Diversity in Jewish Observance

Learning about the Conservative Movement and answering the question:

Why is it that everybody observes differently?

Sessions 1-3: Original study outline by Ari Goldberg, updated, edited by Dave Srebnick.

Session 4 material from “WILLING, LEARNING AND STRIVING: A Course Guide For Teaching Jewish Youth Based on Emet Ve-Emunah (published by The Jewish Theological Seminary of America, The Rabbinical Assembly, and United Synagogue of America for THE COMMISSION ON THE PHILOSOPHY OF CONSERVATIVE JUDAISM)

Overview

The study theme for this USY Encampment is diversity as it relates to how Jews observe.  For instance

a) Why do some Conservative Jews allow women to lead services and read Torah, while others do not?

b) Why do some Conservative Jews drive on Shabbat and others do not?

c) Why do some Conservative Jews use electricity on Shabbat, and others do not?

d) (lots of other such questions)

The idea is not that we have to specifically answer these questions.  Rather, we will approach the issue of diversity by studying how Conservative Jews make halakhic decisions, and how that might lead to having two (or more) right answers to one question.

Instructions for Teachers

There will be FOUR one-hour study sessions.  You will have the same group of students in each session.  

This study guide contains an outline for each session.  You should tailor your session to the age group you’re teaching, but please stick to the basic goals of the outline.
Also provided will be a copy of handouts for USYers.  We will duplicate enough copies for each person in the class.

For NERUSY Encampment 2001: If you have any questions, you may contact the educational coordinator, David Srebnick.  He can be reached at srebby@alum.wpi.edu, or by phone at (978) 635-0949.

SESSION 1: HISTORY

Goals

USYers will learn the basic chronology of events which are central to the history of the Conservative Movement. In addition, they will gain an understanding of the significance of these events.

Focus group members on the topic

Welcome to this year’s class. We will be meeting for four sessions and I will be leading the discussion. I am (tell them something about yourself and share an anecdote about a personal event related to your identifying as a Conservative Jew) and I hope to get to know you better in these sessions.

Take a few minutes and pair off with one other USYer near you who you do not already know and share some information about who you are and where you are from. In addition, each person should complete the following 2 sentences:

· “I am a member of USY because ___________________.”
· “The Conservative synagogue that my family belongs to ____________________.”
(Give them about 1 minute.)

Ask for volunteers to tell the group how they completed the sentences.

In response to the first sentence, did anybody’s answer relate to the fact that USY is the Youth Organization of the Conservative Movement, or relate to the religious and educational values of the organization? Obviously, the number of answers in the affirmative will be small. While this is to be expected, quickly discuss if this should be a concern.

In response to the second sentence, were the statements largely positive or negative? What areas did the answers relate to? ‑ i.e. social, religious, social action, etc.

Tell them what you will be covering in this session

In this first session we will deal with the history of the Conservative Movement and how we identify with the Conservative Movement today.

Ask the USYers when the Conservative Movement came into being and describe the circumstances. It is most likely that the USYers will not know the answers to these questions. (FYI. This information can be found on pages 9‑29 of the sourcebook.)

Discuss why it is important to know this information.

Conduct an activity

In this activity , the USYers will create a timeline by physically manipulating dates and events.

On the attached sheet are listed a number of dates and events which are important to the history of the Conservative Movement.

Create the deck of cards as described in the box on this page.  Divide the class into teams of five people, and give each team one deck of cards.  

Ask each team to match the date to the event and put the cards in order.

Debrief the activity

Once the timeline is in the correct order, review each event and discuss why it is important in the history of the Conservative Movement.

Page references for the events to be discussed are in the brackets on the attached list.

	
	Events on the Conservative Movement Timeline



	1290 BCE
	Torah Given at Mount Sinai



	70 CE
	Second Temple Destroyed (Ritual Changes Radically from Sacrificial System to Prayer)



	70 - 500
	Period of Tanna’im and Amora’im [53-62]



	1550
	Shulkhan Arukh [65]



	1776
	American Revolution



	1776-1880
	The Jewish Emancipation in Europe [9-12]



	1880
	Jewish Population of US Is 250,000.  Reform movement Dominant in US. [12-14]



	1883
	First Class of American Rabbis Is Ordained at Hebrew Union College.



	1885
	Reform Movement Rejects Halakhah (The Pittsburgh Platform) [270-271]


	1887
	US Jewish Population Reached 3.5 Million (Predominantly Orthodox, Eastern European Jews) [14-16]



	1902
	Jewish Theological Seminary Admits First Class



	1913
	United Synagogue of America Is Established [211-213]



	1950
	Rabbinical Assembly Committee on Law and Standards Permits Driving to Synagogue on Shabbat [173-192]



	1982
	Reform Movement Adopts Policy Approving Patrilineal Descent [239]



	1985
	Jewish Theological Seminary Ordains First Woman Rabbi [235]



	1988
	Publication of Emet V’Emunah Statements and Principles of the Conservative Movement [198-207]



	1995
	United Synagogue launches “Jewish Living Now” campaign to encourage increased personal observance.


Concluding exercise

Have the USYers do the following activity, a variation of the exercise on page 208 of the sourcebook in which they write an advertisement about themselves. However, instead of using this activity as a connection with Emet V’Emunah, as is done in the sourcebook, utilize this activity to begin the transition from discussing the issues in a concrete manner (i.e. historical experiences and personal data) to a more philosophical and ideological framework (what do you believe in and how does that define yourself), as will be done in the coming two sessions.

Activity:

Write a short advertisement about yourself – “selling” yourself to a potential employer or college admissions officer.

Afterwards, discuss with a partner the difficulty of reducing your whole being to a short advertisement.  What things did you include, and what things did you leave out?  Do you feel this advertisement adequately represents how you would want others to think of you?

How is this exercise similar to presenting a description of the Conservative Movement?

Session II – Halakhic Process

Goal

USYers will be able to describe the halakhic process of coming to a decision about a question which was not directly dealt with in previous Jewish sources.

Focus group members on the topic

Have the USYers complete the following activity based on the one on page 53 in the sourcebook.

