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Contemporary Issues in Modern Orthodox Jewish Thought:

A Course-Plan for a High-School Class

Introduction: 

Many students graduate from North American, Modern-Orthodox high-schools without ever having systematically studied major, contemporary topics of Jewish thought.  After high-school, most students will encounter these issues in social or academic settings, or simply in the course of their own religious introspection.  Thus, a background in thinking about these topics openly, deeply, and systematically in a religious high-school classroom setting is viewed as indispensable.  

At some point, most students will have to defend or consider the import of the major tenets of Modern Orthodox belief.  Simply put, these beliefs represent the nexus between Modernity and Orthodoxy.  Accordingly, Modern Orthodox Jews must confront the following issues: a.) Zionism – a recent political phenomenon which, depending on one’s perspective is of great religious significance.) The ever-changing role of women in the modern world, c.) The incredible availability and sophistication of secular knowledge today, d.) The relationship between themselves and others (Jews of other denominations and non-Jews) in an ever-increasingly pluralistic society, and finally, e.) the religious implications of the Holocaust, which loom large for Jews of every denomination.

The Project: 

This project seeks to meet this challenge by providing teachers with a flexible course-plan that articulates goals and provides readings for students.  The model that this project advances is one in which informed class-discussion drives the exploration of the issues.  Accordingly, we include suggestions for teachers who, following the students’ reading and comprehension of the material, wish to raise points that will facilitate further thinking about the topics and related issues, and will likewise encourage the development of critical thinking skills.  

The Audience:

While elements of the course-plan could be implemented on any grade-level and in most Modern Orthodox schools, this model is designed for 11th or 12th grade students with relatively good Hebrew skills and some experience in informed class discussions.  

What this Project is Not:  

This plan does not reflect an exhaustive, “college-course style” attempt to work through all of the major texts on these issues.  Instead, it contains a selection of classical Jewish and modern sources that are particularly suited to spur lively and constructive discussions.  In addition, some aspects of these topics will be covered in other classes that the students take in school – particularly, Zionism and Holocaust in their Jewish history class.  Students will use their knowledge of these events to think about their philosophical implications.

Five topics have been selected for the course: 1.) Zionism, 2.) Holocaust, 3.) Torah and secular education, 4.) women in Judaism, and 5.) attitudes towards non-Orthodox Jews.  There is no particular order that we suggest for teaching the material, though the Zionism and Holocaust sections do share some texts and could profitably be studied one after the other.  

Implementation of the curriculum:

This course is designed to generate student thinking and class discussion.  Below are some questions that are meant to capture student attention as well as to facilitate dialogue.  These questions can be posed as an introduction to each unit.  They allow the students to think critically about these issues, as well as to articulate their preexisting views on these matters.  In many cases it will be interesting and useful for the student to recognize that they have opinions on these matters which they never knew they had.  An alternative use of these questions is as a “round- up session” at the end of each topic to gauge what new ideas students are extrapolating from the texts and class discussions.  It also might be interesting to ask students if and how their views on these topics have changed from the beginning to the end of the presented unit.

I. Zionism:

A. Justification of Study:

Modern orthodox day schools define their ideology as “Zionistic” and students should be educated as to what their school ideals represent.  In order to do so, students need to become familiar with the basic views of religious Zionism – preferably in their original sources.  One approach is to introduce these ideas in the context of differing views.  Accordingly, students can learn about and formulate responses to the ideologies of the secular Zionists who founded the State.  Similarly, the ideas of the charedi, anti-Zionist camp should be presented and debated.  Finally, it would be useful for the students to think about political events and decisions as they relate to the philosophy of Zionism and halakha. 

B. Goals of the Zionism Curriculum:

• The students will gain an appreciation for the contributions of the major religious Zionists and their ideas prior to and around the founding of the State.

• The students will think critically about what the religious attitude toward secular Zionism should be.

• The students will be introduced to the attitudes of the non-Zionist, charedi community and consider the validity of one of their better known arguments. 

• The students will articulate their own views regarding the Modern Orthodox community’s response to secular Zionists as well as to Orthodox anti- Zionists.

