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WHAT I LEARNED IN TORAH SCHOOL

Last January I became the Interim Director of our Abraham Ratner

Torah School. We searched intensively for a new Director but did not find a

good fit until last week. By that time I had already written this sermon, and I

wasn’t about to change it!

 During my early career in much smaller congregations, one of my

primary responsibilities was running the synagogue school. In the four

years leading up to my arrival at Tifereth Israel I was the Director of a

Jewish Day School. I have had a lot of experience.

At Tifereth Israel I have worked closely with Torah School Directors

and taught students, but it has been years since I supervised teachers or

developed curriculum. Once in a while I had to deal with a troublesome

student or displeased parents, but room assignments, budgets, supplies,

and parents were the Director’s responsibility. It never crossed my mind

that I might one day be directly responsible for our children’s Jewish

education. And yet, here I am.

To my surprise, I have been more challenged than burdened by
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these new responsibilities. I have had to think more intensely about the

learning process, and come up to date on the latest theories and

developments in Jewish education. Working more closely with our children

has been a delight, and I began to think more critically and creatively about

educating our students and shaping their Jewish identities. It has been a

learning experience and I have learned a lot. 

This morning I want to share with you some of what I have learned

about educating our children and contemporary Jewish and synagogue life.

I hope that you, too, may profit from my experiences.

My first observation is: “Torah School Gets a Bad Rap.” 

I once overheard a parent coaxing his child to get out of the car and

go to Torah School: “Stop complaining,” he said. “You get out of this car

right now and go to class. When I was your age my parents made me

suffer through Torah School, and you have to, too!”

Although I disagreed with this parent’s methodology, I empathized

with his sentiments. Having grown up in the sixties and attending what was

then called “Hebrew School,” I knew exactly what he was talking about.

In 2009 the Coen brothers made a movie called, “A Serious Man.” It
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is a semi-autobiographical tale of the brothers growing during that same

sixties decade. Several scenes take place in a Hebrew school classroom.

The students rest their heads on their desks, or look out the window, or

pass notes to each other as the teacher, oblivious to everything around

him, drones on conjugating Hebrew verbs:

“Ani Chafatzti, Ata chafatzta, at chafatzt, hu chafatz” - on and on and on.

My Hebrew language classes were not quite as bad, but they weren’t

Disneyland either. Our Judaica classes were another story. I dreaded

opening “The Jewish People, Book One, Two, and Three” by Deborah

Pessin. They are now, thankfully, out of print. Reading these books made

Jewish history seem like one plodding, dreary, endless, stream of irrelevant

events leading nowhere. We had a hard time staying awake, much less

engaged.

It is now fifty years later and Jewish education has come a long way.

When I first directed a Torah School more than thirty years ago, the

materials were better but not as good as today. There are an amazing

number of texts and resources available that meet students where they are

and inspire them to learn and blossom as Jews. The study materials are

colorful, playful, contemporary, and thought provoking.
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Learning styles have changed immensely since, or perhaps because

of, the advent of television and the internet. Today, frontal lecturing is

minimized and interactive learning is maximized. In today’s Torah schools

teachers are not allowed to drone on endlessly in front of the students.

They are given tools to excite and bring students into the learning process.

Good lesson plans are filled with activity and variety. 

Learning is serious business, but it must fun, entertaining, and

challenging to engage students. This is particularly true in a supplemental

school environment. It’s unfortunate that many adults shun educational

opportunities at the synagogue and in the community because of the poor

experiences they had as children. I think they would be pleased to see that

Adult Education has changed as well.

The second insight I want to share is that, for the most part, kids are

happy in Torah School. I know that this goes against popular perception. I

am not naive and am well aware of kids’ complaints and laments. I know

that kids give up their free time on Wednesday afternoons and Sunday

mornings to study, and the resentment this may cause.

Nevertheless, when I visit classrooms or mingle with students on the
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playground during hafsaka, or recess, I see lots of happy and excited

faces. Some of our students have known each other since preschool and

are simply happy to be with their friends. They also love Sunday morning

electives during which they participate in relaxed and informal educational

experiences, such as drama or art. But I also see students raising their

hands and participating in formal classroom settings. They are enthusiastic

when they ask and answer questions, or comment on issues that have

been raised. They are engaged and eager to learn. I see lots of smiles and

happy kids, despite what they may tell their parents. 

The third insight I want to share is: Today’s Jewish education

emphasizes values rather than facts.

When I was in Hebrew School the Judaica curriculum emphasized

memorization. What was the name of Moses’ mother? What are the major

festivals of the Jewish year? In what country did the Spanish Inquisition

take place? (You wouldn’t believe how many of us got that wrong!)

Today’s students do need to have a firm grasp of the who, when, and

where of Jewish life, but now they concentrate more heavily on the “why?”