Think about what your parents and grandparents might say were the greatest changes in the world and in society since their youth.  Think about how these changes have affected Judaism.  Make a list of what you feel will be the greatest changes in the coming generation and how they will affect Judaism.  How do you feel Judaism should respond to these changes, while maintaining the halakhic integrity of the Movement?   How might Conservative Judaism’s solutions be different from other movements’?

To save time, only do the first part of the activity, listing societal changes. After 3‑4 minutes, ask for volunteers to share their answers and list them on the poster paper at the front of the room.

Ask the USYers to categorize all the different answers. Do the ways in which we respond to these changes differ depending upon the category? i.e. social problems, technology, health and medicine, etc.

Tell them what you will be covering in this session

In this session we will learn and discuss about how Jewish law can help us to respond to changes in society, and about the particular process which the Conservative Movement utilizes.

Conduct an activity

Ask for volunteers to act out the “Oven of Achnai” story from Bava Metzia. The script follows this page.  You will be given copies of the script to use in class.


“THE OVEN OF ACHNAI”

A DRAMATIZATION

Cast: News Reporter, Rabbi Eliezer, Rabbi 1, Rabbi 2, Rabbi 3, Rabbi Joshua, Rabbi Nathan, a Heavenly Voice

Reporter:
(Holding a microphone; the rabbis are engaged in heated discussion in the background) This is Joe Hebrew reporting from Babylonia, where our sages are ready to come to blows in the great Talmudic academy. It seems they can’t decide whether Mr. Achnai’s oven is kosher. The debate seems to be very heated, because Rabbi Eliezer refuses to agree with all the other rabbis.  I hope things don’t get out of hand. Let’s listen in on their discussion:

R. Eliezer:
I just don’t know how many times I can go over this! I’m right, and all the rest of you are just plain wrong!

Rabbi 1:

Rabbi Eliezer, you’re just being stubborn! All of us agree except for you. Majority rules!

R. Eliezer:
Majority rules! We’re talking about God’s law here! What He says, goes! To prove it, look at that tree over there. If I’m right about this oven, then God will prove it by moving it!

Rabbi 2:

(Pointing) Holy smokes! It just got ripped up and thrown down the road. Amazing! But I don’t see how it proves a thing. Your opinion is still wrong.

R. Eliezer:
Really? If I’m right, then that stream of water over there is going to start running backwards! See, it’s started doing it already. That guy in the rowboat looks pretty confused!

Rabbi 3:

Maybe you can do some fancy water tricks, but that still doesn’t prove that your argument is right. It doesn’t make any rational sense, and the rest of us think we’re correct.

R. Eliezer:
Oh yeah? I’ll show you that God agrees with me. The walls of this classroom will prove it.

Rabbi 3:

(Indicating that the walls were closing in) Uh, oh. The walls are caving in! Whew, they’ve stopped before crushing us to death. I thought we were in deep trouble.

R. Joshua:
(Calling to heaven) Hey God, you stay out of this! When we’re discussing your Torah, you just stay out of it!

R. Eliezer:
How can you say that! God gave us the Torah in the first place, and now you think He’s not important? If God agrees with me, let the angels tell us so!

Heavenly Voice:
Why are you arguing with Rabbi Eliezer? He’s the best mind God’s created this century, and if he says the law is one way, he’s right!

R. Joshua:
But deciding the law is not longer done in Heaven. God may have given us the Torah, but from now on, the majority opinion of knowledgeable rabbis is the only way we can decide the law. God trusted us with the Torah, and now it’s up to us to be responsible. Sorry Rabbi Eliezer.

Reporter:
Wow, can you believe it? The heavens talk to them, and they still think they’re the ones who get to decide! I wonder how God feels? Hey, there’s Rabbi Nathan. Let’s see if he has any reactions to today’s events. Rabbi Nathan, our viewers can’t believe that everyone ignored God like that!

Rabbi Nathan:
Well Joe, I just spoke with Elijah the prophet, who spoke with God this afternoon. He says God just smiled while this was going on.

Reporter: 
Smiled?

Rabbi Nathan:
Yes, he seemed proud that His children had come so far.

Debrief the activity

· What is the point of the story? Who is allowed to decide on interpretations of Jewish law, God or the rabbis?

· Why is God smiling at the end of the story?

· Do you agree with the point of the story?

· Did the rabbis agree that each individual Jew could decide on Jewish law? The majority of all Jews? Or the majority of the opinions of learned rabbis? Do you agree with this view?

Give them some information

If the law is no longer in heaven, and the rabbis make decisions by majority rule, is there a set process that the rabbis utilize to come to a decision?

Explain the specifics of the system of sh’elot u’tshuvot, as well as when a question would be addressed to the Committee of Law and Standards and how this process works. You use page 276 in the Conservative Judaism sourcebook and explain the two flow charts to them. Also refer to pages 153‑155 in the Conservative Judaism sourcebook which discuss the specifics of how the Law Committee works.

Conduct an activity

Tell the group that they should imagine themselves to be an advisory board to the mara d’atra of their community. They must decide as a group how to advise the rabbi (mara d’atra) about an issue. (Choose one that had been listed at the beginning of this session.)

· What kinds of evidence should the rabbi take into account in making a decision?

· What are the implications of his decision in either direction?

· What questions should the rabbi be prepared to answer as a result of dealing with and acting on the decision?

· How do you, as a group, advise the rabbi to act on the issue?

Concluding exercise

· How is making halakhic decisions similar to and different from making other decisions; i.e. medical, economic, or political?

· How is the Conservative decision‑making process different from Orthodox or Reform?  (You may want to refer to pages 18‑22 in the Conservative Judaism sourcebook for more details on the positive historical approach.)

· What do you feel are the strengths and weaknesses of the Conservative decision‑making process?

Session III – Why do I Obey

Goal

USYers will be able to explain the issues related to the “truth” of the revelation at Mt. Sinai and will contemplate how these issues affect their personal theology of being commanded to follow the Torah and Mitzvot.