• The students will articulate their views on the implications of Zionism today as they relate to the topics of aliya, land for peace, settling the West Bank, Jew vs. Jew during evacuation at Gush Katif, definitions of borders, control of holy sites etc.

C. Motivating Questions:

The teacher might open the session asking: “Who here would consider themselves to be a Zionist?”  Of the students who answered positively some should be ready to back up their statements with a response to the following questions: (It might also be of interest to address those who do not consider themselves as “Zionists” and to encourage them to articulate the sources of their belief):

1.  What does it mean to be a Zionist?

2. What is our attitude toward the secular Zionists who founded the State?

3. What is the basis for the anti- Zionist attitudes?

4. What does Zionism mean in modern times?

D. The Classroom Sources:

Theodore Herzl (1860-1904)

1.) Theodore Herzl. The Jewish State. Sylvie D’avigdor, trans. (London, 1934), pp. 3-30.

This chapter continues the following, short selections.  Each are about one to two pages long: a.) The Jewish Question: Previous Attempts at a Solution, b.) Causes of Anti-Semitism, c.) Effects of Anti-Semitism, d.) The Plan, e.) Palestine or Argentine, f.) Demand, Medium, Trade (each for about a page or two).  Depending on time availability, the instructor can choose from any of these sections.

Herzl’s The Jewish State is by many accounts the most articulate and significant early Zionist argument for a Jewish State.  For this reason alone, it is important that Modern Orthodox high school students be exposed to this “founding document.”  It is also important for students to be given some context for understanding Herzl and his world in order to fully appreciate his argument for a Jewish state.  Parts of this chapter, which is concerned with what Herzl calls, the “Jewish Question,” will give students a sense of the state of affairs in which the Jews found themselves.  This included relatively recent emancipation, but also ugly bouts of anti-Semitism, even in supposedly “enlightened” societies (i.e., the Dreyfus affair).  Herzl’s presentation of these facts should be supplemented with textbook readings from the students’ Jewish history classes.  

The chapter is also valuable in the way that it preserves other “forgotten” proposals – such as the possibility of a Jewish State in Argentina – and expresses ideas that may be at variance with the current version of Religious Zionism.  This should generate a discussion in which students think about what role secular Zionist thinkers should have on Religious Zionism not just politically, but also in the development of its own Jewish thought.  In doing so, the following essay can be helpful to teachers in their formulation of a response and in guiding class discussions.

2.) אברהם אליהו קפלן. בעקבות היראה (ירושלים, תש"ך), עמ' פה-צה ("על הרצל")

This short essay, which has been translated from the Yiddish into easy, readable Modern Hebrew, can form one well articulated Orthodox approach to secular Zionists for students to consider.  Kaplan argues that instead of recreating Herzl as a quasi-mythical spiritual leader, we must recognize his most central contribution – a renewed Jewish pride expressed in nationalism.  Herzl can be forgiven for his general lack of Jewish literacy and religiosity – he was undeniably a product of his cultural environment.  Yet he can be applauded for changing the status of Jews in the eyes of the world – and most importantly in their own perception.  
Rav Avraham Yizhak Kook (1864-1935)

3. A.I. Kook, The Essential Writings of Abraham Isaac Kook, ed., trans. and

introduced by B. Bokser, N.Y., Amity House ,1988, pp. 8-12.

Rav Kook’s writings, many of which are devoted to the idea of “Tzion” as well as Jewish national realization in the Land of Israel, are required reading for all Modern Orthodox high school students who wish to understand, and “experience” Religious Zionism from the bottom up.  While it may be important for the students to gain exposure to Rav Kook’s writings in the original Hebrew, this will be over the head of most high-schoolers.  In addition, while a full course on Religious Zionism would also look at the writings of Rav Kook’s son, Rav Zvi Yehuda Kook, as well as other students, and student’s students of Rav Kook, this would probably take too much time away from students’ own discussions that could adequately take place following readings of Rav A. Y. Kook himself.

