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Teaching Non-Traditional Texts in Traditional Settings
I. Introductions and Methods 


Traditional Jewish society has always been concerned with texts.  For centuries, erudite scholars have been expounding legal, normative and narrative texts, but as Haym Soloveitchik writes in his article, “Rupture and Reconstruction: The Transformation of Contemporary Modern Orthodoxy”,  the normative halacha was transmitted mimetically.  Recent generations, however, have seen an increase in reliance on the text tradition, as opposed to the mimetic one.


The increasing reliance on texts is best understood, according to Soloveitchik, when considering the discontinuity in location between generations in the recent century.  The pogroms in Europe, culminating in the Holocaust caused a great shift in the locale of the majority of Jewry.  Taking a random example from my own family, I can attest to this phenomenon. For hundreds of years the family of my mother’s mother lived in Eastern Europe.  The last three generations of that family have each lived in different continents!  My grandmother lived in Europe,  my mother in North America, whereas I live in Asia.  This discontinuity in locale was so disruptive, that the tradition could not be passed down mimetically.  The only thing we have to hold on to are the texts.  The texts remain constant, they remain the same, even though the Diaspora which the Jews are in changes.


If we are the “text generation” (in addition to the “X generation”), then we will be transmitting a great deal of our values and beliefs to the next generation by way of texts.   Our children and students will study texts in order to learn  the correct path to take in life.  This should alarm us as to which texts are being read.   Rightfully, we should pause to examine if the texts studied are leading our children to ne’ot deshe, fields of idyllic green paradise, or to troubled waters.  This is true not only of halachik texts, but of any text that the child/student reads.


Our examination of this issue will focus on the teaching of  non-traditional  texts in traditional settings.  We will ask the question if study of these texts foster a love of God and a fear of His word, or if they are indeed harmful  for a young, innocent mind full of Chumash and Rashi.  

Before we begin our work we must define the word tradition.  Tradition is defined as : “an inherited, established, or customary pattern of thought, action, or behavior” (Webster’s - entry: tradition).  In our paper we will define tradition as what has been done in the Jewish world, generally, for centuries.  Using that definition, a “traditional setting” would be: a yeshiva, a tutorial, a seminar, led by a religious leader to one/many Jewish disciples. 

The phrase “non-traditional texts” is harder to define.  By this phrase I mean texts that have not  been mekudash, declared holy, by the Mesorah, tradition.  This includes books that have been written by non-Jews, or books that were not canonized, or books that were written by sectarian Jews, and in more recent times, by irreligious Jews.  Examples of “non-traditional” texts in different periods are: Myths of the ancient Near East, the Apocrypha, books written by Karites, and books adhering to the Documentary Hypothesis.  Another way of putting it are that these “non-traditional  texts” are not often used in a traditional  setting to extrapolate the meaning of difficult verses.  We will be examining the use of these books and interpretations in traditional settings, such as the yeshiva.


Our approach and method to researching this topic will involve two-steps.  The first will be a review of the pertinent rabbinic literature. We will study Chazal’s ban on chochma yevanit, Greek wisdom, to see if we can ascertain the reasoning behind it, as well as its scope.  This information is relevant as a background source to our topic, as the texts that we are interested in are Greek or similar in nature to the Greek texts.  We will then focus in on a sampling of texts of the Second Temple period, Ben-Sira, LXX, and Josephus, and study what tradition has said about these.


Our second method to examine this topic will be a case-study.  The specific case is a seminar in Biblical exegesis that I gave in Midreshet Moriah in Jerusalem in April-May of 1998.  The seminar was a chronological survey of biblical exegesis, beginning in biblical times and culminating with modern exegesis.  Evaluating this specific seminar will help us determine, in a “real-life” situation, the benefits and/ or detriments of the teaching of “non-traditional” texts in a yeshiva setting.