Focus group members on the topic

· What does it mean to say that something is “true?” How much of truth is actually interpretation?

· One of the most significant issues in terms of the “truth” of the Torah and other sources for Jewish law is “transmission.”

· For example, is the Torah we have today the exact words spoken by God at Mount Sinai? Does this matter?

Tell them what you will be covering in this session

In this session we will learn and discuss issues related to why we, as Conservative Jews, should follow halakhah and how our understanding of the halakhic process differs from that of the other Movements.

Conduct an activity

Take as many USYers as you can fit lined up at the front of the room, and play two rounds of the “telephone game.” (The first message
 can be funny, made up by you, and the second one should be the one below.)

Try to have the original message written out. Have the first person underline four or five words that s/he considers important, or critical to the meaning of the passage.  The first person must then read the message exactly as written below.  Each subsequent person can say the message to the next person in line twice, but they can’t consult as they pass along the written message.

Second message: “God spoke to the people of Israel at Mount Sinai, in a loud voice, amidst thunder, lightning, and earthquakes. The people of Israel trembled as they heard God declare that He was the one who took them out of Egypt, and that they should follow his laws.”

Debrief the Activity

Analyze the messages when they come out the other end of the “wire.”  First, see how many people who heard the story can correctly answer questions such as:

a) Where did the event take place? (A: Mount Sinai)

b) What was the weather like? (A: thunder, lightning, and earthquake)

c) Who spoke? (A: God)  What did he/she sound like? (A: A loud voice)

d) Who listened? (A: the people of Israel; note: Jews or Hebrews is not correct.)

e) What did God say? (A: He took the people of Israel out of Egypt, and the people of Israel should follow His law.)

Consider the following:

a)
Is the message the same length as the original? Longer? Shorter?

b)
Did all the words and details survive the transmittal? What types of things got lost? What was retained?

c)
Does the message at the end resemble the original in its intent and meaning? How much so?

Give them some information

Now let’s consider the transmittal of the giving of the Torah at Mt. Sinai.

Ask the USYers to describe what happened, as far as they can conceive of the event, at Mt. Sinai. Depending upon the accuracy of the answers, you may choose to read them the text from the Torah which describes the event.  Text and translation follows:

Exodus 19:9-25

(9) And the Lord said unto Moses  ‘Lo, I come unto thee in a thick cloud, that the people may hear when I speak with thee, and may also believe thee for ever.’ And Moses told the words of the people unto the LORD. (10) And the LORD said unto Moses: ‘Go unto the people, and sanctify them to-day and tomorrow, and let them wash their garments, (11) and be ready against the third day; for the third day the LORD will come down in the sight of all the people upon mount Sinai. (12) And thou shalt set bounds unto the people round about, saying: Take heed to yourselves, that ye go not up into the mount, or touch the border of it whosoever toucheth the mount shall be surely put to death; (13) no hand shall touch him, but he shall surely be stoned, or shot through; whether it be beast or man, it shall not live; when the ram’s horn soundeth long, they shall come up to the mount.’ (14) And Moses went down from the mount unto the people, and sanctified the people; and they washed their garments. (15) And he said unto the people: ‘Be ready against the third day; come not near a woman.’ (16) And it came to pass on the third day, when it was morning, that there were thunders and lightnings and a thick cloud upon the mount, and the voice of a horn exceeding loud; and all the people that were in the camp trembled. (17) And Moses brought forth the people out of the camp to meet God and they stood at the nether part of the mount. (18) Now mount Sinai was altogether on smoke, because the LORD descended upon it in fire; and the smoke thereof ascended as the smoke of a furnace, and the whole mount quaked greatly. (19) And when the voice of the horn waxed louder and louder, Moses spoke, and God answered him by a voice. (20) And the LORD came down upon mount Sinai, to the top of the mount; and the LORD called Moses to the top of the mount; and Moses went up. (21) And the LORD said unto Moses: ‘Go down, charge the people, lest they break through unto the LORD to gaze, and many of them perish. (22) And let the priests also, that come near to the LORD, sanctify themselves, lest the LORD break forth upon them.’ (23) And Moses said unto the LORD: ‘The people cannot come up to mount Sinai; for thou didst charge us, saying: Set bounds about the mount, and sanctify it.’ (24) And the LORD said unto him: ‘Go, get thee down, and thou shalt come up, thou, and Aaron with thee; but let not the priests and the people break through to cone up unto the Lord, lest He break forth upon them.’ (25) So Moses went down unto the people, and told them.











































a)
Did Moses come down with Torah scrolls written exactly as we see them today? 

b)
Did human beings “take dictation” as God spoke to everyone?

c)
Did Moses go up onto the mountain and write down everything while God spoke?

d)
What did the people at the foot of the mountain see? What did they hear?

e)
When was the event recorded? Who wrote it down? If God did speak to everyone, could a written history express everything that happened?

f)
What about the issues of “transmission” discussed previously. Even if the event did happen, is the version we have in the Torah likely to be completely accurate? Why or why not?

g)
If a person believes that the events (and, therefore, the laws that were given) that happened at Mt. Sinai are exactly as portrayed in the Torah, then how did the Torah come into existence? Did God inspire it in some way? What would this mean?
Concluding exercise

Look at the chart on pages 98‑99 of the Conservative Judaism source book (a copy is in the USYer handout). Discussing in particular the column about the nature of revelation, ask the USYers to choose the position they agree with the most. Ask why they chose that particular position?

How does one’s position on the nature of revelation impact upon your attitude towards feeling commanded to follow halakhah.

Relate the following story about Franz Rosenzweig to the USYers.  Encourage the USYers to take this “not yet” attitude about following the various dictates of halakhah, and always to keep their mind open to learning and doing more.