This brief section introduces some of the historical / political background in which Rav Kook lived and worked.  It also includes selections from two of his letters concerning the issues of Zionism.  The atmosphere “behind” these letters is charged.  Reading these letters along with the background is particularly suited for getting students involved in discussions about why some opposed Rav Kook’s view, and about the choices that complicate the matter of Zionism.

Rav Joseph B. Soloveitchik (1903-1993)

4. Joseph B. Soloveitchik. Kol Dodi Dofek: Listen – My Beloved Knocks. David Z. Gordon, trans. (Jersey City, NJ, 2006), pp.31-49.

The impact of Rav Soloveitchik’s seminal essay on the significance of the founding of a Jewish state in the ashes of the holocaust is still being felt.  This essay contains both a cogent, rational argument for the significance and momentousness of the founding of the State of Israel, as well as flowery, poetic modes of expression that play off the Song of Songs phrase, “the voice of my beloved knocketh” from which the essay’s title is taken. As with Rav Kook’s writings, “Kol Dodi Dofek” in its Hebrew original may be inaccessible to most high-school students.  In any case, this high-quality, recent translation retains a sense of the original.  Teachers who are pressed for time may want to suggest that students read only short “representative” passages from the essay – for example the section in which Rav Soloveitchik delineates the six “knocks” that G-d intended to awaken the Jewish people with from their spiritual slumber.

There is much to for students to discuss regarding the essay, its impact and import today, and Rav Soloveitchik’s own complicated relationship with Religious Zionism.  Perhaps students may even speculate as to why Rav Soloveitchik himself did not make aliyah.  This allows for a discussion regarding the role of various familial and other personal factors in considering aliyah.  

5. “Symposium: Rav Soloveitchik’s ‘Kol Dodi Dofek’ at Fifty,” Tradition 39 (2006), especially, pp. 21-26.

This recent collection of essays, which is notably not limited to the usual group of rabbis intimately associated with Yeshiva University, is a good starting point for teachers to facilitate a classroom discussion on this essay.  Mali Brofksy’s article is particularly helpful in both summarizing the contents of Kol dodi Dofek and asking insightful pedagogical questions of this work.  Yuval Sharlo, the Rosh Yeshiva of the Hesder Yeshiva in Petah Tiqvah, has an essay that provides a perspective that may be new for North American teachers (and certainly students).  Indeed, all of the articles in this “symposium volume” can help teachers present and lead discussions on Kol Dodi Dofek.  Again, these essays should be used by the teacher to bring a more informed presence to the classroom.  In addition, the material should help the teacher facilitate more fruitful discussions.  

R. Yisachar Shlomo Teichtal (1885-1945)

6. Yisachar Shlomo Teichtal. Eim Habanim Semeichah: On Eretz Yisrael, Redemption, and Unity. Moshe D. Lichtman, trans. (Jerusalem, 2000), (1) pp. 91-109, (2) 229-239, and (3) 369-389.

This religious Zionist work is particularly powerful since it was written during the Holocaust.  In this book R’ Teichtal offers a way for the survivors to emerge from their despair by rebuilding the nation in the land of Israel.  In his book, R. Teichtal expresses his belief that the suffering in his time is a sign of the coming of Maschiach.  The first selection argues how the suffering in the Holocaust is a proof of the redemption.  In reading number two, Rabbi Teichtal attempts to prove that there is a religious obligation of yishuv Eretz Yisrael.  He also attempts to reconcile the omission of this obligation from Maimonides’ count of the mitzvoth.  Reading number three describes how the return to the land of Israel will trigger a renewed national unity.  Depending on the level of the students and the amount of homework that they  can absorb, these readings should be assigned.  If time is short, it is possible for the teacher to summarize each of the selections and distribute one or two pages of the material to “sample” in class.
R’ Eliyahu Dessler (1892-1953)

7. Mikhtav Me-Eliyahu (Israel 1987), vol. 3 pp. 349-354.

In these letters, R’ Dessler is hesitant to call the establishment of the state of Israel and the accompanying military victory the beginning of the Redemption.  However, he does considers it as a possibility. He also firmly believes that the events leading up to the establishment of Medinat Yisrael were positively miraculous and a function of Divine Providence.  

