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1. History, Description and Results.
History
Derekh Torah is a unique model of outreach and adult education. Described as an
intensive Introduction to Judaism for adults, it was created at Ansche Chesed on
Manhattan’s Upper West Side in 1984. In 1987, two directors of the program, Rachel
Cowan and Doris Ullendorff, approached the 92nd Street Y about taking over
responsibility for its funding and administration. Cowan had been affiliated with the Y
for many years as a leader, along with her husband, Paul, of the Workshops for Interfaith
Couples', which had in turn partially inspired her to create the Derekh Torah
program. Housed at the 92nd Street Y in New York since then, it has run successfully and
consistently for almost 25 years. Within the first several years there, the 92nd Street Y
expanded Derekh Torah to serve more people and deemphasized the pre-conversion
component of the course to expand its reach. During that time, the Nathan Cummings
Foundation provided a grant to replicate the program at approximately 15 other JCCs
around the country in a modified version. The 92nd Street Y and the Jewish Community
Centers of North America coordinated this effort. Since then, other JCCs have borrowed
the name “Derekh Torah” on their own to launch their own introduction to Judaism
classes; thus the name has been almost genericized in some Jewish education circles over
time.
Derekh Torah as a program and as a phenomenon has been documented in Jewish
communal research and literature. In Jewish Education in JCCs: The Best Practices
Project in Jewish Education, the program is described as follows:

Two “turn-key” adult education programs [are typically found in JCCs]...

! These Workshops for Interfaith Couples are still offered at the 92nd Street Y.



As is mentioned above, across Jewish Community Centers the two most popular
programs for intensive (and largely introductory) adult Jewish learning are the
Melton Mini-School and Derekh Torah, both of which have had a distinctive,
nearly exclusive association with Jewish Community Centers. In a very real
sense, the Melton Mini School and Derekh Torah programs have been born,
nurtured, and developed primarily within the precincts of JCCs in North America.
Although the programs have certain similarities, some Centers offer both
programs. In such places, Derekh Torah is usually seen as the more basic
program; its graduates are steered toward the Melton Mini School as the next step
in Jewish Study.

...As the program evolved, the fundamental orientation toward non-Jews or
interfaith couples remained in place, but it grew to include any Jews simply
seeking knowledge about Judaism. Typically, people who apply to the program
are interviewed by the teacher in advance. In one locale that we visited, several
students were new-comers to the community. DT seemed to be an access point
into a social network for (mostly single) Jews. Central to the program is its social
dimension. Classes meet in the homes of the instructors or students and are
bracketed by informal meeting time.”

Derekh Torah came about in the mid 1980’s, soon after the “Commission on
Maximizing Jewish Educational Effectiveness in the JCCs (COMIJEE 1) sparked a
significant across the board surge in investment in Jewish education and culture.
... Surveys of JCCS conducted in the 1980s and 1990s documented a large and
growing amount of Jewish education programming across North America. >
This (AJR) project describes the Derekh Torah program as run in New York and explores
the salient elements of its approach and impact. While it is impossible to calculate the
number of students served at these other JCCs in which the program has officially and
unofficially been offered, several thousand students have completed the Derekh Torah

program in New York. A long term impact study of the program was undertaken (by me)

in 2006. The questionnaire and preliminary results are an appendix to this project.

Description4.

: Cohen, Stephen, Jewish Education in JCCs: The best Practices Project in Jewish Education 1996, pg. 28
3 Cohen, Stephen, Jewish Education in JCCs: The best Practices Project in Jewish Education 1996, pg. 2

* I have an intimate kmowledge of the program from several perspectives and it seems fitting to write my
senior project on a program that has had such an impact on me personally and professionally. I was first



In many ways which will be detailed and outlined in the course of this work, Derekh
Torah is a combination and embodiment of solid adult education, religious identity, and
spiritual guidance theories; many timeless principles of Judaism and the historical and

cultural reality of our times.

The 92nd Street Y launches a new Derekh Torah group every 3-4 weeks (13-15
annually). These groups run throughout the calendar year. Students are randomly
gathered in groups of approximately 15-17 people for a 30-week course of study. This
group will meet together with their (one) teacher for the full 30 weeks. Since there are no
classes held on major Jewish or secular holidays, any one person’s/couple’s Derekh
Torah experience is 8-11 months long from the time a new student/couple meets with me.

Any given class has its own fixed night of the week and runs from 7.30 to 9.30pm.