Franz Rosenzweig was born a Jew raised in the ultra-liberal Germany of the early 1900’s. He was part of a group of young intellectual Jews who forsook their Judaism and converted to Christianity so they might “fully” participate in German society. Under severe pressure by his friends to convert, Rosenzweig passed a synagogue on Yom Kippur and entered — certain that it would be the last time he would attend a Jewish service. He emerged transformed, and wrote his existential masterpiece, The Star of Redemption -- in the frontline trenches during World War I. In his work, he fashioned a theology and philosophy of Judaism for modern man in the 20th century. At a certain point in his life. While he was increasing his knowledge of Judaism. Rosenzweig was asked whether he put on tefillin. His response was “not yet.” This was his way of indicating his openness to tradition, his willingness to consider an increasing amount of observance in his own life style and the fact that, at present, he was not yet at the point of making a commitment to the practice of putting on tefillin in daily prayer.

Session IV: How Decisions are Made

IMPORTANT INSTRUCTIONS:

The material that is an excerpt from “WILLING, LEARNING AND STRIVING: A Course Guide For Teaching Jewish Youth Based on Emet Ve-Emunah” (published by The Jewish Theological Seminary of America, The Rabbinical Assembly, and United Synagogue of America for THE COMMISSION ON THE PHILOSOPHY OF CONSERVATIVE JUDAISM).

Two sections follow.

The first section is entitled

MODULE IV: HALAKHAH – GOD’S WAY; OUR WAY – PROCESS AND DECISION

SESSION 11 – CASE STUDIES: EXAMPLE OF DECISION AND CHANGE

It begins on page 17 of this outline.  This is the session you should teach from.  You will receive copies of worksheets 11A (page 18) and 11B (page 19) to use in your class.

DIVERSITY:

One of the reasons that there is diversity among Conservative congregations is that our decision process allows for it.  See pages 153-155 in the “Conservative Judaism” sourcebook for information on how the Committee on Jewish Laws and Standards works.

The second section is entitled

MODULE IV: HALAKHAH – GOD’S WAY; OUR WAY – PROCESS AND DECISION

GENERAL CONCEPTS

It begins on page 21 of this outline. This is background material for the first section.  There are some references in the first section to material in this part, so I included it so you would have it.  The only part you have to teach is the case studies.

MODULE IV: HALAKHAH ‑‑ GOD’S WAY; OUR WAY ‑‑ PROCESS AND DECISION

SESSION 11: CASE STUDIES: EXAMPLE OF DECISION AND CHANGE

PROCEDURES

1.
Summarize for students the proceedings of the first two sessions in this module
 – e.g., we are all involved with Jewish law to one extent or another and our movement is part of a heritage of ongoing commitment to tradition and change. In this session, we will consider an example of contemporary grappling with tradition and change.

2.
Summarize to your students the procedures for making legal changes in our movement as outlined in general concepts, “The Agents of Change” 6b‑6f (which can be found on page 22 of this guide). Explain that where the Committee on Jewish Law and Standards of the Rabbinical Assembly rules unanimously, the decision is absolutely binding on all members—e.g., no Conservative rabbi may be present at or officiate at the marriage of a Jew and a non-Jew. If the Committee doesn’t decide an issue unanimously, rabbis are free to follow the majority or minority opinion.

3.
Simulate the debate on the use of electricity on Shabbat as follows:

a.
Set your room up with a small circle of seven chairs in the middle with the remaining chairs placed around them in an outer circle.

b.
Select two groups of three students to represent the arguments for and against the use of electricity on Shabbat. Give students in each group worksheets 11A (on page 18) and 11B (on page 19) which follow.  These lists were taken from “The Use of Electricity on the Sabbath,” by Rabbi Arthur H. Neulander in Waxman, Mordecai, ed., Tradition and Change: The Development of Conservative Judaism, (The Burning Bush Press, N.Y. 1958, pp. 401‑407).

Ask selected students to sit in the inner circle with the rest of the class sitting in the outer circle. Explain that the empty chair in the inner circle may be used by any student from the outer circle if that student wishes to contribute something to the “committee’s” deliberation. Students who come in from the outer circle should make the point and return to their original seats. Allow the debate to proceed, ask students in the outer circle to make notes of salient points or things they felt were not said. Finally, take a vote of entire class on what the ruling should be. If the vote is not unanimous, ask members who are in the minority to discuss how they feel ; if the vote is unanimous (pro‑electricity) discuss why those who do not use electricity on Shabbat and are Conservative Jews believe that way. Mention to students that on this question the opinion on the Committee on Law and Standards has never been unanimous.

* * *

WORKSHEET 11A

POSITION AGAINST USE OF ELECTRICITY ON SHABBAT

1.
Just because something new comes along is no reason to change—for three thousand years Jews didn’t use electricity on Shabbat, no reason to start now, Shabbat is fine as it is.

2.
Since the use of electricity is something relatively new and its use on Shabbat has not been approved by Klal Yisrael — i.e., the community of observant Jews is not decided on what is appropriate — electricity should not be used on Shabbat.

3.
The Bible clearly states: “You shall not burn fire in your dwellings on the Sabbath day.” Electricity is a form of fire which is expressly prohibited in the Torah. Torah law is the most important and binding and cannot be contradicted even by the rabbis. Moreover, the filaments of bulbs, for example, do burn out, so they must be consumed by electricity just as wood is consumed when on fire.

4.
The use of electricity leads to the violation of other rules of Shabbat—e.g., we may not create something new, so putting on a light is creating something that wasn’t there before; we may not change the state of a substance, so opening a door to the house triggers the thermostat to bring heat leading to the burning of fuel and opening a refrigerator door results in a rise in temperature which leads to the compressor going on and converting the freon gas back to a liquid to cool the refrigerator.

5.
Use of electricity on Shabbat will lead people to violate the spirit and peace of Shabbat by playing radios and television, records and tapes, using the telephone for business purposes or making audio and video recordings.

6.
Use of electricity will make it easier for people to violate other Shabbat laws such as not cooking and baking, not shaving (with an electric or any other razor), not using a washing machine or lawn mower.

* * *

WORKSHEET 11B

POSITIONS SUPPORTING THE USE OF ELECTRICITY ON SHABBAT

1.
Throughout Jewish history innovations in technology were often met with initial resistance, then gradual acceptance—e.g., the change from the ancient Hebrew script (called k’tav ashuri) to the newer script with which we are familiar today took centuries before people would accept it; although oil lamps were approved in Mishnaic times for use as ner Shabbat (lit before Shabbat to provide light on Shabbat), the use of candles once they were invented was at first questioned, opposed, and only accepted generations later.