This source can serve to facilitate discussions regarding the concept of reishet tzmichat geulatanu both in liturgy and theology.  In addition, it can serve as a valuable articulation of a “middle position” between the common Modern Orthodox and Charedi views.

Satmar Rebbe – R. Yoel Teitelbaum (1887-1979)

8. Bavli Ketuvot 111a (towards the top: “amar R. Yossi”)

This gemara interprets three verses in Shir ha-Shirim that contain oaths.  Hazal see these as referring to the attitude of Jews (and non-Jews) towards their state of exile.  The first oath demands shelo ya‘alu yisrael be-homah.  Rashi explains this to mean that the Jews should not ascend to the Land of Israel as a group exhibiting a “strong hand”.  The second oath requires that they should not rebel against the nations of the world.
  This serves as a source for many of the anti- Zionist positions.

9. Y. Teitelbaum, Kuntres Vayoel Moshe, vol. 2 (Brooklyn, 2006), p. 157

This brief selection about Yom Haatzmaut celebrations from the Satmar Rebbe’s learned polemic against Zionism should shock the students into a discussion regarding Orthodox anti-Zionism, it’s various manifestations, and its meaning today in a non-Jewish world dominated by similar voices.

Chazon Ish - R. Avraham Yishayahu Karelitz (1878-1953)

10. Sid Z. Leiman, “R. Abraham Isaac ha-Kohen Kook :Letter on ‘Ahavat Yisrael’” Tradition 24 (1988): 84-90. 

This article contains an important quotation “correcting” Chazon Ish’s alleged anti-Zionistic stance and can help further the discussion of the Satmar Rebbe’s position on the topic. The article should be read by the teacher.  However, the Chazon Ish source itself can be copied and distributed in class.

One important resource for teachers on the subject of anti-Zionism is Aviezer Ravitzky’s, Messianism, Zionism, and Jewish Religious Radicalism (Chicago, 1996), pp. 40-78.  Although delving into the radical, anti-Zionist thought of the Muncacz Rebbe is beyond the grasp of most students, it still would be useful for instructors to summarize this chapter and utilize the historical background that Ravitzky provides to try and explain the underpinnings of the anti-Zionist stance.  
II. Holocaust:

A. Justification of Study:

The study of the events of the Holocaust in a Modern Orthodox high school classroom should require no justification.  This study should extend beyond the bounds of the history class where the tragedies are described and numbered.  Students need to be provided with the tools to deal with the theological implications of the Holocaust.  As educators, we must ensure that our students are articulating the basic theological “why” questions in their minds.  We then must at least attempt to facilitate responses. As the generation of Holocaust survivors continues to dwindle, the collective and personal memory of the atrocities is in danger of fading.   That is why events which memorialize, as well as trips to Eastern Europe become ever so more important.  But it is not just the memory of the atrocities that we wish to preserve.  The accounts of heroism; both physical as well as spiritual must be taught, and thereby preserved.  Consequently, learning about Jews struggling to find the place of G-d and religion in the tragedies of the Holocaust are messages that will ring meaningfully in the minds of the youth.  

B. Goals:

• The students will identify theological questions that emerge from the tragedies of the Holocaust.
• The students will react to theological responses during the Holocaust.

• The students will gain insight into modern reflections on the implications of the Holocaust.

C. Motivating Questions:

The teacher may bring in an excerpt from the Diary of Anne Frank or any other moving first hand personal reflection on the atrocities of that time.

1. What are some ways of theologically dealing with the events of the Holocaust?

2. There have been certain Rabbinic leaders who have pinpointed causes for the Holocaust- do we accept that approach?

3. What is the purpose of memorializing the Holocaust on Yom HaShoa, visits to Poland and like?

4. What sort of messages are we to derive from the lessons of the Holocaust?

D. Sources for Classroom Study:

1.)  Jonathan Sacks: Tradition in an Untraditional Age (London, 1990) pp.139-154.