Why are all of these facts important and what difference do they make in
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my life? How does Judaism inform not only my ritual behavior but

spirituality? Why should I care about being Jewish to begin with?

The title of one of the textbooks we are using sums up this approach.

It is entitled: “The Kid's Mensch Handbook: Step by Step to a Lifetime of

Jewish Values.” Don’t you love it?! It says it all.

One of the primary goals of our school is for our kids to  grow into

loving, generous Jews and human beings. We want our students to live

their lives based on middot, Jewish values, not only the obvious ones such

as tzedakah, but the less frequently recognized ones such as nichum

avelim, comforting mourners, hashivat aveidah, returning lost property, and

hachnasat orchim, welcoming strangers. Exposing our students to these

concepts intellectually is only the beginning. We want them to turn their

knowledge into action, not only in class projects, but in their personal lives.

Judaism in a vacuum is worthless. It is only when we internalize

Judaism’s message of love of God and love of humankind, and tikun

haolam, repairing the world, and turn that message into action that we

endow our faith with meaning. Our mission is to help our children–and

adults–find the spark of Divinity that we all have inside, and to nurture and

fan it until it blazes forth to bless everyone around them.
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When I was growing up it was important for Jewish kids to learn

Hebrew, hence the name “Hebrew School.”  Unfortunately, no one could

figure out what kind of Hebrew we should learn or how it should be taught.

The fourth lesson I learned is: some things never change.

Hebrew is not only the language of the Torah, Bible, Rabbinic

Literature, and the State of Israel, it is the universal language of the Jewish

people. When I travel abroad and meet Jews from other countries, even if

they don’t know English, they know Hebrew. Hebrew is how Jews have

communicated with each other throughout the world, throughout the

centuries. It is our common tongue.

I believe that teaching Hebrew language is one of the core missions

of a Torah School or Day School. One cannot study Judaism in depth or

engage in traditional prayer without knowing Hebrew. Despite our

knowledge and experience, Judy and I still study Hebrew with a tutor every

Monday. For countless years in the past, and God willing, countless years

in the future, Dr. Zev Bar-Lev, has offered Hebrew language classes for

adults on Sunday mornings. (Enrollment is now open!)

That being said, what kind of Hebrew to teach or how to teach it has
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never been settled. I attended Hebrew School not long after the

establishment of the State of Israel. The pride Jews felt about Israel led to

an emphasis on teaching modern spoken Israeli Hebrew.

Years later an objection was raised: why teach modern spoken

Hebrew when few of students would ever live in Israel? As Jews living in

America they will have greater exposure to the Hebrew of the Tanakh,

Bible, and siddur, prayer book. Recognizing this reality, Hebrew Schools

became Torah Schools, and began teaching classical Hebrew.

Jewish educators soon realized, however, that classical Hebrew, the

Hebrew of the Bible, prayer book, and traditional texts, is very difficult and

dense. Add to these challenges the problem of time. Most High School

students study foreign languages at least one hour a day, five days a

week. When I attended Hebrew School, and for that matter, when I first

arrived at Tifereth Israel Synagogue, supplemental schools met three times

a week with one hour each day devoted to Hebrew.

Today our Torah School meets twice a week. That leaves only two

hours a week to learn any kind of Hebrew. Compound that with student

absences, students progressing at different levels, and parents, for the

most part, not being able to reinforce their children’s learning at home, you
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begin to see why teaching any kind of Hebrew is a challenge.

The sense of our Torah School Education Committee is that our

parents want their children to be comfortable with prayer book Hebrew.

This is not only in order for them to be prepared for their Bar or Bat

Mitzvah, but to feel comfortable in any synagogue in the world. They want

their children not only to know how to pronounce and chant the prayers,

but what the prayers mean, as well as key words and concepts.

I think the members of the committee were taken aback when I

wondered aloud about the relevancy of prayer book Hebrew for our

students. I told them that I was not sure that it would be more useful or

meaningful for our students than learning modern Israeli Hebrew.

“Why?” they asked me.

Which brings me to the final insight about Jewish education and

Jewish continuity that I want to share with you today: the key to the

success or failure of any Hebrew School, Torah School, or Day School’s

educational program is the support, cooperation, involvement, and

participation of students’ parents, families, and synagogue

communities...or lack thereof.
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This is not new or earth-shattering information. I, and countless other

rabbis and Jewish educators, have spoken about it for decades, if not

centuries. Nevertheless, my experiences this past year opened my eyes. I

dealt not only with the issue of parental and community participation and

support theoretically, but in the trenches. I saw first hand the influence that

a child’s parents, grandparents, aunts, uncles, cousins, and congregation

have on a child’s or young adult’s attitude toward Judaism, Torah,

observance, Israel, and Jewish life.