2.
Though the use of electricity is something relatively new, its use in our society is so pervasive that we simply cannot avoid its use at any time even on the Shabbat.

3.
Our reading of Halakhah teaches us that fire is something that is soref — i.e., The substance itself is consumed in the process of burning and is turned to charcoal or ashes. Therefore, anything which is not soref (does not consume) is not esh (fire).

4.
Halakhah also characterizes fire as producing a flame. (Incidentally, the Rabbis declared a glowing coal made of wood as fire for the purposes of roasting a Paschal Lamb, but a glowing metal coal is not considered fire; thus the Paschal Lamb could not be legally roasted over metal coals.)

5.
It therefore follows that by both tests, electricity does not qualify as fire from the standpoint of the Halakhah:

a.
A filament of an electric light, when it becomes incandescent and gives off light, is undergoing no combustion, and

b.
it gives off no flame.

5a. Even the Maharani, a great recent Orthodox scholar, wrote: “I shall not conceal that I doubt whether lighting electricity can be considered work which is biblically prohibited, since there was no similar type of burning in the Tabernacle (the criterion used by the Rabbis for defining ‘work’). For it is not fire and does not consume the filament. It is only like fire.”

6.
Scientists consider fire one form of energy and electricity another.

7.
Even the most stringent people in our day and age no longer say you can’t go in or out of your house, or open your refrigerator lest you trigger the thermostat.

8.
It is a scientific fact that every bodily movement sets in motion electro‑magnetic waves that we ourselves radiate. Are we ready to return to the biblical command, long ago rejected by our tradition, that we shouldn’t move from our houses (or in them!) on Shabbat?

9.
Many Orthodox scholars have permitted the benefits of electricity on Shabbat as long as it was turned on in advance.

10.
Turning on an electric switch means using something which already exists, not creating anything new. The electricity has been produced through turbines or dynamos at the power stations and is stored in great condensers. It simply flows to us through cables and wires and is tapped by us in much the same way as water is brought to us through mains and pipes from the great reservoirs and is tapped by us by turning on a faucet.

11.
Use of electricity on Shabbat does not imply doing those things still prohibited like cooking, shaving or washing clothes. Just because we use parve non‑dairy creamers, doesn’t mean we eat milk with meat!

12.
Whatever electrical appliance we do use on Shabbat should be considered in the light of ruach Shabbat, or the atmosphere of holiness, serenity and family ties Shabbat seeks to promote—e.g., we might use the phone to talk to a friend, but not to order a pizza!

MODULE IV: ‑‑ GOD’S WAY; OUR WAY ‑‑ PROCESS AND DECISION

GENERAL CONCEPTS:

What it is

1.
Halakhah consists of the ways we are taught to live by Jewish tradition.

2.
Each age requires new interpretations and applications of the Halakhah. The process of interpretation and application is ongoing.

3.
Halakhah is rooted in the experience and texts of our ancestors.

4.
Halakhah is indispensable to Judaism. While Judaism is more than Halakhah, Halakhah is fundamental to Judaism.

5.
For many Conservative Jews, Halakhah is indispensable because it is what the Jewish community understands God’s will to be. Actions based on Halakhah, the performance of mitzvot –​commandments – are expressions through concrete actions of our ongoing encounter with God.

6.
For many, the God‑related element in Halakhah, though understood in various ways, is the primary reason for obeying Halakhah.

7.
In addition to God‑related reasons, there are other reasons and considerations for observing Halakhah:

a.
Halakhah is the means of identifying and preserving the Jewish people and its traditions.

b.
It trains and sharpens the moral consciousness of individuals in society by presenting cases for consideration and teaching Jews how to think about them ethically.

c.
It establishes minimal standards of behavior and gives ideals concrete expression.

d.
Halakhah helps to motivate obedience to moral standards by establishing a set of goals which have both divine and social authority.

e.
Halakhah establishes a structure of rules to govern human interactions.

The Process of Halakhic Change

How Halakhah Changes

1.
Halakhah can be thought of as a body of law made up of separate laws or rules for living as a Jew. We consider Halakhah, the body of law, to be sacred and to have authority. This does not mean for us that individual laws cannot be changed.

2.
Throughout Jewish history, Jewish laws have been changed.

3.
We have reverence for the continuity of Jewish law which prevents us from rash revision and we are committed to avoid change for its own sake. The burden of proof is on those persons who wish to alter the law.

4.
The nature of changes and adjustment will vary with the degree of change in the environment in which Jews live.

a.
New circumstances, technological, social, economic, or political, will sometimes necessitate the modification of Halakhah.

b.
Occasionally, the integrity of the law must be maintained by adjusting it to conform to contemporary practice of observant Jews.

c.
Some changes are necessary to prevent or remove injustice while others are necessary to enhance the quality of Jewish life.

5.
We affirm that the halakhic process has striven to embody the highest moral principles. Where changing conditions produce what seem to be immoral consequences and human anguish, varying approaches exist within our community to rectify the situation.

a.
Where possible, we prefer to use existing laws and interpretations to solve the problem.

b.
Some within the community are prepared to amend the existing law. This formal procedure is called takhanah.

c.
Some are willing to make changes only when they find it justified by sources in the halakhic literature.
The Agents of Change

6.
The Movement’s methods of arriving at halakhic decisions reflect readiness to recognize a variety of interpretations and practices as legitimate.

a.
Individuals cannot be empowered to make changes in the law for that would undermine its authority.

b.
Only rabbinic leaders of the community, because of their knowledge of the content, aims and methods of the Halakhah, are authorized by Jewish tradition to make the necessary changes.

c.
The Jewish Theological Seminary is the center of scholarship and religious guidance in matters of Halakhah. The lay body of the Conservative Movement, the United Synagogue of America, represents the human resources of our community whose opinions and practices must be considered.

d.
Authority for religious practice in each congregation resides in its rabbi, its mara d’atra (local authority).

e.
Decisions on legal changes come from the Committee on Jewish Law and Standards composed of representatives of the Rabbinical Assembly, the Jewish Theological Seminary of America, and the United Synagogue of America.

f.
Parameters set by the committee and at Rabbinical Assembly conventions govern all members of the Rabbinical Assembly. Within those bounds there are variations of practice recognized as both legitimate and in many cases contributory to the richness of Jewish life—e.g., in most cases, individual rabbis may choose to follow either the majority or minority decisions of the Committee on Jewish Law and Standards.