Rabbi Sacks’ essay serves as a good introduction to the topic of Judaism and the tragedy of the holocaust.  The opening paragraphs may be quite familiar to students who often complain of not being able to relate to the holocaust in any real way.  Rabbi Sacks’ breaches the topic of why Jews of his generation (mainly born after World War II) have not successfully dealt with the topic.  Also useful is his treatment of various “explanations” of the holocaust.  Students should be encouraged to discuss how they feel about rabbis and Jewish leaders providing explanations for tragic events and whether there exists in Judaism a tradition of this sort.  If time is short, the latter part of the essay should be read by the students. However, the teacher should read this relatively short article in its entirety.

2.) Joseph B. Soloveitchik, Kol Dodi Dofek, pp. 1-19. 

This selection describes the despair and later, a partial “solution” to the suffering of the holocaust.  It should be read in light of the first unit on Zionism.  Students should be asked to dwell not only upon the philosophical meaning of the passage, but how the Rav’s writing encourages them to “feel.”

R. Kalonymus Kalman Shapira 1889-1943
3.) Nehemia Polen, The Holy Fire (Northvale, NJ: 1994), pp. 1-14 (introduction with historical background), 70-94 (theological development).

This book contains an elegant translation of parts of Rabbi Kalonymus Kalman Shapira, the Rabbi of the Warsaw Ghetto’s, derashot that he wrote during the war.  The bulk of the book subjects these derashot to careful analysis and attempts to chart the evolution of Rabbi Shapira’s response to the holocaust as it unfolded.  Especially if the students do not have much background in the history of the holocaust, it would be useful for them to read the first selection.  Otherwise, they should focus on the chapter regarding the development of Rabbi Shapira’s faith.  This material is particularly suited for a discussion on how Jewish thought develops, and how its development can be seen as a theologically positive aspect of Jewish philosophy.

III. Torah U’ Madda:

A. Justification of Study:


Most Modern Orthodox high school students plan on continuing their education with college study and in some cases beyond.  It is often a given that they will study all secular studies that comprise a bachelors of liberal arts education.  While in practice these students are making a choice to continue their secular studies, it is important to raise the philosophical question of whether secular learning is actually permitted or sanctioned by Orthodox halakha and hashkafa.  It is very possible that for a portion of students this will be the first exposure to an articulated debate on the matter.  Students should be aware that the questions surrounding the relationship between Torah and secular studies have been debated throughout the generations within traditional Judaism.  They should be apprised of the variations of outlooks which regard secular learning as permissible.  The concept of Torah In Derech Eretz, for example, should be explained in contrast from the view of Torah U’ Madda.  It is relevant to study the way that the various modern thinkers who have shaped the foundations of Modern Orthodox ideology have conceived of the notion of combining religious and secular studies.  

B. Goals: 

•The students will articulate their own positions on the questions of Torah and secular knowledge.  (e.g.: Is college and secular learning a bideved or lichatchila?  And then correlated issues like; Is it preferable to enter a profession or full time learning?).

• The students will gain an understanding of Torah Im Derech Eretz view.

• The students will gain a deeper understanding of the definition of Torah U’Madda, and will familiarize with the various Modern Orthodox thinkers nuances of this position.

C. Motivating Questions:

The teacher might open asking students: Are we are permitted to study English literature?  If we are indeed permitted, we can still ask if this is recommended.  Perhaps we should not go to a college that requires a liberal arts education, or maybe it is only a b’dieved choice in order to be able to secure a job.  If we have free time to relax, should we spend it all learning Torah or can we read novels?  Are we permitted to go to work, or is it recommended that we devote our lives to full time Torah study?

