Why Study Text?

Why is Study Important for Jews in Contemporary Society?

· Study is a mitzvah, an integral part of the Jewish tradition.

· Study is a vehicle for spiritual growth.

· Study can help us to better understand who we are.

· Competence and comfort can only be achieved through study and knowledge.

· For Jews in some movements, study provides a critical basis for informed choice.

Both torah lishma (study for its own sake) and torat chayim (study as an aid to daily living) are important, and both of these are very different from education, as commonly thought of in American society.

Why is Study Integral to The ECE RE‑IMAGINE Project?

The medium is the message.  The project examines Jewish education in the synagogue, so it is imperative to model learning as a core value.

Why Study Jewish Texts?

Not all Jewish study involves texts, and not all the learning you do with your fellow congregants in this project will involve Jewish text.  Still, text study is important in this project for a number of reasons:

· We are not interested in developing a group of like-minded thinkers (as though this were even possible!).  Rather, the goal is for every individual to be able to access and study the tradition without over-reliance on experts or authorities.  While some of our knowledge will always be filtered through the lens of our teachers and leaders, true autonomy requires that each of us engage in our own interpretation.

· Text study is a particularly powerful vehicle for building community, trust and reflection.  Learning to appreciate how others think prepares you to make the difficult and complex decisions you ultimately will face

· The textual tradition keeps Jews connected to Judaism.  As a starting point for becoming informed, it establishes the parameters within which we interpret and apply tradition to our lives.  The choices or interpretations of tradition made by one generation should not close off the options or interpretations available to the generations that follow.  If Jews did not continually study texts, the choices and interpretations made today would alter Judaism irrevocably.

Which Texts are Appropriate for Study?

Anything and everything.  Torah, for the purposes of our work, is interpreted broadly to mean all of Jewish literature.  Participants should be exposed to a balanced selection of texts, including but not necessarily limited to:

· The Tanach (the Hebrew Bible), with texts chosen both thematically and according to Parashat HaShavuah (the portion of the week);

· Rabbinic literature, both halachic (legal) and aggadic (anecdotal);

· The Siddur (prayer book);

· Jewish thought, and

· Contemporary Jewish literature.

Although torah lishma should be part of the process, torat chayim – the ways in which Jewish texts can inform our thinking and decision-making today – is especially important.  Over the course of the project, we hope to familiarize you with the major bodies of literature, the major scholars, and to some of the primary values that might inform organizational life today.

What Learning Methods Should We Use?

Since The RE‑IMAGINE Project engages a variety of people in conversations about Jewish learning for your congregation’s children, our text study focuses especially on interpretation and commentary, rather than the acquisition of information.  While lectures and divrei torah (scriptural interpretation) have their place, we encourage interactive text study in chevruta, or in small groups.  Over time you will find yourselves becoming more adept at approaching a text “from scratch,” and accessing tools of interpretation.  You will also experience first-hand how study creates community.

The Experiment in Congregational Education (ECE)—

A Project of the Rhea Hirsch School of Education, Hebrew Union College-Jewish Institute of Religion, Los Angeles

The work of the ECE is made possible by generous grants from many funders. www.eceonline.org/funders 


1