II. Background in Classical Sources

The Ban on Chochma Yevanit, Greek wisdom, in Chazal


Saul Lieberman, in his book, Hellenism in Jewish Palestine, argues that the ban on the study of Greek wisdom is not as strict as one might think.  In fact he entitles his chapter on the ban to study Greek wisdom, “The Alleged Ban on Greek Wisdom” (emphasis mine).


The Babylonian Talmud, in tractate Baba Kamma 83b, recounts a story which brought about the ban on Greek wisdom.
  It was in the course of the war between Hyrcanus and Aristobulus, of the Hasmonean dynasty, that the ban was established.
  As a result of events of the war it was decreed, “Cursed be the man who teaches his son Greek wisdom.
  Lieberman emphasizes the words “teaches his son” because he believes that ‘herein lies the rub’.  Lieberman argues that the prohibition on Greek wisdom is not in its study, but rather in teaching it to children.  “The fear [was] that the teaching of Greek may produce or give aid to future informers.  [This fear] could be entertained only with regard to children whose development was not certain, but not to mature people who seek self instruction” (Lieberman, 102).

An additional source that Lieberman quotes to buttress his opinion that the ban was extended only with regard to the teaching of children is the Gemara in Berachoth 28b.hh  The Rabbis admonish, “Prevent your children (emphasis mine) from [engaging in] the science of logic".  Here too, Lieberman maintains, the prohibition is with regard to the education of children and not to self-education.

Armed with this knowledge, Lieberman claims, we can now understand the Gemara in TB Menachot 99b.  The Gemara records the question of Ben Dama the son of R. Ishmael’s sister asked R. Ishmael.  He asked, “Is a man like myself who has mastered the whole Torah allowed to study Greek wisdom?”  R. Ishmael applied the verse in Joshua (1:8) to him: ...’ Thou shalt mediate therein (i.e. in the Torah) day and night,’ go and find a time when it is neither day nor night and study Greek wisdom.”

Lieberman extrapolates a learning from both the question and the answer of the Gemara.  From the question, Lieberman learns that Ben Dama understood that the ban on Greek learning did not extend to him, thereby strengthening Lieberman’s case that the ban did not extend to adults.  The answer of R. Ishmael also provides Lieberman with a new insight.  He claims that R.  Ishmael was stating that the “study of Greek wisdom ...[was] not forbidden per se but only because it leads to the neglect of the study of the Torah” (Lieberman 100).

Similarly, in the Palestinian Talmud
, there is an inquiry as to the reason for the injunction of the ban on Greek learning .  The Gemara quotes a Tosefta in which a question was posed to R. Joshua.  He was asked if one may teach his son Torah, and he answered in the same fashion as R. Ishmael, “Let him teach him Greek at a time when it is neither day nor night...”.  The Gemara concludes that this must not be a valid reason for the ban, since its only objection is that it leads to the study of Torah. The Talmud maintains that , “...[if ] a man... wants his son to take up Greek as a possible profession he should be allowed to teach him, just as he is permitted to teach his son any trade”.  Therefore the ban must have been  aimed at the informers.  

The fact that the Rabbis allowed children to study Greek wisdom when it was relevant to their future is attested to in the Babylonian Talmud, tractate Baba Kamma 83a.  R. Simeon, the son of Rabban Gamliel, the Patriarch, cried, “[The verse] ‘My eve [has been left like] a gleaning-grape alone of all the daughters of my city’ [could be applied to the] thousand young men in my father’s house; five hundred of them studied Torah while the other five hundred studied Greek wisdom and out of all of them only I have remained here and the son of my father’s brother in Asia.”    We learn from this statement that special permission must have been granted the House of the Patriarch because they would later be associated with the educated Hellenistic 

circles of Palestine (as well as to the Roman court).

  The Meiri learns (Baba Kamma 83a) that according to the principle stated above, that those who are close to the kings may study Greek wisdom, so too may Torah scholars, who have ‘filled their bellies with Torah knowledge study these texts, because they too are close to a king-The King: God.