This introductory discussion can then facilitate some of the more serious questions:

1. What does Torah U’ Madda mean?

2. How is it different then Torah Im Derech Eretz?

3. What are some critiques of these two approaches?

D. Sources for Classroom Study:

R’ Aharon  Soloveitchik (1917-2001)

1. Aharon Soloveitchik, Logic of the Heart, Logic of the Mind (Jerusalem, 1991) pp. 35-47, 48-60. 

In these two chapters, Rav Aharon Soloveitchik provides a halakhic analysis of the concept of Torah U’mada and suggests how to apply it in practice.  
Rabbi Aharon Lichtenstein (b. 1933)
2. Aharon Lichtenstein, “Torah and General Culture: Confluence and Conflict,” in Jacob J. Schacter, ed., Judaism’s Encounter with Other Cultures; Rejection or Integration (Northvale, NJ. 1997), pp. 217-292.

This essay is written in a style that may be above most high-schoolers’ level of total comprehension, yet may be useful for that very reason!  The article is both comprehensive in its treatment of the issues at stake in the “Torah u-madda question,” and also beautiful in its implicit presentation of the intellectual heights that “madda” can bring a Rosh Yeshiva too.  Teachers might want to use this source as an opportunity to ask what kinds of “madda” are genuinely useful for religious development.  In this regard, Rabbi Lichtenstein makes a good case for including the “humanities” and not only the “sciences” in this endeavor.  The article is quite long but sub-divided into many sections.  Accordingly, the instructor should choose the topic that she or he wants the students to discuss in class (i.e. “Madda as a ‘handmaiden’” for discussions regarding the hierarchical relationship between Torah and madda).


Rabbi Samson Raphael Hirsch (1808-1888)

3.  Norman Lamm, Torah Umadda (Northvale, NJ, 1994), pp. 111-126.

Rabbi Dr. Lamm outlines the philosophy of Torah Im Derech Eretz and places it in a historical context.  He also includes Eastern European criticism of this German Jewish approach to Torah and secular studies.   For students in typical “YU-oriented” schools, this material may seem novel and students should be asked to reflect on its differences and similarities to the Torah U’madda view that they are familiar with.

4. Norman Lamm, Faith and Doubt (New York, 1986): “Two Versions of Synthesis” pp.69-82.

 “Torah Im Derech Eretz” is often grouped together with “Torah U’Madda” even though there are some significant differences.  In this chapter, Rabbi Dr. Lamm compares the two approaches. This reading is important for students to consider some of the other models that though now far less popular, represent important “stops along the way.”  

Rabbi Avraham Yitzchak Kook (1864-1935) 

5. Norman Lamm, Torah Umadda, pp. 127-138.

In this chapter, Rabbi Dr. Lamm presents Rav Kook’s more mystical approach to Torah U’madda and compares it with other strategies.  Students should be exposed to this philosophy, which is much more popular in the State of Israel, and discuss how the world view behind it (mystical, hassidic) can enrich their perspective.  

6. Rav A. Y. Kook, Hazon Hageulah (Jerusalem, 1941), pp. 266-273. 

This text, written in Hebrew, is Rav Kook’s address that he gave at the inauguration of the Hebrew University in Jerusalem.  Rabbi Dr. Lamm mentions the address in the above cited chapter, but if the students have good Hebrew skills, it is valuable for them to work through the original and, after presenting them with the historical background to the founding of Hebrew University as well as the direction it later took, discuss their impressions of this source. 

Critique of Torah U’Madda:

1. R’ Norman Lamm.  Torah Umadda: The Encounter of Religious Learning and Worldly Knowledge in Jewish Tradition. “Opposition To Torah Umadda” (New Jersey, 1990) pp. 39-59.

This source facilitates thinking about the deeper meaning, challenge, and applicability of Torah U’Madda.  Ideally, they enable the individual to go beyond the simplistic byline that many Modern Orthodox students are raised on that Torah U-madda is an unchallenged supreme religious value, and to think about all of the implications of this philosophy.   Rabbi Dr. Lamm includes a survey of the basic points of hareidi opposition 