I have no quibble with parents favoring prayer book Hebrew over

modern Hebrew. I have no argument with parents wanting their children to

feel knowledgeable and comfortable entering any synagogue in the world.

These are admirable desires and goals.

But I do have to wonder how that is going to happen if students, their

families, and congregation never comes to their own synagogue to pray?

How can we expect children not only to learn the service, but to learn that

the prayer experience is important, that the synagogue is important, that

Judaism is important, if that love and attachment are not only modeled by

their families but community, as well?

Even services that have been designed to be less daunting and user
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friendly, such as Simcha Shabbat, Shir Chadash Shabbat, Tot Shabbat,

and Jr. Congregation have not enticed a broader audience.

 I told this story last year, but it bears repeating.

My wife, Judy, teaches art in the Torah School. A few years ago one

of her projects was beautiful handmade Shabbat candlesticks. She

encouraged her students to bring them home and to begin lighting Shabbat

candles. Several of her students refused. They told her that their parents

would never consider lighting Shabbat candles.

How can we expect any child to find Judaism relevant and

meaningful if their homes have minimal or no Jewish observance and

content?

At one time I loved visiting classrooms and asking students: “What

did you do for Passover this year.” Most students excitedly volunteered:

We went to our grandparents, or friend’s house, or we invited people to our

own seder.

Today, I am more reticent asking the question because more and

more students are giving the same one word answer. “What did I do for

Passover?  Nothing.” Their families didn’t celebrate Passover in any way,

shape, or form, not even with matza. Given that Passover is one of the
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most widely celebrated of all Jewish holidays, this is especially troubling.

My sense is that this is becoming a trend in the Jewish community.

More and more adults are not celebrating Passover, or attending a seder,

either. They may go to Passover dinner at DZ Akin’s or open a box of

matza, but an increasing number of Jews are doing nothing at all.

When I was a teenager, it was unthinkable to attend school rather

than High Holy Day services. Even if all we did was stand around

shmoozing in the parking lot, we were still there. Today, lots of kids skip

High Holy Day services. They go to school instead. And I am not just

talking about the second day Rosh Hashana. They miss the first day, as

well. Sometimes it does not even occur to them that they should be here,

instead.

Again, this seems to be a trend. Each year, fewer and fewer adults

attend Rosh Hashana and Yom Kippur services. Look around at the empty

seats. Each year we reduce the number of chairs that we rent for the

holidays, not only because our congregation is smaller, but because fewer

of our members attend. My colleagues also report the same decline in

attendance.

How can we expect our children and grandchildren to grow up as
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Jews if their families and communities to demonstrate how irrelevant

Judaism is in their lives?

I am not sharing my angst with you today to make you feel guilty. I

learned just how ineffective a technique that is during my stint as a student

rabbi many years ago. One year I gave a fire and brimstone sermon during

the High Holy Days. I told my congregants that they needed to come to

shul more often, they needed to become more involved, they needed to be

more observant, etc. I was on a roll!

At the end of the service a man who never came to the synagogue,

except on Rosh Hashana and Yom Kippur, approached me and said. “I

loved your sermon. That’s tellin’ ‘em rabbi!”

I also learned a long time ago not to chastise congregants who come

to services because others do not attend. 

I share my concerns with you today because I love Judaism and am

concerned about its future, and the the future of the Jewish people. As our

numbers grow smaller, due to a low birthrate and assimilation, it becomes

even more important that those of us who are committed will nourish and

sustain our tradition. If we love Torah, God, and Israel, it is not enough to

educate our children, we must educate ourselves. It is not enough for our
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children to love and celebrate Judaism, we must observe and celebrate, as

well. If we want our children to be comfortable at Shabbat services and

understand the Bible, we must model the behavior. 

Our homes must not only be places to watch TV, play video games,

and surf the web, but mikdeshei me’at, small sanctuaries, in which God is

revered, mitzvot observed, and Judaism celebrated.

In a few minutes we will be joining together in Yizkor prayers in which

we remember family members and loved ones whom have died. We

remember them during Yom Kippur, not only to weep at their passing, but

to remind ourselves of all that was good and noble about their lives. 

During these prayers I not only think about my parents, of blessed

memory, but of my grandparents, as well. Not all of my grandparents were

religiously observant, but there was never any question that they were

deeply attached to tradition and the Jewish people. Their Jewishness

informed everything they did, from attending synagogue on the High Holy

Days, to the Yiddish they spoke in their homes. They keenly wanted their

children and grandchildren to follow the same path, the path they

demonstrated through the stories they shared with us and the way they

lived each day.
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They knew well the words of our tradition: “Our children are our

future” and modeled that future each day of their lives.

The same rabbinic teaching is no less true for ourselves today. Our

children and grandchildren are our future. However, whether or not that

future will be a Jewish one in no small part depends upon us today.


