicha Rabba, Petichta 24:
Rachel’s Anger

At that moment, Rachel our Matriarch
jumped forward before the Holy One,
Blessed be God, and said: “Master of the
Universe! It is known before You that
Your servant Jacob’s love for me knew no
bounds, and he worked for my father for
seven years for me. When those seven
years were completed and the time came
for my marriage to my husband, my
father advised exchanging me with my
sister. This was exceedingly difficult for
me, when I learned of this counsel.
informed Jacob, and I gave him a sign so
that he could distinguish between me and
my sister, so that my father would not be
able to exchange me. After that I consoled
myself, I suffered [to overcome] my
desire and had compassion for my sister
that she not suffer disgrace, and I gave
her all the signs that I had given to my
husband, so that he would think that she
was Rachel. Tacted kindly with her, I was
not jealous of her, and I did not cause her
to be shamed and disgraced. What am |,
flesh and blood, dust and ashes, that I
was not jealous of my rival wife, and that
[ did not allow her to be shamed and
disgraced, but You, Merciful Living and
Eternal King, why were You jealous of
idolatry that is of no import, and exiled
my children who were slain by the
sword, and allowed their enemies to do
with them as they pleased?” God’s mercy
was immediately revealed, and God said:
“For your sake, Rachel, I shall return
Israel to their place—for there is a
reward for your labor [...]. And there is
hope for your future—declares the Lord:
Your children shall return to their
country” (Jeremiah 31:16-18).
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Discussion Questions:
e Describe the tone of Rachel’s speech. How does it make you feel to hear this?
e What is the role of anger in this text? What are the ethical implications of anger
here?
e How would you describe God’s reaction? What can we learn about the ideology
or intent of the author of this text from that?
e In what ways does Rachel’s speech move or influence God?
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Unit 2: Anger
Lesson 3: Prophetic Anger

Enduring Understandings:
1. Biblical and rabbinic texts offer us a way to grapple with significant, deep
emotional concerns.
2. The Bible is a dynamic text and we as readers are obligated to interpret it.
3. Emotions are a critically important part of Judaism and of the human experience.

Essential Questions:
1. Which biblical texts can help us understand the emotion of anger?
2. How do biblical texts elucidate the experience of God’s anger at humans and
humans’ anger at God?
3. What do biblical texts teach us about ourselves and our experience of anger?

Required Materials:
e Copies of text sheet for every student

Notes to Teacher:

This is the third lesson of the unit on anger and the last lesson of the curriculum. In this
session, students will be asked to apply the reading strategy of a Jewish ethic of reading
to verses from Isaiah. These verses, [saiah 58:1-14, are traditionally read on Yom Kippur.
After analyzing the text, students will be asked to think about how and why this text is
used in our liturgy. Additionally, students will be asked to imagine/re-imagine what
interacting with this text on Yom Kippur could look like. The goal here is to underscore
and feel that the text affects us.

There are four parts to this lesson. This lesson begins by providing some text and context
for the role of the prophet. If your students have previously studied prophets/prophetic
literature, you may be able to skip this section and provide a small recap. However, if
students are not deeply familiar with prophetic literature, then this part of the lesson will
help given them the necessary context to continue on to Part 3: Reading Isaiah with
confidence. Part 4: High Holiday Discussion seeks to open up a conversation about how
our texts are used within our liturgy and how those texts affect us. Students will be asked
to think about how an entire community/congregation can and should interact with this
text on one of our holiest days. In addition to using the reading strategy that we have
been developing throughout this curriculum, asking students to reimagine how a text is
used by a community shows that teens are respected members of their community and
they are empowered to be leaders of that community.
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Introductory Essay:

Let’s begin by talking about the role of the prophet. The first text, the excerpt from
Heschel, provides a short overview of how he conceptualizes the role of the prophet in
[sraelite society. A prophet is often a lonely character, one whose prophetic insights do
not earn him a lot of friends and often leave him isolated from the rest of society. Part of
the prophet’s role is to speak Divine Truth to the ordinary citizens of Israelite society.
Often, the prophet seeks to encourage the populace to turn aside from their sinful,
corrupt, dangerous ways and towards righteous and upright behavior. Righteous and
upright behavior almost always includes caring for the most vulnerable (which, in the
case of Israelite society, were the orphan, the widow, and the stranger). This context is
important for looking at the fourteen verses from Isaiah: students should understand
how the role of the prophet functioned in society before analyzing the text.