IV. Women and Judaism:

A. Justification of Study:

 Most students recognize how the role of women in general culture, as well as in the Jewish Orthodox world has changed significantly in the course of the past 100 years.  Many of them question the boundaries or limitations of this trend in the religious community. The Modern Orthodox Jewish woman is confronted with a difficult challenge as she searches for ways to proactively enhance her spirituality within the confines of the Orthodox Jewish tradition.   Increasingly with the years women have been engaging in intellectual Torah study as a path toward greater spiritual achievement and as a means toward greater connectedness to Jewish tradition.  In particular, the long debated study of Talmud for women had become an increasingly popular endeavor, as more and more women’s institutions of higher learning cater to that demand.  Some women feel that increased involvement in the realm of the synagogue services would offer them what they are seeking.  For some this interest has manifested itself in establishments of prayer services for women with varying practices.  The Modern Orthodox female high school student may or may not have already felt or expressed these needs.  It is important to make students aware of these relatively new trends for women so that they can be informed members of this debate.  These discussions run the gamut of issues from questions regarding the role of feminism, veering from traditional practice as well as the halachik considerations of these subjects. It is this belief that women who are informed of the issues as well as the differing views of modern Jewish thinkers will be empowered to make the proper personal decisions that may arise in their Jewish future.

B. Goals:

• Students will be informed of some of the popular trends that relate to women’s learning and prayer.

• Students will be informed of some of the various positions on these topics.

• Students will articulate their personal views on the changing position of women within orthodox Jewish tradition.

C. Motivating Questions:


The teacher might begin with asking the female students how their lives as women in the Orthodox Jewish world have changed since their grandmother’s and great grandmother’s time.  Students should be encouraged to articulate their questions regarding these matters, as well as their opinions regarding women’s role in Judaism, Torah education for women, and women’s participation in synagogue life.

1. What are our attitudes towards feminism in the Orthodox world?

2. Are women’s prayer groups halachically permissible, and if they are do we sanction then from a philosophical perspective?

3. What should our attitudes be toward women’s learning, specifically the study of Talmud?

D. Sources for Classroom Study:

1. Joel Wolowelsky, Women, Jewish Law, and Modernity: New Opportunities in a Post-Feminist Age (Hoboken, NJ, 1997), pp. ix-xiv.

In this reading, Dr. Wolokelsky makes the important point that we are now living in a “post-feminist age.”  Many of the issues on the table regarding women and Judaism are no longer tainted by the more objectionable aspects of the feminist movement.  This insight provides an introduction to looking at how Modern Orthodoxy is dealing with changes in the status of women.  

A. Women and Prayer

Yeshiva University Roshei Yeshiva: (Rabbis Nissan Lipa Alpert, Abba Bronspigel, Mordechai Willig, Yehuda Parnes, and Hershel Schachter)
1. “Teshuva beInyan Nashim beHakafot veKhu," HaDarom 54 (Sivan 5745), pp. 49-53.

2. Beikvei Hatzon (Jerusalem, 5757), pp. 21-37.

These two responsa represent one early, Modern Orthodox rabbinic response to the phenomenon of Women’s Tefilla Groups.  If they have the necessary Hebrew skills, students should read them together with the next selection that contextualizes this and other approaches to the subject.  If not, teachers should summarize the reading and give students a brief selection in the original so at least they can assume some familiarity with the material.

4. Aharon Feldman, “Contemporary Issues” in Rigshei Lev: Women and Tefilla  (Southfield, Michigan, 2001), pp. 281-291.

This short treatment of women’s tefilla groups expresses a haredei view of the phenomenon that may be seen as somewhat radical to students.  As such, it can serve as a catalyst to further discussion about how these issues are dealt with by different communities.

B. Women and the Study of Torah

1. Moshe Meiselman, Jewish Woman in Jewish Law (New York, 1978), pp. 34-46.

This still relevant presentation of the material helps students frame the inquiry into the topic of Women and Torah study.  

2. Joel Wolowelsky, Women, Jewish Law, and Modernity: New Opportunities in a Post-Feminist Age, pp. 111-118.

Dr. Wolowelsky’s presentation of personal accounts of women and Torah learning is again useful in providing students with the human side of the discussion..