We can conclude our examination of the ban, by summarizing that the ban did not extend to mature adults, but only to children.  Furthermore, because the ban was only in place because of the injunction to study Torah all day,  if the study of Greek wisdom was relevant to a child’s future and/ or livelihood than this ban was uplifted.  We may infer from the fact that the ban was directly connected to the enjoinder to study Torah, that women, who are exempt from the study of Torah may therefore partake in the study of Greek wisdom!!

We have further proof that woman may study Greek wisdom in the Palestinian Talmud.  In tractates Pe’ah  1:1 and Sotah  9:15 it is written in the name of R. Abahu who quoted R. Johanan that it is permissible for a man to teach his daughter Greek, because it is an adornment for her.  There is no need to worry about a woman becoming an informer because “the glory of a woman is inside her house”, it is not the way of women to go to palaces.  Additionally, there are 

achronim who wrote that the threat of informers does not exist today, and so today the ban on studying Greek texts does not exist.

These conclusions are very relevant to our further discussion .  Similar to the Greek texts, the “non-traditional” texts that I am interested in are not considered ‘Talmud Torah’ proper.  There is a danger that the study of each will lead to harmful effects (although in the case of Greek the danger is of creating informers, who might cause damage to the whole nation, and the “non-traditional’ texts may do damage only to the person him/herself or to his/her immediate family and friends).  Therefore, as in the case of Greek texts, if the person studying them is a mature person (and how much more so if this person is a  woman!) then the injunction against the study of them is greatly mitigated.  


Three Examples of “Non-traditional” Texts in the Second Temple Period


The meaning which I attribute to the term “non-traditional text”  being obscure, I thought that I would pause now to give three examples of these type of texts from the Second Temple period.  For each example, I will cite the relevant background material in classical sources.  Were these “non-traditional texts” accepted or rejected by the classical sources?

1.Ben-Sira:  The Wisdom of Ben-Sira is an apocryphal work written by a

Simeon b. Jeshua which consists in great part of maxims, poetic in form, like those in the book of Proverbs.   Although this book was not canonized, its aphorisms, quoted either in Ben-Sira’s name or anonymously, are scattered throughout talmudic literature, and are quoted by both  tannaim and amoraim, such as R. Levitas of Yavneh (Avot 4:4), R. Akiva and Rav.  The Wisdom of Ben-Sira was often quoted with the introductory phrase normally reserved for Scripture, “as it is written”, although it is not a canonical work.


The similarity of Ben-Sira to Scripture notwithstanding ( or perhaps specifically because of this similarity
), there were amoraim who forbade the reading of Ben-Sira.  In tractate Sanhedrin 100b R. Joseph forbids the reading of Ben-Sira.  Abaye attempts to ascertain the reasoning behind the prohibition.  He rules out certain principles in Ben-Sira because of their similarity with Tanach or with Chazal.  He concludes that it must be because Ben-Sira contains divrei havai, silly notions.  R. Joseph is chastened by Abaye’s remarks and concludes that although most of the book is not worthy to be read, the wonderful things in it one may study.

The paradox that the rabbis felt concerning the book of Ben-Sira, because it contained positive and negative things is reflected in the  midrashic tradition first cited in Otzar HaMidrasim
.  The midrash recounts that Ben-Sira was Jeremiah the prophet’s son, but that he was also his grandson!  Ben-Sira was conceived when Jeremiah’s seed was spilled in the bathtub and his own daughter was bathing and became pregnant with her father’s seed.  Ben-Sira’s mother gave birth to him without engaging in sexual intercourse, which the midrash extols as a virtue, and yet the seed which was implanted in her smacks of incest.  The midrash  succeeds to convey both the very positive side of Ben-Sira as well as the negative side.