The text from Isaiah 58:1-14 is one of the texts that we read on Yom Kippur. This is
important context because of the role of fasting in this text. Isaiah castigates the people
for making a performance out of their fasting while the most vulnerable in society are
oppressed. Isaiah, in channeling God’s voice, asks if “this is the fast I desire?” The answer
is a resounding, “No.” God does not desire a fast among God'’s people that does not also
take into consideration those in society who are still vulnerable and still oppressed.
Fasting should, according to Isaiah, make us feel more connected to as well as empathetic
with the hungry and the downtrodden. If fasting does not do this, as Isaiah is seeing
among his society, then God will not pay any heed to the prayers of those who are fasting.

These fourteen verses provide both a condemnation of the current behavior of the
[sraelites (that they are fasting without actually making any systemic changes in society),
as well as a blueprint for how they might move forward. We must bring our ethic of
reading to both pieces of this text.

How does Isaiah use anger? Isaiah fulfills the role of the prophet that Heschel describes
for us in the excerpt from The Prophets. He sees injustice in his society and uses holy rage
as a motivating factor in speaking out against the status quo. Like many prophets, Isaiah
stands alone to condemn the callousness of his society. What are the ethical implications
of Isaiah’s anger? In what ways does Isaiah’s anger help him convey his message?
Investigating these questions is central to understand how and why prophetic anger
functions in biblical texts and in our world today.

Selecting this passage to read on Yom Kippur is a choice. There are hundreds of prophetic
texts that we could choose from, but this is the passage in our Machzor. This text will
affect us as readers, listeners, and prayers. Reading this text is not a neutral act. Reading
[saiah 58:1-14 without subsequently moved to act to correct injustices in our society
means that we have not been deeply affected by our traditions sacred words. Ultimately,
students should see and feel how all texts, not just this one, affect us. All texts are
opportunities to be moved.

113



Lesson Plan:

Part 1:

Part 2:

Part 3:

Part 4:

Introduction

Ask students to think about someone, present or past, who speaks the truth but
is widely ignored. Ask them to share that person’s message and how that person
is perceived in the world.

Role of the Prophet

Read the excerpt from Heschel. Use the discussion questions to guide the
conversation. Be sure that students have a firm grasp on the role of a prophet in
society before moving on to explore Isaiah 58:1-14.

Reading Isaiah

Read the text from Isaiah. Be sure to provide the context that this is a text we
read on Yom Kippur, a day on which we fast. Use the discussion questions to
guide the conversation. Ask students to highlight the ways Isaiah uses anger to
convey his message. Look at the commentary from Mishkan HaNefesh as well to
enhance your discussion of this text.

High Holiday Discussion

Open the conversation up to talk about how we as a community observe the
High Holidays and Yom Kippur in particular. Invite teens to imagine/re-imagine
how they would want their community to read and interact with this text on
Yom Kippur. Use these questions to prompt conversation:

1. What s the goal of reading this text on Yom Kippur?

2. How do you want people to feel/what do you want people to know after
reading this text?

3. What mediums could we use to interact with this text besides
reading/chanting?

4. What message/feeling do we want people to leave Yom Kippur services
with?

These questions can help uncover some of the goals of this piece of Yom Kippur
liturgy.

Students can work in small groups to brainstorm and workshop their ideas.
Encourage students to be expansive in their imagining. What would it look like if
they wrote a play based on their study? Could they write a song? Who would
they want to invite to speak to the community to illustrate the ideas of Isaiah 58?
What if Isaiah 58:1-14 was read line by line, but interspersed with the text of
Martin Luther King Jr., William Barber III, or Valarie Kaur? As hard as it might be
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to reimagine our Yom Kippur worship experience, invite teens to ‘dream big’
about what could be possible here. Encourage them to think about using what
they have learned about an ethic of reading to influence their planning.