MODULE IV: HALAKHAH ‑‑ GOD’S WAY; OUR WAY‑‑ PROCESS AND  DECISION

PURPOSE: This module is designed to stimulate student thinking and interaction with the all‑encompassing nature of Halakhah, our Movement’s commitment to the traditional processes of conservation and change. and the institutions we have created to further that process.

SESSION 9 ‑‑ A HALAKHIC INVENTORY: WHAT AND WHY DO PEOPLE AROUND ME OBEY?

PROCEDURES:

1.
Explain to students that as we saw in our study of revelation, one’s approach to the source of authority has important implications for what one does Jewishly and how Jewish tradition and laws are preserved and changed. Too often, our students are made to feel excluded from Jewish law and observance by discussions about what they don’t do. This lesson will give students a sense of the practices and commitments all around them and even practiced by them, thus giving them, hopefully, some entry into this world of discourse—i.e., it is relevant to their lives already.

2.
Establish a time limit of 10 minutes and ask class to list (instructor writes list on board) every law or practice they themselves or Jews they know personally, do observe. Welcome all examples whether they be overarching, e.g., “Keep Kosher,” or specific, “don’t eat meat with milk.” Encourage brainstorming, Le., piggybacking on the ideas of others.

3.
Read through with students general concepts “Halakhah—What it is” 1‑7. Explain them briefly or ask students to interpret them. Then ask students to search the list they have generated to see which items correspond to categories expressed in concepts #1, 5, 6, 7a‑e. For example, “Love Thy Neighbor As Thy Self” is an example of concept #5 and/or 7e.

4.
Finally, ask students to consider and list reasons why Jews do obey or observe Jewish law, other than the major one of doing so because God has commanded it. Compare their list with the attached list (Worksheet 9A, 26) prepared by Dr. Jay Stern in Syllabus for the Teaching Of Mitzvah (United Synagogue Commission on Jewish Education, N. Y. C., 1986).

5.
Reiterate to students Stern’s last reason, Le., “A belief that halakhic responses are what God demands of Jews.” Ask students to consider their positions on “revelation” and ask whether any of them feel “commanded” to observe Jewish law. Remind them that the source of this sense of feeling commanded (The Commander) could be God, the Jewish people or something internal in themselves. Lead students into a discussion on what it means to be commanded or feel commanded—e.g., How does one behave in such circumstances? What happens when the command is difficult or uncomfortable? Suggest that feeling commanded is very much a kind of self‑discipline that students already apply to many areas of their lives. Do they feel “commanded” in studying sports, music, or other activities? Would they accept team members doing anything they please, regardless of what the coach wants?

Probe with your class some of the following questions: If a group of friends wanted to go to the beach, would you skip track practice? In addition to possibly getting kicked off the team, what are the problems with skipping? How is God (or Torah) like a coach for the Jew and the Jewish people? What would happen to an army if soldiers didn’t feel “commanded”?

Finally, turn with your students to the following rabbinic maxim and discuss its implications:

Rabbi Haninah said: One who is commanded to do something and does it is greater than one who is not commanded and does it.

6.
Summarize this lesson by emphasizing how large a role Halakhah does play in the lives of students and their families and how important it is for Conservative Jews to seek higher levels of commitment and observance.

* * *

WORKSHEET 9A

A person might “voluntarily” commit himself to the authority of the halakhic system, when there are overwhelming pressures to do otherwise. Among the reasons for such commitment, some are intellectually respectable, and others less so:

1.
Superstition, resulting from the fear of what might happen if God is not properly propitiated.

2.
Familial pressure, such as the desire to please one’s parents, or conversely, “far die kinder” in order to provide one’s own children with some religious mooring.

3.
Conviction that this is a good method of maintaining one’s Jewish identity, far less superficial than organizational involvement alone.

4.
Creation of a satisfying life style, there being good evidence that observant Jews enjoy lower incidences of such undesirable events as divorce and drug abuse.

5.
Habit. Do not downplay this reason, since life would be incredibly complex if we had to analyze each situation afresh, never relying upon habituated responses to recurring situations.

6.
A belief that halakhic responses are what God demands of Jews. We have listed this possibility last, since it is the least likely response to be given by most modern Jews. Yet Divine Imperative is the reason implicit in the berakhah recited before the performance of most mitzvot.
See: blessing on lighting candles, lulav, etc.

MODULE IV: HALAKHAH ‑‑ GOD’S WAY; OUR WAY ‑‑ PROCESS AND  DECISION

SESSION 10 and 10A – THE HALAKHIC PROCESS – DEVELOPMENT OF JEWISH LAW –TRADITION AND CHANGE

PROCEDURES:

1. Explain to students that the process of development, change, and growth was always part and parcel of Jewish civilization. Conservative Judaism also recognizes that religious growth can be a personal process. On the communal level it has provided for development and change. On the personal level it has rejected an “all or nothing” approach. Tell them the following story which legitimates a developmental, incremental approach to Jewishness and commitment to Jewish law on the student’s part.

Franz Rosenzweig was born a Jew raised in the ultra‑liberal Germany of the early 1900’s. He was part of a group of young intellectual Jews who forsook their Judaism and converted to Christianity so they might “fully” participate in German society. Under severe pressure by his friends to convert, Rosenzweig passed a synagogue on Yom Kippur and entered ‑‑ certain that it would be the last time he would attend a Jewish service. He emerged transformed, and wrote his existential masterpiece, The Star of Redemption ‑‑ in the frontline trenches during World War I. In his work, he fashioned a theology and philosophy of Judaism for modern man in the 20th century. At a certain point in his life, while he was increasing his knowledge of Judaism, Rosenzweig was asked whether he put on tefillin. His response was “not yet.” This was his way of indicating his openness to tradition, his willingness to consider an increasing amount of observance in his own life style and the fact that, at present, he was not yet at the point of making a commitment to the practice of putting on tefillin in daily prayer.

