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What is Beit Midrash Har’el

ounded in 2013, Beit Midrash Har’el is the only orthodox program where

F women and men study together to become rabbis. Our approach is based

on providing qualified and motivated students equal access to the Torah and our
tradition while also providing equal recognition for accomplishment in learning and

intellectual achievement.

Beit Midrash Har’el aims to grapple with the challenges that modernity presents
to Halacha and to offer a new paradigm for religious Jewish life — combining a
firm commitment to tradition, a fresh look at the hermeneutics of Halacha, a multi-

disciplinary approach, and an embrace of intellectual honesty.

What makes us unique is that we do not shy away from the thorny issues
emerging from contemporary sensibilities of fairness and equality that challenge
orthodoxy today. Our vision is to present a framework for Halacha and religious

values that is authentic, compassionate, inclusive, God-conscious, and compelling.



Erev Shavuot 5783

Dear Friends,

The period between Pesach and Shavuot is a path to redemption — the movement

from political liberation to the giving of the Law at Sinai.

This Shavuot Reader focuses on the path forward after Sinai and implications for
unity, disagreement, and how we can get along in an environment where not everyone
believes, sees, or hearkens back to the same thing. This problem is particularly acute for

us in Israel today but is relevant for Jews the world over.

We are pleased to present readings from current Rabbinic Fellows and Rabbinic

alumni of Beit Midrash Har’el on this theme — in English, French, and Hebrew.

Beit Midrash Har’el is proud of the diversity of perspectives that come to and
that emerge from our programs. We see real value in the quality of learning that results
from having men, women, and multiple perspectives represented and engaging with our
sources and texts. Our students and alumni are making a real difference in how Judaism

engages with the world.

The Beit Midrash demonstrates how we can be faithful to our rich tradition while
also enabling Halachic evolution. At the same time, we are creating a fellowship of
sensitive thinkers who are grappling with real-world issues head-on. We are proud to

share examples of their work and approach with you.
We hope you enjoy these thoughts in advance of Shavuot.

On this Shavuot I wish that we may we feel the joy and sparkle of the Torah as the

day it was given at Sinai.
Chag Sameach,

yQda f% 1)

Rabbi Herzl Hefter



Reflections on Shavuot: Is Belief in Revelation
Possible in the Post-Modern Age?

Rabbi Herzl Hefter
The post-modern era in which we live poses unprecedented challenges to the
foundations upon which traditional faith is based. I wish to put forward an understanding

of the Revelation at Sinai which will help us meet the challenge.

Those of us who received a conservative (lower case ‘c’) religious education were
nurtured on the certainties of Jewish tradition as encapsulated by the opening words of

Maimonides in his Mishneh Torah:

1t is the foundation of foundations and the pillar of all wisdom to know that there

is something [namely God] that existed before anything else...

The unique challenge which post-modernity poses to traditional faith does not
concern particular articles of faith as such, the existence of God or the Divine origin of
the Torah. Post-modernism does not so much undermine what we believe, rather how
we believe. We are accustomed to thinking that our core beliefs as derived from the
corpus of tradition, point in a clear way to objective metaphysical truths. This is what
I mean by how we believe. Post-modernity is at odds with this way of believing. Belief
systems are seen to be products of the particular civilization which spawned them. It
would be the cardinal sin of post modernity to insist on the absolute superiority of the

belief system of one civilization over another.

As a matter of fact, post-modernity is hostile towards any totalizing system of belief
or interpretive method. Nietzsche famously disparaged the human desire to construct

systems.

“The will to a system: in a philosopher, morally speaking, a subtle corruption, a
disease of character; amorally speaking, his will to appear more stupid than he is... |
am not bigoted enough for a system — and not even for my system.” (See Kaufmann,

Nietzsche p. 80)



The post-modern French philosopher Jean Francois Lyotard put it this way: “Simplifying to the
extreme, | define post-modern as incredulity towards meta-narratives.” By meta-narratives Lyotard
meant totalizing narratives such as the redemption of humanity in Christianity, the Utopianism of
Marx or the triumph of science. This attitude applies equally to the narratives of the Torah along

with our halachic system which mandates normative behavior.

The ramifications of the conflicting world views are very significant for the members
of the modern-orthodox community. On the one hand we respect the right of the other to his or
her beliefs even though they may differ fundamentally from our own. We adopt basic western
democratic values such as equality of all races and between the sexes. On the other hand, in
our religious lives, we hold tenaciously to the absolute truth of our own meta-narrative. We live
the bifurcated existence advocated by the mid-nineteenth century Russian maskil, Judah Leib

Gordon, as the Haskalah ideal: “Be a Jew in your home and a man outside it”.

J.L. Gordon’s call to divorce our Judaism from our humanity has serious, if not tragic,
consequences for both. His approach engenders the psychological phenomenon of cognitive
dissonance, the mental state resulting from conflict between stated beliefs and way of living.
This state of affairs causes mental suffering and is unsustainable in the long term. If we venture
to contemplate our situation, we are dissatisfied with our religious lives. Our children sense this,

and it has become increasingly difficult to pass on our tradition to the next generation.