As the Gemara answered when discussing how Rabbi Meir
 could have learned Torah with Elisha b. Abuyah: that R. Meir took the fruit and threw out the rind, so to we do when studying and/or teaching the book of Ben-Sira.  There are wonderful lessons in it which can help to expound difficult biblical passages, and these lessons we may learn/teach while “throwing out” the silly/ harmful notions in it.

The Wisdom of Ben-Sira is one of the “non-traditional texts” that I would use in a classroom to explain a verse in Proverbs.  We can see that the rabbis left room for this usage, by not rejecting this work.

2. Josephus:  Josephus Flavius (c. 38-100 CE) was a Jewish historian whose works are a good representation of Jewish-Hellenistic literature.  Josephus was a commander in the Jewish war against Rome.  When captured he surrendered to the Romans and appeared before Vespacian foretelling the latter’s future greatness.  For this favor he became a part of the Roman war machine, attempting to convince the Jews to end their war against the Romans.

  Probably as a result of owing Rome his freedom he wrote a history entitled The Jewish War.  (Remembering that Josephus was commissioned by Rome to write this book, will help to understand its bias.)  Josephus also wrote The Life and Against Apion.  His fourth work, and the one which concerns us the most is Jewish Antiquities.  Its purpose was to enlighten the Gentile world about the antiquity of the Jews, hoping that it would mitigate their hatred of the Jews.   In this work he recounts the biblical events, endowing them with the flavor of a Hellenistic writer.  His work is replete with midrashim, some of which are known from existing sources, and others which have not been preserved by the extant literature, and Josephus is their only source.  His book also contains halachik passages.  Again, some of them have echoes in the existing halacha, and some do not, and Josephus is their only source.

Josephus is not mentioned in the Talmud or the Geonic literature.  His first appearance in classical sources is in a translation to Hebrew called Yossifon.  Yossifon was translated in Europe and used by rabbis in the period of the Rishonim.  They considered this work “kosher” (as a history book), and often quoted from it verbatim.  This positive approach to Josephus’ works has a place in later rabbinic literature as well.  The Mishna Berurah, in note 3 on Shulchan Aruch 554:2, lists Yossifon (the relevant section in this book on the churban) as one of the books which is permitted to be read on the Ninth of Av.  What is interesting for us to note, is not so much that the Chofetz Chaiim permitted reading Yossifon on  Tisha b’Av, but rather that he permitted it to be read at all!

With the approval of the Chofetz Chaiim we can proceed to read Josephus, and more to our purposes, to use his Jewish Antiquities  as a tool in biblical exegesis.  When faced with alternative explanations to verses in Scripture, we can look at Josephus’ translation for the way that he read the verse.  Josephus’  translation of Esther is especially important for a student of  the bible or biblical exegesis.  Given the close ties between the Persian world of Esther and Josephus’ own, as well as his close proximity to the court of the ruler in his time (albeit a Roman) he succeeds in really capturing the Weltanschung of the Persian palace, and the intrigues of its court.



3. The Septuagint:  The Septuagint is the oldest Greek translation of the Bible.  The title comes from the Latin septuaginta, “seventy” which is based on the legend of how the translation came into being.  The beraitta in the tractate Sofrim 1:7 tells of a day which was worse than the day the golden calf was made in the desert, and that is the day that the Torah was translated into Greek by 70 elders.  The legend goes that King Ptolemy II Philadelphus gathered 72 elders, not telling them why they were being gathered, and sat them in separate rooms, and told them to translate the Torah into Greek. (This legend is recorded in the Apocryphal Letter of Aristeas as well.)  The rabbis were not in favor of this translation because they believed that the Torah could not be translated well into any other language (important nuance would be lost).  The rabbis were also probably lamenting the fact that the translation was forced.



The Septuagint that we have in our hands today is clearly not an exact copy of 

the translation made by the 72 elders.  It is generally accepted that the Septuagint was indeed written in Alexandria at the beginning of the third century BCE, but it was probably a project initiated by the Alexandrian Jewish community itself, which needed a version of the Pentateuch for worship and instruction.  It was followed by translations of other books of the Hebrew Bible.  The fact that the translation was not forced certainly takes the sting out of the enterprise.



