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Jewish Re-education

By Dr. Erica Brown

“…it is not possible for religious education to convey more than the tools…Everything beyond that – or above that – is not within the realm of educational influence but is given over to the personal and inner decision and determination of the individual…religious values cannot be taught, they can only be acquired.”
Isaiah Leibowitz

Professor Isaiah Leibowitz (1903-1994) was an Israeli scientist and philosopher and an outspoken thinker on politics, education and religion. Leibowitz made an important distinction between religion as a means of serving God and religion as a self-serving vehicle for human comfort and belonging. Is religion a force for human beings to humble themselves before God or is religion designed “for the satisfaction of its members’ needs?” He believed that for most people, it was the latter where it needed to be the former. For him, religious education also faced limitations.

To say that Hebrew schools have failed generations of American Jews is to state a fact and also to miss a point. Just as people are a product of education, education is also a product of consumer needs. We allowed Hebrew schooling to be as bad as it was or is because many people did or do not really want it to be better. If Jewish education were better, it would be exciting and demanding. For too long, we did not want Hebrew schooling to be exciting or demanding because with those qualities come love, understanding and commitment.


If our educational services match our expectations, what is Professor Leibowitz saying in the above quote? He argues that when it comes to religion, the most we can do is teach its tools: the Hebrew language, how to use a prayer book, what Jewish texts say on core Jewish values. We can impart only what the texts say because the teaching of values, according to Leibowitz, is deeply personal. Values cannot be taught, in his words. They can only be acquired.


What is most striking in Leibowitz’ formulation is the purpose of religious education. It provides the tools so that students can make decisions. The problem with his formula today is that, even when Jewish education for both adults and children, is about knowledge acquisition, it is rarely about decision making. It is not learning for doing or being, and therefore, it is almost always doomed to be irrelevant.


What Leibowitz teaches us with his formulation is that for Jewish education to matter, it has to give us the tools to make decisions about our Jewish identities. Religion has many social and ritual components that may mislead us into forgetting its inner dimensions. But it is these inner dimensions that carry the most profound meaning. When we as adults are educating ourselves Jewishly, what decisions follow? If we are sending our children to Hebrew or Jewish day schools, are we asking them to make any personal decisions about their lives or are we simply testing them on information?


Since we are currently reading the chapters about the Mishkan or Tabernacle, note how Leibowitz’ ideas on the Ark reflect his ideas on Jewish education:

"The Ark, which symbolizes the Torah, is essentially made to be carried from place to place. Therefore the poles remained fixed to it. The Torah is not bound to any particular place…Therefore the Ark is made in such a way as to show that by its very nature it can be carried from place to place" 

Religious education should give us the tools of portability; we should be able to take our Judaism to any number of settings and places and make decisions about our lives from a Jewish point of view. But to do so, we have to make sure that Jewish education provides those tools and also the personal time and space to make real decisions about our Jewish lives.
Shabbat Shalom