I propose an alternative approach which I refer to as the Theological Uncertainty Principle
which will empower us to engage with a world which questions the existence of objective
truths, is suspicious of authority and is skeptical of all systems of belief — while at the same

time constructs a framework for belief and practice that is authentic and intellectually honest.

The Theological Uncertainty Principle
“The Theological Uncertainty Principle” emerges from the teachings of Rabbi Mordechai
Yosef Leiner of Izbica (1800-1854). Let us consider the following commentary offered in his

work, Mei HaShiloah on Parshat Yitro:

“I (Anokhi) am the Lord your God”. The verse does not state “Ani”, for if it stated
“Ani” that would imply that the Holy One Blessed Be He revealed then the totality of His
light to Israel, precluding the possibility of further delving into his words, for everything is
already revealed. The letter “khaph” (of Anokhi) however, denotes that the revelation is not

complete rather merely an estimation and comparison to the light which God will reveal in
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the future.” [R. Mordechai Yosef is referring to the Hebrew grammatical phenomenon called

the Khaph ha dimayon, the khaph of comparison or approximation. ]

According to R. Mordechai Yosef, then, the revelation at Sinai, the paradigm of all
subsequent revelations, must be approached with great humility and comprehended as a

partial and incomplete picture of the divine, merely an approximation of the divine truth.

This understanding is at odds with the traditionally held belief that the revelation at Sinai
was perfect, that the Torah and how we generally interpret it, was passed down more or less
complete from Moses to the Elders of Israel and so on, and that subsequent Jewish history is an
effort to recapture the clarity of that pristine and intimate moment with God. Not only does the
Mei HaShiloah contradict this approach, he goes so far as to assert that insisting on perfectly

clear revelation is tantamount to idolatry.

“The reason that Commandment of Thou shall not make for yourself a graven image [follows
the commandment of anokhi] ...is because a graven image is cut according to specific dimensions,

perfect, lacking nothing....this is to teach us that nothing is revealed to man completely.”

Total comprehension of the Divine leaves no room for human development and is a distortion
of the revelation. The depths of the divine reality and the divine will are infinite and must
necessarily unfold over time. The perception of the revelation at Sinai as complete turns out to

be but a projection of ourselves. We would be creating God in our image.

The ramifications of this alternative approach are monumental on both the meta-narrative
and the individual-religious planes. On the meta-narrative level, R. Mordechai Yosef teaches us
that a system with pretensions to explain everything in the most certain terms must be naive and
ignorant of the complex and constantly changing world in which we live. Our meta-narrative
must embody a principle which is diametrically opposed to the very nature of meta-narratives:
uncertainty. The Theological Uncertainty Principle delivers a Jewish tradition less characterized
by commitment to an idealized, nostalgic memory of the past and not obsessed with reconstructing
eras of perceived perfection and greater authority, but rather engaged in the constantly changing

present with its infinite possibilities and surprises.

On the individual-religious plane, prior to this approach we generally equated certainty
and steadfast faith as being more “religious”. In fact, the “Theological Uncertainty Principle”
asserts that the exact opposite is true. Uncertainty is an essential part of the God-created

spiritual topography which we inhabit. Knowledge does not require Faith. Faith can only exist
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where uncertainty reigns. The obstacles we overcome and the lives we live in the landscape
of uncertainty is spiritually edifying; it is precisely here that we develop as devoted religious
human beings.

The Theological Uncertainty Principle provides an opening for authentic humility and a

more profound faith in God.

Rabbi Herzl Hefter is the founder and Rosh Beit Midrash of Beit Midrash Har’el in
memory of Belda Kaufman Lindenbaum, in Jerusalem. He is a graduate of Yeshiva
University where he learned under the tutelage of Rabbi Yosef Dov Soloveitchik
5"x71, and received smikha from Rabbi Aharon Lichtenstein 7"¥1 at Yeshivat Har
Etzion where he studied for ten years.




The Other-ing of God: Diversity at Sinai

Rabbi Shayna Abramson
Often, when two people are disagreeing over matters of Torah, they will agree to
disagree, concluding their arguments with adages such as, “Eilu v Eilu Divrei Elokim
Chayim -These and those are both the words of the living God” -or “Sheviim Panim

LaTorah -There are seventy faces to the Torah”.

But what does it mean to have a Torah with seventy faces, where completely

contradictory opinions can both be the word of God?

I think that to explore this question, we need to go back to the experience of Divine

Revelation itself.

According to the Midrash Tanhuma, God appeared to the Jewish people at Mount

Sinai with many (metaphoric) faces:

“God showed the Israelites four different faces: the face of wrath, which goes with
the written Torah text, the face of moderation, which goes with the Mishnah, the face
of pleasantness, which goes with Talmud, and the face of playfulness, which goes with
Agaddah. After showing all these faces, God said, ‘Despite the fact that you see me as

having different faces, I am the one Lord, your God”.”