With regard to the translation, the rabbis dissented its use as a replacement for the original Hebrew, because as they said, the original contained nuances that the Greek version lacked.  However, if one would want to use this version as an exegetical tool, and not as a replacement for the original, I am certain that the rabbis would not object.  As an exegetical tool, it is often instructive because of its early date.  The Septuagint, being the version of the Old Testament that the early Christians preferred, is also a precursor of all further Christian interpretations.  (Now the permissibility of studying Christian interpretations to the Bible is another topic!)

 III. A Case Study: Seminar in Biblical Exegesis in Midreshet Moriah 
Introduction

In January of 1998, I began teaching at Midreshet Moriah, a yeshiva for English-speaking young ladies, aged 17-19.  I was at Midreshet Moriah (from here onwards: Midreshet) in the capacity of a substitute teacher for a woman who had gone on maternity leave.  I enjoyed my teaching there immensely, and as the three months drew to a close I began to wonder if I would continue teaching there when the woman who I was substituting for would come back.


I approached the dean of the school and asked if I could teach my own class once the other teacher had come back.  He told me that he was happy with my work thus far, and asked what topic I would like to teach.  I gave him some ideas of mine, and he suggested that I ask the students if they were interested in a class with me.  If I could get a good amount of girls to commit to taking my class, then I had a job.


I had eight girls who signed up for the course, and this was fine with me, because I wanted a small class.  Now the question of the subject arose.  Being as there was only four weeks of learning left to the school year, I decided along with the girls to make the class into an intensive seminar, which would meet for three hours once a week.  I knew that in order to stimulate my students for three hours at a time, I would have to give a very interesting course, with different types of texts, and I thought that a survey class would be the best idea.  Once that became clear to me, I decided to give a class on the history of biblical exegesis.


My idea was to present the continuum of biblical exegesis.  I had an idea of what my students knew by now, and also what they didn’t know.  They had tackled Onkelos, and Rashi and Hirsch, but they didn’t understand that these mepharshim, exegetes, lived at different time periods, in different lands, with different concerns.  I thought that if I could get the girls to see that there were different periods in biblical exegesis, and that it is important to know what period an exegete lived in when reading his comment on a verse, then I had done my job well. 


The seminar was very successful.  The girls enjoyed my class very much; many felt that it tied together a lot of different things that they had learnt doing the year.  They were stimulated to ask questions, participate, and some were provoked to look things up after class. (They told me that I should definitely give the class the following year, but I should give it a different name. Nobody understood what “Biblical Exegesis” meant, and it sounds really boring!)


When the course was over, I was satisfied with how it had gone, but I realized that I had included many “non-traditional texts” along with Onkelos, Rashi and Hirsch, without considering in full the implications of presenting this type of  non-traditional material.  How does this affect my students?  Is it ruining their t’mimut? Do I care?  What are my pedagogic aims?  I had taught the class with no guide, only with the “in-scape of my mind” (Zornberg, introduction).  This means that I constructed the class, by following my knowledge of each period, which includes “non-traditional texts”. I did not pause to evaluate, when constructing the class, how it would affect the fear of Heaven that my students possessed. 

  What I would like to do in the following section of my  work is to evaluate the “in-scape of my mind”; to take the seminar that I taught in Midreshet as a case study in teaching “non-traditional texts”.  I will summarize the course, and evaluate how the class was conducted.  I will then evaluate my teaching of “non-traditional texts”, attempt to classify and categorize them, and lastly reevaluate my pedagogic aims.