2. Encourage students to take the “not yet” attitude as you turn to a short survey of examples of the halakahic process throughout Jewish history.

3. Ask students to read silently the following three pages (Worksheet 10A, page 29) from Conservative Judaism: Our Ancestors To Our Descendants by Rabbi Elliot N. Dorff (United Synagogue of America, Department of Youth Activities, N.Y.C., 1981).

4. Clarify with students anything they did not understand; then introduce this survey of sources exemplifying the process of tradition and change:

Examine the rabbinic statements to determine how the general concepts found in Emet Ve‑Emunah reflect them. Distribute a copy of “Halakhah ‑‑ General Concepts” to students along with the following exercise (Worksheet 10B, page 30) which should be filled in as students read the sources (Worksheet 10C, page 31).

SUMMARY OF SOURCES (10C)

#1 ‑ Right of rabbis to interpret law

#2 ‑ Rabbis convinced Torah needed interpretation

#3 ‑ All points of view could be heard with a way of deciding final ruling

#4 ‑ After Sanhedrin, policy was needed to coordinate law decisions ‑‑ authority to local courts and Rabbis

#5‑ Dorff summarizes for us the process of halakhic change in a context more familiar to us.

Example of interpretation which totally changes original intent:

The Bible clearly calls for the death penalty on many occasions; such a penalty was anathema to the Rabbis and they rendered it inoperative.

5. End this survey by praising students for their hard work. Have students scan the list of concepts on their charts and see if there are any patterns or concepts which show up more than others. Consider the implications. Now, mention to the students that in the next session we will look at an example of the halakhic process with regard to one specific area ‑‑ the use of electricity ‑‑ and see how some of the general principles we’ve derived from our study of the sources can be applied practically.

WORKSHEET 10A

THE GENERAL APPROACH OF CONSERVATIVE JUDAISM TO JEWISH LAW: TRADITION AND CHANGE

... The first thing that you must understand about the Conservative approach to Jewish law is that Conservative Judaism requires observance of the laws of classical Judaism, including the dietary laws (kashrut), the Sabbath and Festivals, daily and Sabbath worship, and the moral norms of the Torah, Prophets and Sages. It is not the case that you are “Orthodox” if you observe the dietary laws or Shabbat, as many American Jews think. Conservative Judaism requires that too! Following the mitzvot is the “Tradition” part of the motto “Tradition and Change,” and it is the reason why the Movement is called “The Conservative Movement”; as we have seen, its founders wanted to conserve Jewish law. That must be the case because Conservative Judaism insists upon studying the tradition historically, and acting in accordance with the mitzvot has always been a key factor in what it means to be a Jew. No non‑observant form of Judaism is historically authentic.

On the other hand, the content of Jewish law ‑‑ that is, the specific ways in which Jewish law is to be observed ‑‑ has not been the same in all periods of history. On the contrary, there have been many changes in Jewish law, including additions, deletions and modifications. For example, Simhat Torah is a major festival in the Jewish year that has no roots in the Bible or Talmud: it developed in the Diaspora and is celebrated even in Israel, where the second day of Yom Tov (on which it occurs in the Diaspora) is not observed. Similarly, the kippah has become a universally recognized Jewish symbol only in the last four centuries. On the other hand, some laws have been dropped, sometimes out of necessity (e.g., all of the laws relating to the ancient Temple), sometimes out of choice (e.g., the acceptance of “the law of the land” in place of all Jewish civil and criminal legislation in rabbinic, medieval, and to an increased extent, in modern times), and sometimes out of disuse (e.g., some of the laws of purity). And finally, Jewish laws have been modified in form. For example, in talmudic times there was a mandatory full‑year period between engagement and marriage with separate ceremonies for each; since the Middle Ages, both ceremonies are done together under the wedding canopy, separated only by the reading of the ketubah (wedding contract).

All three types of changes ‑‑ additions, deletions and modifications ‑‑ have occurred constantly and pervasively in Jewish law. Some of those changes occurred gradually and unconsciously, but many were consciously designed by rabbis in specific generations to make observance of Jewish law possible, relevant, and uplifting in their time.

That is a major problem, though: how do you balance tradition with change? It is easy to accept all of tradition: you simply follow whatever code you choose (the Shulhan Arukh is a popular choice) blindly and mechanically. That may require a lot of you in terms of action, but it certainly does not require any judgment on your part or attention to the complications of modern life. You practice Judaism as if nothing had changed in the last 400 years! That would not only be dehumanizing, it would even be untrue to the tradition, for there have been numerous responsa during that time which have changed Jewish law substantially. It is, however, an approach which all too many Jews who want to return to the tradition adopt ‑‑ largely out of ignorance or misplaced zeal. On the other hand, to change the tradition at will and not give significant weight to it in deciding how to practice Judaism is to create your own religion. The whole point of the Conservative Movement is that to practice Judaism authentically you must combine tradition with change. In other words, the whole trick is expressed in the motto “Tradition and Change” by the “and.”
* * *

WORKSHEET 10B

THE PROCESS OF HALAKHAH

	Source #
	Summarize Succintly Ideas in Source
	List General Concept Numbers From Emet Ve-Emunah

	Ex. #1


	Right of Rabbis to interpret law.
	“What is it?” – Agents of Change 6b

	
	
	

	
	
	

	
	
	

	
	
	


* * *

WORKSHEET 10C

SOURCES FROM OUR TRADITION

HALAKHAH AS AN ONGOING PROCESS

1)
R. Abdimi from Haifa said: Since the day when the Temple was destroyed, the prophetic gift was taken away from the prophets and given to the Sages. Is then a Sage not also a prophet? What he meant was this: Although it has been taken from the prophets, it has not been taken from the Sages. Amemar said: A Sage is even superior to a prophet, as it says, “And a prophet has a heart of wisdom” (Ps. 90:12). Who is (usually) compared with whom? Is not the smaller compared with the greater? (Bava Batra 12a).