Here, God appears with different faces, each suited to a different type of Torah:
The face of wrath is associated with written Torah, because once words are written
down, there is a commitment to rules and a lack of flexibility that to the human
being can feel very harsh. The Mishnah, the Oral Law, given as an accompaniment
to the written Torah, is meant to moderate the written law, by taking human needs
into account. As we move away from direct Divine Revelation at Sinai, where exact
words are proscribed and there is little room for human embellishment, we move
closer to the human realm, where interpersonal emotions and individual circumstances
play a primary role, allowing for a Talmudic halacha that is meant to be pleasant

for its adherents, and a downright playfulness in the Agadah, which, freed from the



prescriptive weight of halachic norms, can be as innovative or shocking as it wishes to be.
Each of these types of Torah: the strict letter of the law, the moderating forces, the legal
loopholes and juristic principles that see halacha as advancing human welfare, and the
spiritual sayings and stories meant to advance a connection to God beyond the halachic

realm, bear the Divine imprint and are ultimately rooted in the Sinai Revelation.

The midrash here is presenting different types of Torah content, rather than conflicting
opinions — and the different faces and sources presented do not inherently contradict each
other. Nevertheless, the midrash is showing us an important principle: The Sinai Revelation
was rooted in diversity and difference. This one moment in history must reveal a Torah
that can stand for all Jews and all people and all times — in order to do so, it must contain
multitudes, because no one approach will be correct for all circumstances. So God, in His
infinite wisdom, reveals different types of Torah, which will then be embodied in different
oral and textual sources that form an ongoing link of revelation and tradition that unfolds

over time.

The midrash continues with this theme of diversity as a founding principle of the Sinai

Revelation:

“Rav Levi said: God appeared to them like the icon that has faces from everywhere; a
thousand people look at it, and it looks at everyone. Like this, when God was speaking, each

person of Israel would say: *Those words were spoken to me.””

Here, the Sinai Revelation can be said to have a Mona Lisa effect: It doesn’t matter where
in the room you are standing, you feel that the eyes — or in this case, the voice — is addressing

you.

When we combine these midrashim, we see different faces of God corresponding to
different parts of Torah, and God speaking in a way that makes each person feel like they
were addressed personally. These add up to paint a picture of many different types of Torah

being presented in many different ways.

This means that the receiving of the Torah, which we often think of as a highly unifying
event, was in some ways, a very individual experience, rooted in commitment to diversity. This
also means that from the beginning, different people had very different experiences of Torah,

experiences that might sometimes contradict each other. We often speak of human beings as
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created in the image of God and how this means that each human being has inherent value. But
the truth is that we also create God in our own image: How we perceive God and the type of
Torah we absorb is often a reflection of how we see ourselves and those around us. Even if God
said the exact same thing and appeared with the exact same “face” — the voice, words and face
would sound and look different to different people, because our ability to perceive is shaped
by our own cognitive and emotional boundaries, which are rooted in our individual lives
and experiences. This means that, on some level, a uniform experience — and a uniform
Torah — would be impossible. It would also be undesirable, because in order for Torah to
be for everyone, it must take into account different people’s interests, abilities, and life

circumstances.
I believe that this midrashic portrayal of Sinai teaches us a moral-theological lesson:

According to philosopher Emmanuel Levinas, it is through seeing the ethical call
embodied in the face of the Other, which speaks only to me, that [ am constituted as a
subject. The Jews were slaves in Egypt for hundreds of years, where they were treated as
objects. This led to an internal objectification process, where the Jews saw themselves as
helpless objects instead of as free human beings with agency. Part of their freedom process
had to involve the internal freedom that begins when one perceives oneself as a subject,
and not an object. For this process to take place, the Jewish people had to be faced with
an Other giving them a moral word that was addressed only to them and placed complete
responsibility upon them. This was the experience of receiving the Torah at Sinai. Each
person saw a face of the Divine Other saying words, with a religious-ethical imperative
addressed solely to them. The miracle of Sinai is that the Jewish people were able to
experience this transformational freedom, and this is why it is precisely through accepting
the Torah, and expressing agency in committing themselves to absolute responsibility, that

the Jews begin to constitute themselves as subjects who are free.

God is inherently Other to the human. There is no way that we can understand him. Even
Moshe, the greatest of prophets, who speaks to God “mouth to mouth” and is called the most
loyal servant in God’s house (i.e. the world), can only see God’s back and not His face. And
even the fact that we use these words, back and face, to describe God, a non-corporeal being,
shows how we cannot comprehend the Divine, but rather, must use human words to describe
Him, because as humans, we cannot understand that which is beyond human. This is why one

of God’s miracles and acts of mercy in giving us the Torah was translating Divine language
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into human language, “the Torah spoke in the language of humans”, to help us to understand

Him.

Because God is Other to us as human beings, every time we work to understand the Other,
we flex the emotional muscles that lie at the foundation of our relationship with God. Because
of this, God chose to give us the Torah not as a universal experience, but rather, as a multitude
of experiences. God wanted the Sinai experience to reflect the value of understanding the
Other that is foundational to the human-Divine relationship. Therefore, He chose to give us the
Torah in a way that would force us to practice understanding the Other human being in order
to help us understand Him. Since each person holds a unique piece of the Divine revelation,
we must work hard to understand each person in order to understand God — and in doing the
emotional work of cultivating that understanding, we prepare ourselves for the emotional work

of understanding God-as-Other.