Summary and Evaluation of Seminar

The seminar met four times, which allowed me to neatly divide the periods of biblical exegesis into four: 1. Ancient Near East- Pre-biblical times 

2.  Second Temple period

3.  Medieval period

4.  Modern period.

I began my class with an introduction explaining biblical exegesis as a continuum, and began outlining the periods that I would speak about 

 The first period that I had chosen to discuss was pre-biblical times.  I now had to explain why I did that.  What relevance did texts that were written before the Bible was given have to the Bible.  I explained that these texts often contained stories or laws that were also found (or not found) in the Tanach, and therefore could help to elucidate verses or sections of the Tanach. I brought a map designating the location of the ancient Near East (and its relationship to Israel) to orient the students.

  We then plunged into an example of how one can use an ancient Near Eastern text as Biblical exegesis.  The students were asked to read the flood story in Genesis, and then to do a textual analysis of the part of Gilgamesh  (a Babylonian epic which antedates the Bible by centuries) which relates the flood story, and to discuss the similarities and differences between the two.  I anticipated the questions that this text would raise, and hastened to explain that the flood story was not only preserved by our tradition in Genesis, but also in the Babylonian epic of Gilgamesh.  I gave three explanations to this phenomenon.  Either it was a Jewish story which was floating around, and was written down earlier by the Babylonians, or it was a true story which was preserved in two different ways by two different traditions, or lastly, that the Jewish story was true, and the Babylonians emended it to fit their world-view. 

 I then told the girls that the discovery of the Babylonian epic bolsters my faith, because I believe that the story of Noah is true, and that there was a big flood which covered the earth.  Therefore,  it would be strange to me if other cultures would not tell the tale of the flood.  In addition, in our comparison of the two stories, we can readily see that the Torah’s outlook is so much more ethical.  In fact, the Babylonian epic is not concerned with ethics at all!

There is a lot of information, in addition to tales and laws, which is found in ancient Near Eastern texts, which plays a part in Biblical exegesis.  Because of ancient Near Eastern findings we have identified place sites, proper names, ideas about phrases, meaning of words (because of other Semitic languages) and social customs which were rampant in the area.  Examples of these, were how I ended the first class of the Seminar.

The second lesson discussed exegesis in the Second Temple period (or books that were not written as exegesis to the Bible, but which can be used as such).  This includes, first and foremost, the exegesis of Chazal in the Mishna, Gemara, and midrashim.  It also includes Aramaic Targumim: Onkelos and Yonatan, Yerushalmi (Pseudo-Jonathan), Fragmentary Targum and Neofiti; the Apocrypha and Pseudepigrapha; The Septuagint; The Peshitta; Josephus; The Samaritan Pentateuch; Philo and Dead Sea Scrolls.  Following an explanation as to the nature of these texts, the class read a section of James Kugel’s book, In Potiphar’s House which creatively compilates these texts.  We then gave examples of how apocryphal texts can help explain the Bible, and looked at examples of midrashim  and Targumim as well.

Our third class was on Medieval exegesis.  We discussed the French, German and Provencal schools, gave the names of the most famous exegetes in each and discussed their differences.  We then went through various sections in the Pentateuch, along with examples of exegesis to each section for the three different schools.  We did not discuss any “non-traditional texts” in this period.  

Similarly, in the Modern period, only traditional sources were used.  I gave a brief introduction to modern Biblical criticism, but we did not look at any of the critics inside.  What we did examine were comments of the  Netziv, R. Hirsch, R. Hoffman, R. Mecklenburg and R. Soloveitchik.

 This then is a brief summary of the seminar.  As to how the seminar was conducted, as one can see from my descriptions of the class, there was much textual evaluation by the students, which was read together in class.  In addition, the class was small in number, which left more room for questions of clarification. 

 These points make the teaching of “non-traditional texts” much easier in a traditional setting, where most of the young ladies were not familiar with them.  Firstly, the students were able to see the texts for themselves; I did not claim that the Torah is more ethical than the epic of Gilgamesh;  the students read both texts, and judged for themselves.  Secondly, the “non-traditional texts” were always read together in class, so that none of the confusion that could occur if the girls read a strange, new text alone would transpire. Lastly, the class was comprised of only eight girls, so that there was a lot of room for questions.