3. Joel B. Wolowelsky, ed., Women and the Study of Torah (Hoboken, NJ, 1992), pp. 113-144.

This lively and occasionally “verbally violent” exchange is valuable for students to gauge the variety of contemporary opinions available, and also what is at stake in this discussion. 

4. Daniel Sperber, “Congregational Dignity and Human Dignity: Women and Public Torah Reading” Edah 3 (2003): 1-14.

This article may be useful as a teacher’s reading.  This article contains a justification and explanation of the new egalitarian-style Orthodox minyanim.  As this is an especially charged issue in Modern Orthodoxy, this source could be omitted or included in the curriculum depending on the type of school and community.
V. Relationship of Orthodox Jews with Secular Jews

A. Justification of Study:


As pluralism becomes more and more widespread within the world at large, Orthodox Judaism seeks to find the proper response to dealing with Jews who do not subscribe to strict Orthodox ideology.  Modern Orthodox high school students have likely encountered fellow Jews with non traditional approaches.  Whether a neighbor, relative or family friend, the question of how to treat their views and practices is indeed a complex one.  Should our dealings be cordial and polite or should we express our disapproval or even cut off contact?  This portion of the curriculum model seeks to raise these issues in the minds of students.  It hopes to facilitate thinking and dialogue amongst the students.  Most of all it seeks to prepare them for the “real world” where they will encounter all forms on non traditional Jews.

B. Goals:

• Students will become aware of the challenges in dealing with fellow Jews who subscribe to non traditional ideology.

• Students will be informed of some Orthodox approaches to this question.

• Students will differentiate between interpersonal dealings and legitimization.

C. Motivating Questions:

It is like that every North American Modern Orthodox high school student has met in some capacity a fellow Jew who subscribes to a non Orthodox ideology.  The teacher might present several scenarios to the student whereby an Orthodox individual finds themselves in a social, work related or in a teacher student relationship (for example- in a college course)  with a non orthodox Jew.  Allow students to come up with a number of potential dilemmas that may arise and encourage classmates to attempt resolution.

1. How accepting or non-accepting should we be towards those Jews who adopt non traditional approaches to Judaism?

2. How can we attempt to heal the schism between Orthodox, Reform and Conservative groups?

D. Sources for Classroom Study:

1. Yehuda Amital, “Rebuking a Fellow Jew: Theory and Practice,” Jacob J. Schacter, ed., Jewish Tradition and the Nontraditional Jew (Northvale, NJ, 1992), pp. 119-138. 

In this article, Rav Amital combines a theoretical survey of the mitzvah of “tochacha” and its application in a new and challenging context.  Along the way, he develops an approach to secular Jews that recognizes their place in today’s world and opens the door to real dialogue and more nuanced “kiruv rechokim.”  Students can reflect on how much the issues of Orthodox and non-Traditional Jews hover on the question of bringing them to Orthodox observance, and whether there may be other approaches as well.

2. Nachum Rabinovitch, “All Jews are Responsible for one another,” in Jacob J. Schacter, ed., Jewish Tradition and the Nontraditional Jew, pp 188-192

Rabbi Rabinovitch highlights the mitzvah of arevut and shows how this principle is quite inclusive of “other” Jews.  Teachers may also want to focus on his discussion of “children taken captive (tinok shenishbah)” and show how this idea has contributed a new way of looking at non-observant Jews.  

Further Readings for Teachers:

1. J. David Bleich, “Orthodoxy and the Non-Orthodox,” in Jonathan Sacks, ed., Orthodoxy Confronts Modernity (Ktav, 1991), 


Here, Bleich stresses the difference between reaching out to individuals in communities of non-Orthodox and legitimizing non-Orthodox ideologies and institutions.  Teachers might use this to help explore some of the issues like sitting on boards with non-Orthodox rabbis with students, and comparing that with the topic of individual relationships with non-Orthodox Jews.
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� Depending on the level of the students and the amount of classroom time and their homework load, these readings can be partially assigned for homework and then reviewed in class.  Alternatively, the teacher may summarize the readings and provide a one or two page selection that gives students a feeling for the material.  


� The third oath, taken by the non-Jews, does not concern us here