Because each of us only has one type of Torah and one type of revelatory experience, it
is only by understanding the other types of Torah and experiences that we can move towards

understanding the whole Torah.

This brings us back to the present day, and the two people arguing at the beginning of the
article. When they agree to disagree, concluding their arguments with adages such as, “Eilu
v Eilu Divrei Elokim Chayim -These and those are both the words of the living God” -or
“Sheviim Panim LaTorah -there are seventy faces to the Torah”, they are in fact understanding
the inherent Otherness that lies at the root of the Sinai experience, and is foundational to our

relationship with God and with His creations.

Rabbi Shayna Abramson Kovler (Semikha 2022) Shayna holds a B.A. in History
with a minor in Jewish Studies from Johns Hopkins University, an M.A. in Political
Science from Hebrew University and a master’s degree in Jewish education from

the Hebrew University. She is currently a PHD student in Gender Studies at Bar Ilan

University.
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And God’s Flag over me is Love

Rabbi Meesh Hammer-Kossoy
Growing up in India in the 40s in a prominent Hindu family, Nobel prize
winning economist Amartya Sen was traumatized by the terrible ethnic religious
violence between Muslims and Hindus he witnessed as India and Pakistan gained
independence. Sen proposed a solution to the binaries at the root of that bitter

violence--multiple identities.

A Hutu laborer from the capital city of Kigali may be pressured to see himself on
as a Hutu and incited to kill Tutsis, and yet he is not only a Hutu, but also a Kigalian, a
Rwandan, and African, a laborer and a human being. By being mindful of our multiple
identities, we are more likely to find shared identities with people that we might
otherwise consider our rival, thus cultivating comradery rather than hatred. By seeing
ourselves as complex rather than binary, we resist the pull to polarization and an us vs

them mentality.

Our Sinaitic tradition echoes the value of multiple identities articulated by Sens
and takes it further, in a way that is especially relevant to us at this moment in history

and at this time of the yearly Torah reading cycle. Allow me to explain.

God appeared to us at Sinai, and spoke with us “face to face in the mountain out of

the midst of the fire” (Deut. 5:5):w%7 Timn 172 oY " 137 2012 | 039

Like a small child at the Grand Canyon enthralled by a bug or a small rock, at that

fantastic moment our attention was drawn to the colorful flags that angels were waving.
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The midrash relates:

Bamidbar Rabbah 2:3 32 5729 92T7H2

When the Blessed Holy One was revealed on | >0 77 %Y X317 7902 WiTRa 77233V nywa
Mount Sinai, twenty-two myriads of angels IRIY 07K DY I3 24O 1Y T
descended with God, as it says, “God’s chariots
are myriads upon myriads, thousands upon
thousands” (Psalms 68:18) and all of them are 07737 D937 DRy 072 17T
made of flags upon flags, as it says, “flagged | 72272 907 :(0,0 w3 VW) MR
among the myriad” (Song of Songs 5:1). Once
Israel saw them composed of flags and flags, they
themselves started desiring flags. They declared
“My God, we want to be made flags like them.”. .. -+ 103 D937 WY AR 72 XN

*9YR D27 2PN 227 (7 ,n0 °%0N)
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According to the midrash, rather than be frustrated by our apparent lack of perspective, the

Blessed Holy One grants our request:

Bamidbar Rabbah 2:3 2 5729 927H2

The Blessed Holy One said, “Just as you have [ 2°937 2y og¢ 2870 10iR W 112
desired to make flags, on your life, I will fulfill AR D935 DMIRNA 1NN 09937
your request, as it says “God will fulfill all of o T

MR ... 100D 00937 2O IR T2 ORIHX
your requests” (Ps. 20:6) v QTR T7237 DOWYI 1R 79 "KIK

nitwy? onMRn3 7 XN T2 WiTRD 077
,02°NT2RYN Romn "IRY 09710 ,0°737

PRizgyn 22 1 X9 10,0 o)

What was and remains so exciting about flags? The Slonimer Rabbi, Rabbi Sholom
Noach Berezovsky explains in his magnum opus, the Netivot Shalom, flags are a stand in

for identity. Angels descend to accomplish a single mission (( GR 50:2 and Rashi Gen. 18:2).

To wave a flag is to know precisely whose team we are on and what our mission is in the world.
“Is there anything worse than not knowing why you are in the world?”” he notes. To be present
at revelation is to hear the Divine word, to stand commanded. To have and wave a flag is a

deep expression of divine love and a source of infinite self-esteem, as the midrash explains.
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Bamidbar Rabbah 2:3 3:2 729 "27Ra

The Blessed Holy One loved them with a great [ Ry X7 7972 WiTRa 1220 02373 120
love in making them flags like those of the P21 PIY 072 08T SOK9nD DT
ministering angels, so that they would be
recognizable. From whence do we know that
this is love for Israel? As Solomon said (Song of [ 12 2% 127 (7,2 27w W) MmN
Songs 2:4) “He brought me to the banquet room, 120X 028 12371 100
and his banner of love was over me.”