A Call for a Deeper Evaluation

It is not enough to merely summarize and evaluate the way that the seminar was constructed.  In order to fully realize the implications of teaching “non-traditional texts” in a seminar on Biblical exegesis, we must classify and categorize the texts and we must attempt to ascertain who the exactly is sitting in the audience.  Lastly, and perhaps with greatest difficulty,  I must attempt to delineate my pedagogic aims.

1.Classification and Categorization of “Non-traditional texts” taught in Seminar:  An attempt to classify and categorize the “non-traditional texts” that were taught in the seminar yields two different types of “non-traditional texts”- one type which was written by non-Jews, and one which was written by Jews (albeit some were sectarian Jews).  The texts that come under the rubric of the first type are all of the ancient Near-Eastern texts.  The texts that belong to the second type are the texts of the Second Temple Period.

  
The first type of texts were written in a period before there were Jews- in pre-biblical times.  They were written by Babylonians, Sumerians, Assyrians, and all the other nations that inhabited ancient Iraq many millennia ago. The second type were written by Jews, but a different mold of Jew.  This includes most of the Apocrypha and Pseudepigrapha, some of the Dead Sea Scrolls (the Proto-Samaritan and Proto-Qumran ones), the Samaritan Pentateuch, the Septuagint, some of the Targumim, Peshitta, Josephus and Philo.  

The first texts will probably raise more troubling questions in the minds of the students, but the second could be even more dangerous because of its closeness to Judaism and the Torah.  The first type will raise questions like: How could the story of the flood have been recorded before the Torah recorded it, and what about the discrepancies between the two accounts?  Hammurabi’s code looks more merciful in some places than Parshat Mishpatim.  How could this be?  How could there be a mother-language to Hebrew; wasn’t the world created in Hebrew, and wasn’t that the language that Adam spoke?  And so on.  I believe that there are answers to all the questions that students can pose, but one must do a lot of research before the class to be prepared for questions.  The second type of texts are dangerous because the students might not ask questions about them.  Then it is the place of the teacher to adjudicate between the sources.  The teacher must have the students realize that there is a big difference between a midrash in Chazal, and a pseudopigraphal book.  Chazal’s works were sanctified by the Pharisees and later tradition, and the Psalms of Solomon was not.

2.Question of Audience:  It is always important to know who one’s audience is, but in this case it is absolutely necessary.  When presenting material which might raise difficult, religious questions, one must know (more or less) his/her audience’s starting assumptions.  Additionally one should follow-up with one’s students.  Did this material affect them in a negative way?  If so, how? And, what can be done about it.

The students in Midreshet are mostly religious Jews from birth.  Consequently, most have been schooled to believe in Torah min HaShamayim b’Sinai (Torah is the revealed word of God), as well as that the mepharshim are miSinai (the biblical exegetes are the revealed word of God).  The first assumption will be emphasized in my class, and it is this premise that will help the students come to the conclusions that I would like them to reach.  Someone who does not start with this assumption can be led to conclude things that are against faith.  The second assumption will be broken by my class, and of this I am happy.  If a student believes that the biblical exegetes that she knows are the revealed word of God, then she views them all as one and the same.  I want my students to see the continuum of biblical exegesis.

I would also conclude that this material is not appropriate for the average high-schooler.
  The average high-schooler can be made aware of this material (as I was in high-school) on a superficial level, but s/he should be made to focus on mastering classical, traditional sources.  Once they do this, they are prepared in a post-high-school program or at college to examine the texts of the “non-traditional material”. 