If possible, invite interested students to continuing working on this idea and
implement it for your community during your Yom Kippur celebrations.

Alternative Plan:

Studying this text, rather than merely reading it, is another way that a community could
engage with Isaiah 58:1-14 on Yom Kippur. Using the same lesson plan as above, modify
the parts slightly for a larger group and ask people to reflect on the ethical implications of
reading this text on the actual day of Yom Kippur. Perhaps this could be a catalyst for a

conversation about what future readings/engagement with this text could look like on
observances of Yom Kippur of the future.
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Unit 2: Anger
Lesson 3: Prophetic Anger

Rabbi Abraham Joshua Heschel
The Prophets,2+

Above all, the prophets remind us of the moral state of a people: Few are guilty, but
all are responsible. If we admit that the individual is in some measure conditioned or
affected by the spirit of society, an individual’s crime discloses society’s corruption.
In a community not indifferent to suffering, uncompromisingly impatient with cruelty
and falsehood, continually concerned for God and every man, crime would be
infrequent rather than common.

To a person endowed with prophetic sight, everyone else appears blind; to a person
whose ear perceives God’s voice, everyone else appears deaf. No one is just; no
knowing is strong enough, no trust complete enough. The prophet hates the
approximate, he shuns the middle of the road. Man must live on the summit to avoid
the abyss. There is nothing to hold except God. Carried away by the challenger, the
demand to straighten out man’s ways, the prophet is strange, one-sided, an
unbearable extremist.

Others may suffer from the terror of cosmic aloneness; the prophet is overwhelmed
by the grandeur of divine presence. He is incapable of isolating the world. There is
an interaction between man and God which to disregard is an act of insolence.
[solation is a fairy tale.

Where an idea is the father of faith, faith must conform to the ideas of the given
system. In the Bible the realness of God came first, and the task was how to live in a
way compatible with His presence. Man’s coexistence with God determines the
course of history.

The prophet disdains those for whom God’s presence is comfort and security; to him
itis a challenge, an incessant demand. God is compassion, not compromise; justice,
though not inclemency. The prophet's predictions can always be proved wrong by a
change in man’s conduct, but never the certainty that God is full of compassion.

Discussion Questions:
e According to Heschel, what is the role of the prophet?

e Based on this description, what would you expect to find in prophetic writings
(such as Isaiah, Jeremiah, Micah, etc.)?

24 Abraham ]. Heschel, The Prophets (New York: HarperCollins, 2001), 19.

116



Isaiah 58:1-14:
Prophetic Anger

58:1: Cry from the depth, says God—do
not hold back, lift up your voice like the
shofar! Tell My people their
transgression, and the House of Jacob
their sin.

58:2: Yes, they seek Me daily, as though
eager to learn My ways—as if they were a
nation that does what is right and has not
abandoned God’s law. They ask of Me the
right way, eager for God’s nearness:

58:3: They said, “Why did we fast, and
You do not know it?” Because even on
your fast day you think only of desire,
while oppressing all who work for you.
58:4: Because your fasting is filled with
strife, and with callous fist you strike. No,
your fasting this day will not lift up your
voice before heaven.

58:5: Is this the fast I desire? A day to
afflict body and soul? Bowing your head
like a reed, covering yourself with
sackcloth and ashes? Do you call this a
fast—a day worthy of the favor of
Adonai?

58:6: Is not this the fast I desire—to
break bonds of injustice and remove the
heavy yoke; to let the oppressed go free
and release all those enslaved?

58:7: Is it not to share your bread with
the hungry and to take the homeless poor
into your home, and never neglect your
own flesh and blood?

58:8: Then shall your light burst forth
like the dawn, and your wounds shall
quickly heal, your Righteous One leading
the way before you, the Presence of
Adonai guarding you from behind.