2)
“Is not My word like a hammer that breaks a rock in many pieces?” (Jer. 23:29). As the hammer causes numerous sparks to flash forth, so is a Scriptural verse capable of many interpretations (Sanhedrin 34a).

3)
R. Abba stated in the name of Samuel: For three years there was a dispute between Beit Shammai and Beit Hillel, the former asserting, “The law is in agreement with our views,” and the latter contending, “The law is in agreement with our views.” Then a Heavenly Voice announced, “The utterances of both are the words of the living God, but the law is in agreement with the rulings of Beit Hillel.” Since, however, “both are the words of the living God,” what was it that entitled Beit Hillel to have law fixed in agreement with their rulings? Because they were kindly and modest, they studied their own rulings and those of Beit Shammai and were even so humble as to mention the opinions of Beit Shammai before theirs (Eruvin 13b).

4)
After the Supreme Court (Sanhedrin) ceased to exist, disputes multiplied in Israel: one declaring “impure,” giving a reason for his ruling; one forbidding, the other permitting.

In case there is a difference of opinion between two scholars or two courts, one pronouncing “pure” what the other pronounces “impure,” one declaring forbidden what the other declares “permitted,” and it is impossible to determine the correct decision, if the controversy is with regard to a scriptural law, the more stringent view is followed; if it is with regard to rabbinical law, the more lenient view is followed. This principle obtains in post‑Sanhedrin times, and obtained even at the time of the Sanhedrin if the case had not yet reached that tribunal. It obtains whether those who hold different views are contemporaries or live at different times (Maimonides, Mishneh Torah, The Book of Judges, “Laws Concerning Rebels,” Chapter I, Laws 4 and 5).

5)
How is it possible that everything was revealed at Sinai and yet new things are revealed each day? (#2 above) Actually, it is not so contradictory as it seems. If you have ever read a good story as a child and then again when you were older, you will know how that can be. You understood the story in one way the first time, but the second time you might have seen completely new levels of meaning in it. The text was the same, but it said something new to you because you were different. You were older and could relate the story to more areas of life. You also could appreciate more of the themes of the story. Alice in Wonderland, for example, is not just a funny story about a girl who has a crazy dream. It is also a satire on many different types of people and includes even some interesting problems of logic. You certainly did not see it that way when you read it at age seven or eight (or, alas, saw the movie!), but you may be able to understand it that way now. Similar things could be said about the stories in the Bible. If you have considered them only as stories, you have missed a great deal of their meaning. The Bible is at least good literature, and you need to study it again many times as a teenager and an adult to understand it maturely. The reason why people call it a classic is because it says important things about life, but you need to be trained to recognize the various levels of meaning that it has.

Law operates in a similar way. On the one hand, with the exception of the last sixteen amendments, the Constitution of the United States is the same as it was in 1791, when the Bill of Rights was ratified. Its meaning, however, has extended far beyond the intentions of its framers, for judges, lawyers, and scholars have carefully examined its every phrase in applying it to new problems and circumstances. It has even changed meaning a number of times as the Supreme Court reversed itself or greatly narrowed the application of its previous rulings. Yes, in an important sense, all of the later developments were already inherent in the original Constitution because they all are derived from the governmental bodies that it set up and the general principles that it established. The Constitution is understood and applied in many novel ways each year—or, in more theological terms, many new, previously undiscovered meanings and applications are revealed in it as time goes on. But all of the new meanings are dependent upon the Constitution which set up the structure for those interpretations and applications in the first place. That is the sense of continuity in law to which we referred before (Dr. Elliot Dorff).

TEACHER PREPARATION:


The next page is entitled “Events on the Conservative Movement Timeline.”  There are 17 dates and 17 corresponding events.





Write each date and each event on a separate index card.  (Create several sets of cards.)





NOTE: One reason for diversity is that in addition to traditional text such as Torah, Talmud and Shuchan Aruch, societal norms and history are considered as valid input to determining halakhah in the Conservative movement.  When norms change, halakhah can change as well.





See pages 49-51 of the source book for an explanation of how historical and societal context can have an influence on halakhah.





Another reason for diversity is explained in this story.  People decide law.  And because of that, there can be differences of opinion.  Our answers may not be consistent, but the process is.





If you study Talmud, you know on most issues, more than one point of view is presented.  Although there are methods of determining what the “final” ruling is, the fact remains that there were differences of opinion.





So if two rabbis could come to different conclusions back then, it’s easy to understand why that would still be the case today.





DIVERSITY:


Another reason for diversity is that law is decided by rabbis (humans), not God.  While one might argue that there is one and only one way to observe, this story illustrates that the opposite is true.





Humans are not all-knowing, so our interpretations of Jewish law are imperfect.  We can disagree with each other.





In deciding who (which rabbi) to follow, or which movement to follow, we exercise our free will to decide how to observe.





NOTE: Sometimes, groups resist doing this exercise because “they’ve done it before,” or “they know the point.”  If your group needs some encouragement, challenge them to try to get the message as correct as possible.  Tell them that of course you expect the message to change, but you’re also going to analyze how the message changed.  Did all the important parts get transmitted?





DIVERSITY:


Diversity also exists because there are different opinions about exactly what happened at Sinai, and what its implications are to modern observance.





Although everyone saw and heard the same thing, each person told the story differently, perhaps adding personal observations. 











� Some parts of this outline are in italics.  These parts are things are designed to be spoken to the class (obviously, you can use your own words).


� An alternative to the first message is to find a short comic strip and have someone describe the comic.


� The first two sessions in this module are reprinted in the “BACKGROUND FOR SESSION 4” section that follows this outline.


� From Conservative Judaism: Our Ancestors to Our Descendants by Rabbi Elliot N. Dorff.
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