Lastly, we come to my pedagogic aims.  They are quite difficult to articulate.  First and foremost, I want the students to know and to remember (to the extent that this is feasible), the material which I am teaching.  The “non-traditional” texts actually facilitate this interest because they are new and fascinating and so generally serve to hold a student’s interest.  Secondly,  I want the student to pick up skills to make learning on his own easier.  This is achieved in the seminar by the fact that the student grows to understand that biblical exegesis is a continuum.  This newfound knowledge will help the student to study biblical exegetes on her own, because she will be able to better place them in their proper context.  Another interest of mine is to provoke (yes provoke!) the student to think about topics discussed in the classroom outside of school time.  This is very difficult to achieve, but the “non-traditional texts” serve this purpose well, because they are truly provocative.  Not once did a student tell me that she had gone home and thought about a work we had discussed, and talked it over with her friends, etc... . 

 A last, and most important aim of mine is a spiritual aim: to instill Yirat Shamayim (fear of [the yoke] of heaven).  This is my most difficult aim.  How does one go about instilling Yirat Shamayim in others? Especially when one is involved with the intellectual process of a history of a subject.  And most particularly, when there are texts involved which could cause students to question their faith in Torah min HaShamayim (among other things).

   
The answer that I have find in my heart as I conclude this essay is one of simple faith.  Arthur Green, in his book on R. Nachman, entitled, A Tormented Master, analyzes the paradox in R.Nachman’s thought.  On the one hand, R. Nachman is the leading Hassidic proponent of “simple faith”.  On the other hand, R. Nachman often speaks about the best faith observer- the one who overcomes obstacles to faith.  Arthur Green finds the answer to this paradox in R. Nachman’s thought, in the idea of a faith which spirals upwards.  Man begins with a simple faith, and then undergoes an obstacle to that faith.  When he overcomes that obstacle, he has risen in the direction of a upwards spiral, when he finishes, he ends up with a simple faith, but on a much higher level (remember the spiral) than his original faith.  And if one does not have an obstacle to faith?  R. Nachman answers:  Then it is our duty to create one!


I deeply believe in this theory.  A faith which is never tested, or provoked, cannot be really deep.  I do not intentionally put faith obstacles in front of my students, but if they encounter one, due to a class of mine, and they overcome it (with help if needed from teachers), then their faith is deepened, and their Yirat Shamayim tested and strengthened.  

On the rare occasion that one glimpses a bit of this in a student, no reward can be greater.
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� According to the Encyclopedia Talmudit, the ban is not on Greek wisdom at all, but on a type of witchcraft practiced by the Greeks.


� Tosafot, ad loc., quotes a mishna, at the end of Sotah, which states that the ban was enacted during the wars of Quietus (Parma manuscript), which occurred many  years after the Hasmonean dynasty.  Tosafot reconciles this discrepancy by explaining that the Jews did not accept the ban during the reign of the Hasmoneans, but during the wars of Quietus, the Rabbis reinstated the ban, and at that point, the nation accepted it. 
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� As evidenced by the mishnah in Sotah,, this edict was later extended to the teaching of Greek language.


� See Sifre Deut. 34 “ I studied the wisdom of Israel, now I will learn the wisdom of the Canaanites”.  The Sifre prohibits it because it will cause an abandonment of Torah learning (and not that it is prohibited per se.


� Sotah a.1.


� See Emek HaBracha, in the Palestinian Talmud Pe’ah 1:1.


� See Encyclopedia Talmudit, 64.


� See Kohelet Rabba 12.  “...anyone who brings into his house more than 24 books (of the canon) brings confusion into his home, as in the book of Ben-Sira...”j


� There is a tradition that prohibits the studying of Ben-Sira even though it has some nice things in it.  See She’elot u’Tshuvot HaRashba 1: 414.


� Page 35.


� In Chagigah 15b.


� I would like to thank Dr. Bryna Levy for pointing this source out to me.


� MJ Bernstein and Shalom Carmy are in agreement with my conclusions.  B.Barry Levy and J. Wolowelsky believe that the texts of this material can be presented in high-school.