AW 1Y, ORWR AR Ry Tam

But there is irony in this moment, because each of the tens of thousands of angels were waving

their own flag. Yet what characterized us at Sinai was unity and singularity.

Rashi Exodus 19:2 2,07 nmnw s7wn

And Israel encamped there—as a single ,TIR 292 708 WORD ORI aw
individual, united in heart and mind.

The Emet LeYaakov calls attention to this apparent tension between plurality and

singularity and resolves it:

“In truth, it would appear that the flags indicate divided hearts, after all, every color
indicates some sort of unique symbol, as did the images on each flag. And behold, this
indicates that every tribe has a special characteristic or aspiration—each with different
goals, so that the flags caused division of spirit. But since everyone shared a single focal

point, that is to say the tabernacle, no dispersion is caused.”

It is no coincidence that Parshat Bamidbar, with its map of the encampment, and
Shavuot, celebrating the Sinaitic revelation always come together. As the Ramban
explains, the tabernacle containing the Holy Ark emblemizes the recreation of Sinai
and the continued Divine presence among the Israelites as they make their way to the

Promised Land.

It is our singularity at Sinai that makes it possible, and even desirable that we should
hold multiple identities. Just as an army needs foot soldiers, paratroopers, and artillery, each
with their own flag, tribal pride, and team rivalry, they must also remember that that they are
ultimately part of the same army. Reading these two parshiot together reminds us that just

as each flag represented a distinct and essential mission in the journey of the Israelites to
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the Promised Land, so too, do each of us play an essential role in sustaining this nation and
protecting the singular mission that resides in our core. As the Emet LeYaakov states, we

are united in our diversity and division.

And, so, Amartya Sen’s notion of multiple identities is taken to a new level. Our
multiple identities not only compete with one another in order to help us resist polarization,

they also help us to work together, each with a unique and necessary mission.

Our current world has succumbed to centrifugal force—the magnets are pulling us to
the extremes, causing us to experience our identities as binary rather than complex, as us
vs. them, as threatening rather than mutually enriching. We feel it in our world, we feel it
in our country, and I feel it in my work at Pardes—an institute that brings Jews together from
across the religious spectrum to learn from the Torah and one another. Resisting that pull
is incredibly challenging, on a national and a personal level. However, our diversity is our
great strength. Rather than pull to the extremes, we must amplify the centripetal force,
center ourselves symbolically around the Ark, and see our critical identities as contributing
to the whole, united around a central mission. May we use this season as an opportunity to

rededicate ourselves to that task.

In the Pardes beit midrash, we seek to bring together Jews of all kinds in a single beit
midrash. Informally and formally, we nurture these individual flags and also orient them
around the Ark—our shared heritage and allegiance to Torah. The training and ordination
that I received in Beit Midrash Har’el gave me the tools and the confidence to have the
zechut to lead the Pardes beit midrash. I am indebted to Rav Herzl Hefter for his Torah,

leadership and courage.

Rabbi Dr. Meesh Hammer-Kossoy (Semikha 2015) is the Director of the Pardes
Year Program, where she has been making her professional home since 1999. She

taught Talmud and the Social Justice track, as well as other leadership roles.
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Reading in Pajamas

Ilana Kurshan

My three-year-old son goes through phases with books; when he is obsessed
with a particular title, he insists we read it over and over, night after night. These
days his favorite book is Engineer Ari and the Rosh Hashanah Train Ride, in which
the engineer who has been chosen to drive the first train from Jaffa to Jerusalem
in 1892 regrets offending his colleagues and realizes he must apologize to them
before the start of the Jewish new year. To the adult reader, the book puzzlingly
resists classification — is it a work of historical fiction depicting the scenic railway?
A holiday story about Rosh Hashanah, with apples and honey handed to Engineer
Ari as his train chugs along? Or a book meant to instill a familiarity with and love
for Israel, with its stereotypical images of the Dome of the Rock, the Yemin Moshe

windmill, and the Jaffa orange groves?

The answer, in fact, is all of the above — the book was published through PJ
Library, an international program to distribute free Jewish children’s books to families
around the world. My Israeli children received the book as a gift from their American
cousins, with whom we frequently exchange picture books. Over the years, I have
been struck by the differences between the Jewish books published by PJ Library in
the United States, and their Israeli counterparts. The books we read with our children
reflect the values we wish to transmit; in comparing the books my children and my
siblings’ children read, I have come to a deeper understanding of what divides and

what unites Israeli and diaspora Judaism.

PJ Library, founded in 2005, is a program of the Harold Grinspoon Foundation,

a Jewish nonprofit organization. The program sends out over 200,000 books a year to

99]

Jewish families and to families “with Judaism as part of their lives™' in an effort to

1 https://pjlibrary.org/about-pj-library
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promote Jewish literacy and engagement. The books are selected by a committee that
works with authors, editors, and publishers to identify titles that reflect aspects of the
Jewish experience in the hope of prompting family discussions about Jewish topics and
Jewish choices. The books, aimed at children ages 0-8, are intended to speak to Jews

from a variety of background, knowledge, and religious observance.