58:9: Then, when you call, Adonai will
answer, and, when you cry, will respond,
“I am here.” If you remove the chains of
oppression, the menacing hand, the
malicious word;

077 0iW2 THIRIR 11733 RIP Is. 58:1
'DnNED 2pY? PR DYY'R *uYy Tam Teip
°377 NV E9T 0P ob NI Is. 58:2
PR LW APy TRTITW 1 Pam
078 NATP PTET0RWR PoRY: afy N7
R

X1 2091 3039 PR KDY Ik n? Is. 58:3
02°3¥Y™727) YHTINER Bonk o2 17 N
AN

NN NITY 1IN 7% 2799 177 Is. 58:4
:0371p 0ip2 yonwias oW mNn XY yun
nizv oi? 3vman oy 1 aiog Is. 58:5
Y2 N9K) pRY TUNT 1BI82 1377 19 DTN
bt aRaiRaahwriolive

niag 0 The S7aman aiy Ty K7 Is. 58:6
DWon DO N2 ayin NIT.R pa vwY
2pRIn RinTo)

0™ TAM? 2v17 099 Ri7T Is. 58:7
0321 DY ARINT3 N2 XD TN
:07unn X7 773m

T TN TR oW Y2 T, Is. 58:8
0N YT TI3 TTX TID7 T2 MRn
X VWA I M RPA T, Is. 58:9
~37) VAN MW Abin 72in 1Rn-oN V5
my

a1 UR3) U1 377 pam) Is. 58:10
10772 I07OX) T W2 mn vavn
Nin¥nE2 vawm Tan o 300 Is. 58:11
RYII 717 139 100 12 AP RheY) 7D
1R 127977KY R 2B

=117 *791n 027V Ni0 Fn 132 Is. 58:12
Ni°ny 33 179 775 77 XQP) opipn )
NIy

TYon NiYy 79371 Dawn 1Y oX Is. 58:13
M WITe? MY n2YR DRI YR o3
%90 Xiyan 777 Nipyn A7) 7200
137 737

117



58:10: if you offer your compassion to
the hungry and satisfy the suffering—
then shall your light shine through the
darkness, and your night become bright
as noon;

58:11: Adonai will guide you always,
slake your thirst in parched places, give
strength to your bones. You shall be like
a well-watered garden, an unfailing
spring.

58:12: From you they will rebuild
ancient ruins, lay foundations for ages to
come. And you shall be called “the one
who mends the breach and brings back
the streets for dwelling.”

58:13: If you cease to trample Shabbat,
stop pursuing your affairs on My holy
day; if you call Shabbat “a delight,” the
holy day of Adonai “honored”; and if you
honor God by not doing business or
speaking of everyday matters—

58:14: then shall you take pure delight in
Adonai. I will lift up your journey on
earth to the highest of places, and
nourish you from the heritage of your
father Jacob. For thus spoke Adonai!
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Discussion Questions:

e What is the main message of this text? How does Isaiah convey that message?

How does this text use anger and rage?

[ ]
e What are the ethical implications of Isaiah’s speech?
e Why do you think we read this text on Yom Kippur?
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Commentary

Mishkan HaNefesh, Yom Kippur25
[saiah is called by God to address the people with a powerful sermon that will
resound throughout the community, as the ram’s horn summoned ancient Israel to
battle or sacred assembly. His words are intended to be as discordant as a shofar
blast, shattering complacency and disrupting the normal ceremonies of the holy day.
The prophet notes, ironically, that God pays no heed to the people’s ritual acts of
fasting and prostration; their hypocritical displays of piety fall, as it were, on deaf
ears. Only if these rituals are accompanied by humility, generosity, and care for the
needy will God “hear” the worshipers and attend to their call. Thus, the entire
passage plays on the theme of crying out and lifting up the voice. How does one
effectively communicate with the Holy One? God, it seems, understands and
responds to the language of compassion.

Discussion Questions:

e Whatis hypocrisy? How do you recognize it when you see it?
e How does this commentary understand Isaiah’s message and how he delivers it?
e What does ‘language of compassion’ mean to you?

25 Rabbi Edwin Goldberg et al., eds., Mishkan HaNefesh: Machzor for the Days of Awe, Yom Kippur (New
York: CCAR Press, 2015), 276.
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