The Israeli counterpart of PJ Library, known as Sifriyat Pijama (pajamas library) was
founded in 2009 as a partnership with Israel’s Ministry of Education. Unlike the American
program, in which books are sent directly to children’s homes after parents sign up, in Israel
the books are distributed through the schools and preschools, and students are enrolled
automatically. In Israel, the school system is divided into five major sectors: Haredi, Arab,
national, national-religious, and special education; Sifriyat Pijama operates in the latter three
sectors, reaching over 400,000 Israeli children in 2020 alone?. (There is also an Arabic PJ
Library program, Maktabat al-Fanoos, featuring a different set of books.) The books are
selected by a committee that includes editors and educators as well as government officials
in the Ministry of Education, with the aim of promoting literacy, a love of books, and an

engagement with Jewish values.

Although Sifriyat Pijama was founded as a sister program to the original PJ Library
program, the books sent to American and Israeli children are strikingly different, as my
siblings and I have observed. The books selected by PJ Library in North America focus
primarily on Jewish holidays and aspects of Jewish religious observance. There are books
about saying Havdalah on Saturday night, apologizing before Yom Kippur, and hunting for
the Afikoman on Pesach. Several of the books incorporate objects and characters already
beloved to young children, using them to tell a story about living Jewishly. Be Happy, It’s
Purim features Sesame Street muppets spinning noisemakers and eating hamantaschen;
Dinosaur on Shabbat is about an overly-eager and excited dinosaur who wreaks havoc
when he joins a young boy and his family in preparing for Shabbat. These books invite
the young reader in to the world of Jewish observance — what kid wouldn’t follow a

brontosaurus anywhere, to synagogue, the Sukkah, or the Shabbat table?

Other PJ Library books focus on cultivating a love for Jewish practice and for Israel,

2 https://www.tabletmag.com/sections/community/articles/harold-grinspoon
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though Israel is often depicted symbolically and nostalgically, as in Everybody Says
Shalom, a whirlwind tour of famous sites in Israel. “It’s not true,” my Israeli daughter tells
me. “Everyone in Israel doesn’t say Shalom. Most people say hi.” She is equally skeptical
of Dance the Hora, Isadora, in which a girl introduces “Hava Nagila” to her ballet class.
The characters in the American PJ Library books make a point of incorporating aspects of
Jewish culture and observance into their otherwise assimilated American lives — they bake
challah with Grandma on Friday and say Shema before bedtime. Their Judaism is not an
integral part of the society in which they live, but rather what sets them apart. These stories

encourage Jewish children to embrace and take pride in their Jewish ethnic identities.

In contrast, the majority of Sifriyat Pijama books are not explicitly Jewish, and the Israel
they depict is not Masada, the Western Wall, or the Jaffa train station, but rather the playground
down the block and the corner kiosk. Dandelion Snow 1s about a group of preschool
children who have to find a solution when the flowery field where they love to play becomes
a construction site; / Like to Search is about a boy who looks for various lost items—a ball,
a puppy, a frog—and each time finds another. Most of these books are universal stories, but
each concludes with a supplemental page drawing out what the program committee deems to
be the Jewish themes of the book. Even these themes, though, are questionably Jewish — the
Jewish hook for I Like to Search is a verse from one of the most universalist biblical books,
Proverbs: “A wise heart with acquire knowledge.” It is not necessarily a Jewish heart that is
acquiring knowledge, nor is there any reason to think that the knowledge being acquired is

specifically Jewish in nature.

The Sifriyat Pijama books are so universal in theme that some are even translated from
English, though not from the PJ Library series. Rather, the Sifriyat Pijama titles in translation
are written by famous English-language authors and illustrators who were presumably
taken aback to discover that an Israeli Jewish literary-educational program was interested
in republishing their books. Sifriyat Pijama’s Hebrew translation of Philip C. Stead’s Bear
Has a Story to Tell, about a bear who is frustrated that none of the other animals want to
listen to him telling a story, is appended with a verse from another universalist work of
biblical wisdom literature, Ecclesiastes: “To everything there is a season and a time for every
purpose under heaven.” The Sifriyat Pijama books, unlike their American counterparts, are

not about embracing one’s Jewish identity — they are simply quality children’s books aimed
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at promoting literacy. They are printed in large, clear letters with vocalization marks so as
to make it easier for kids to read to themselves — each of my kids learned to read in Hebrew
by sounding out Sifriyat Pijama books. One might say that Sifriyat Pijama books are Jewish

books only insofar as they encourage a love of reading, and we are the people of the book.

When my American siblings encounter the Sifriyat Pijama books we bring them from
Israel, they are puzzled; how are these Jewish books? A book about dwarves hiding under
a mushroom, or a boy cleaning his room, or a ladybug taking refuge from the rain? I try
to explain to them that in much of Israel, Jewish culture is all-pervasive. Even going to the
supermarket is a Jewish experience — there is a mezuzah on the door, the food is all kosher,
and the special foods for the next upcoming holiday are featured in front. Even children
enrolled in the national (i.e. non-religious) school system learn Chanukah songs, dress up for
Purim, and build bonfires on Lag Ba-Omer, because Jewish culture is the national culture.
And so a Sifriyat Pijama book need not be about a Jewish holiday or a Bible story in order
to be a Jewish book; it is a Jewish book by virtue of the fact that it is written in the language

of the Bible, and published in the land where much of the Bible is set.

My Israeli children, in turn, have a hard time relating to the PJ Library books they
receive from their American cousins. In spite of their fluent English, I have to translate many
of the Yiddish terms that are part of the lexicon of American Jews —my kids have never heard
of a dreidl or a latke, and they also need me to explain that Elijah the Prophet is the figure
they know of as Eliyahu HaNavi. The Jewish content in these books seems tacked on, out
of place — as in the story about the boy who gets hiccups on Shabbat. I recently read them
Hannah's Way, about a Jewish girl in Depression-era Minnesota who has to explain to her
non-Jewish classmates why she can’t get into a car on Shabbat. My kids have never heard of
Minnesota or the Great Depression, and they cannot imagine being the only Jewish child in
school — their schools, and all their friends’ schools, are entirely Jewish, with over a hundred
Jewish kids per grade. For my kids, Judaism is not what sets them apart from others around
them, nor is it a matter of ethnic pride — it is, rather, what they have in common with all their
friends, regardless of cultural and socioeconomic differences. My children have classmates
whose parents were born in France and Russia and Ethiopia and Iran; they have classmates
whose parents are policewomen, chefs, doctors, and municipal workers. But they are all

Jewish.
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The books that Jewish parents read with their children in Israel and the diaspora are a
reminder of the varieties of Jewish religious experience. Unlike the American PJ Library
books, which focus on Jewish particularism, the Israeli Sifriyat Pijama books highlight the
values that we Jews have in common with people the world over. Perhaps it is useful to
remember that although PJ Library has been sending out books to Jewish children for over
two decades, the first Jewish book that was ever sent out was given to the entire Jewish
people, standing together as one at the foot of Mount Sinai. That book had no dinosaurs and

no muppets, no puppies and no trains — and yet everyone stood rapt and listened.

Ilana Kurshan (current student) is a graduate of Harvard University (BA, summa

cum laude, History of Science ) and Cambridge University (M.Phil, English literature).

: o fa ﬁ;-' "'
% Ly She is the author of If All the Seas Were Ink, and winner of the Sami Rohr Prize for

‘ 5 k. Jewish Literature.
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Shavouot: Révélation divine et implications
pour ’unité juive ou comment pouvons-nous
tous nous entendre?

Rabbanite Dr. Eliora Peretz

Les parshiot que nous lisons entre Pessah et Chavouot ont beaucoup a nous
apprendre sur la maniére dont nous pouvons coexister dans une société/communauté
avec des personnes avec lesquelles nous ne sommes pas d’accord. Plus précisément,
Acharei Mot/Kedoshim présente une liste de commandements positifs et négatifs
qui permettent de prendre conscience de notre potentiel a étre qadosh-saint en tant
qu’individu et en tant que communauté (kol eidat bnei Israel). La société décrite dans
cette paracha présente toute la diversité et la disparité de ses membres ainsi que les
tensions sociales inévitables. Nous rencontrons le propriétaire des champs et le pauvre
qui glanera apres la moisson, I’homme libre et I’esclave, le patron et le salarié, I’accusé
et le témoin, le coupable et la victime, le jeune et I’ancien, le natif et ’'immigrant. Ces
commandements deviennent essentiels pour maintenir la cohésion entre hommes et

femmes de conditions disparates et inégales (Goodman, 2008).

Le verset: ‘71 2R 7992 7¥77 D20X) 75Y °12 DX o0 X9) opn X9[Ne cherche pas la
vengeance et n’en veux pas a quiconque parmi ton peuple, mais aime ton prochain.
Je suis D.ieu] (Lévitique 19:18) souléve deux questions simples mais profondes:
Qu’entend le texte par « mon prochain » ? Comment le définir ? Quel est le sens

d’aimer dans ce verset ?

Sifra Kedoshim parsha 2 explique 21pn X% et M1un XY en se focalisant sur ce
que I’amour n’est pas. Quand j’aime, je ne déteste pas mon prochain dans mon ceeur,
c’est-a-dire que je ne répondrai pas a son attaque d’une maniére qui le blesse. De plus,
quand j’aime, je ne nourris pas ma vengeance et garde ma colére contre cette personne

indéfiniment.

Les commentaires de nos sages offrent a la fois une approche particulariste et
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universaliste du commandement positif d’aimer son prochain et peuvent étre considérés
comme une régulation des conflits et des tensions intrinseques a la fragilité de la vie en
communauté. Sifrei Devarim Piska 89, restreint la définition du prochain. Par exemple les
commandements de 2)pn XY et Mvn X? dans ce commentaire excluent celui qui pratique
I’idolatrie. Rashbam ajoute le yw1 (le méchant) a cette exclusion selon sa compréhension de

Proverbes &:13:

“La crainte de L’Eternel, c’est la haine du mal, I’arrogance et I’orgueil, la voie du mal, et

la bouche perverse, voila ce que je hais”.

Comme suggéré dans Avot de Rabbi Natan ch. 16, ces restrictions particularistes sont
¢tablies afin de fixer une limite concernant celui/celle qui peut potentiellement (au niveau
individuel) accéder a la sainteté et qui partage cette sainteté au niveau communautaire.
Les commentaires suggerent que ces restrictions sont nécessaires afin de protéger celui qui
accomplit le commandement positif d’aimer son prochain comme soi-méme. En effet, ces
personnes (a savoir 1’idolatre et le rasha), représentent un danger potentiel pour la personne
bien intentionnée puisqu’elles n’agissent pas selon les codes de conduite menant a la

sainteté.

L’approche universaliste est résumée dans Bereshit Rabbah ch.24:

Ben Azzai dit: «Ceci est I’histoire des générations d’Adam (de I’humanité) (Genese
5: 1), c’est le plus grand principe de la Torah.» Rabbi Akiva dit: «712 ¥7% n2ax) - c’est le
plus grand principe du Torah. “Parce qu’une personne ne devrait pas dire:” Comme j’ai été
rabaissé, je vais rabaisser mon prochain; comme on m’a insulté, j’insulterai mon prochain.
Rabbi Tanchuma dit: «Si vous faites cela, sachez qui vous rabaissez vraiment», «a sa propre

ressemblance» (Genese 5: 1).

Ici, rabbin Tanchouma introduit le concept de I’homme créé a 1’image de Dieu. Je dois
aimer mon prochain parce qu’il a été créé par le méme Dieu qui m’a créé. Chaque fois que
J’accomplis les commandements positifs je construis un potentiel pour que la sainteté existe
au niveau individuel et communautaire. Prendre sur moi I’essence de la Révélation divine
c’est aussi (voire surtout?) ceuvrer pour 1’unité du peuple juif, résoudre les conflits, réduire les

disputes et les divisions afin de pouvoir tous nous entendre.
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Par quelles actions cela se traduit concrétement ? Bahya ben Joseph ibn Pakouda dans
Les Devoirs du Cceur, nous donne quelques conseils pratiques. Il explique qu’aimer c¢’est
ressentir et agir avec un cceur entier envers son prochain. Cela arrive quand je pourvois a ses
besoins volontairement et non pas sous la contrainte. J entreprends mes échanges avec les
autres au service du Créateur, et non pas en vue d’un bénéfice personnel. Par conséquent,
nous devrions aborder toutes nos rencontres quotidiennes sans attendre de récompense
personnelle, de profit, d’honneurs, de louanges ou d’avantages, mais plutét au motif de
respecter le commandement du Créateur et de garder ses lois et ses préceptes. Avec cette

pleine conscience nous sommes armés pour désarmer tous types de conflits.

Rabbanite Dr. Eliora Peretz (Semikha 2022) Eliora a obtenu son doctorat en sciences
des médias a I'université de la Sorbonne a Paris. Elle enseigne actuellement a 1’Université

hébraique de Jérusalem et fait partie d’un groupe de réflexion sur la recherche a 1’Institut

Van Leer de Jérusalem sur le partenariat pour la paix et a I’Institut de recherche Truman

pour I’avancement de la paix.
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Beit Midrash Har’el Today

The curriculum of the Beit Midrash Rabbinic Fellowship Program combines a
rigorous course of Talmud and Halacha along with explorations of chassidut, creative
writing, comparative religion and other disciplines.

We aim to develop, with our students, an authentic vision of Torah life and thought
which will be compelling for Orthodox Jews and others beyond denominational bound-
aries today. The curriculum is designed to provide the requisite knowledge and tools

to engage in communal leadership and education. The course of studies emphasizes an
attitude of intellectual honesty and openness to the world as much as the content of the
subject matter itself.

The Fellowship Program currently enrolls 16 Rabbinic Fellows and has awarded
Smicha (Rabbinic ordination) to 19 alumni.

A new key initiative of Beit Midrash Harel is our Collaborative Seminar for the Study
of Jewish Interpretive Tradition. This Seminar brings together a select group of Jewish
Scholars and educators to explore the hermeneutics of our interpretive tradition.

Most Orthodox Jews attribute literal truth to the narratives of the Torah as well as
to Halachic categories and structures. For example, the distinctions that the Halacha
makes between men and women or between gentiles and Jews are somehow believed to
be embedded in objective reality. This, often unstated, assumption lies at the core of how
modern Orthodoxy responds to - or doesn't effectively respond to - the pressing issues of
the day.

We intend to examine the historical, psychological, and anthropological issues that
have influenced the genesis of our Torah narratives and Halacha, as well as mystical and

Hasidic sources, to explore alternative approaches to Jewish religious life today.
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The Dalai Lama wrote in his autobiography
that the traditional education which he re-
ceived as a child in the monasteries of Tibet
left him singularly unprepared to lead his

7 ~people in the 20th Century. We ensure that

the same will not be said of rabbinic training

today.

We welcome partners and investors in our

work. Thank you for your consideration.

For more information or inquiries about

our program, contact:

office@har-el.org

To receive updates and Torah perspectives,
sign up at: www.har-el.org

To contribute, visit: www.har-el.org/donate
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