Derekh Torah classes are only held at the 92nd Street Y for the first of the 30 sessions.
After that, all classes meet in the homes of the students or, occasionally, in the home of
the teacher. Students are advised of the requirements of the class at the intake meeting.
These requirements include taking turns hosting (in Manhattan), bringing food for the

snack break that occurs in the middle of each session and reading. Two Shabbat “field

introduced to Derekh Torah as a student in the program in 1990 as a new mother and thoroughly ignorant
Jew. It ignited a passion for Judaism which ultimately launched my rabbinic path. My own Derekh Torah
instructor, Rabbi Steven H. Moskowitz was a former director of the program itself and became a friend and
mentor, ultimately writing a letter of recommendation for me to AJR. I began as a teacher in the program
in 2001 and in that capacity lead 5 class groups of students through 30 weeks of study. I initially
“auditioned” for the position in one of Rabbi Carol Levithan’s ongoing classes, who ultimately became my
project advisor. Rabbi Levithan taught in the program longer than any other Derekh Torah teacher since
its inception. In 2003, I was hired to direct the program in addition to my teaching responsibilities. In my
capacity as director, I hire, audition and supervise the teaching staff: approve the syllabus and curriculum,
conduct all the intake interviews and provide counseling for the prospective students; act as a resource and
guide to the students and teachers in ongoing classes. In addition to these functions, I also direct the
marketing, administrative and community liaison functions necessary to sustain the program.




trips” are part of the program. One is on a Friday night; the other on a Shabbat morning.

Each trip includes participation in a synagogue service followed by a group Shabbat

meal. These are held at about 10 weeks and 20 weeks into the program, respectively.

The core course of study includes but is not limited to the Jewish Holidays and the Jewish
Calendar, Life Cycle events, Ethics, God, the Sabbath, Jewish Prayer, the Dietary Laws,
Written and Oral Torah, Mitzvot, modern and historical perspectives of the Jewish
people, including the State of Israel, Zionism, the Shoah. Better defined as broad rather
than deep, one topic is usually covered each evening.! A syllabus is provided the first
week of class which contains a required book list. Other readings are customarily
emailed or distributed over the duration of the class to supplement. Reading assignments
are limited to about 30-35 pages a week. Hebrew language instruction is not part of the
program; however key Hebrew/Yiddish terms and expressions are introduced, defined
and expounded upon. Testing, grades and certificates of completion of any kind are not

part of the program.

Derekh Torah is taught from a consciously cross-denominational or pluralistic
perspective. That is to say that the goal of the program is to offer the broadest view of
Judaism possible as expressed in America and, to a lesser extent, Israel. Judaism in other
countries may be explored to a greater or lesser extent, depending upon the nationalities
and interests of students in a class. Teachers hired for the program, regardless of
denominational affiliation, must demonstrate the ability and enthusiasm to teach various

approaches to Judaism in an objective and balanced manner; and from both philosophical



and practical perspectives. They must show maturity and the capacity for self-reflection.

They often have had some counseling or chaplaincy training.

Derekh Torah consciously does not call itself a “conversion course” nor a class for
“Interfaith Couples.” At no point in the program must a student have a commitment to
conversion if they are not Jewish, nor does it require any commitment to any form of
Jewish practice or belief for either a Jewish or non-Jewish member of a class. Similarly,
the 92nd Street Y does not perform conversions. To reinforce the neutral stance of the
program, the Derekh Torah teaching staff is not permitted to sponsor or officiate at
students’ conversions or other life cycle events during the duration of the 30- week
course (though no such restriction applies after the course). At the same time, when
appropriate, the teachers and director frequently offer suggestions and guidance for rabbis
and communities that may serve as a good fit in this pursuit. We often counsel students

before and after they engage a sponsoring rabbi for conversion.

While not a conversion course per se, there is a consistent demographic breakdown in
each group. More than half of the students of each group are non-Jews. Most of them
are at least considering conversion to Judaism and almost all of them are in serious
romantic relationships with Jews. Most in that situation take the class with their Jewish
partner. About 10% of Derekh Torah students overall join the class as individuals who
define themselves as single. Most of this 10% are non-Jews who are exploring

conversion or who are already on that path.



Registration in Derekh Torah can not be done anonymously or impersonally. Part of the
program is that each student attends an informal private intake meeting with Director of
The program/Jewish Outreach before they are permitted to register. In the (frequent)
case that the prospective student is part of a couple, when logistically possible, it is
required that the meeting be with the couple, even if both members do not initially intend
to participate in the class. About 30 minutes, but sometimes longer, this meeting acts as
the beginning of the Derekh Torah journey. If a prospective student asks the purpose of
the meeting, they are told it is mostly informational and administratively beneficial to
ensure registration and the students’ orientation to the class flows smoothly. At this
meeting the details of the program are described. Its requirements are delineated and any
questions are answered. While these are true and important reasons and goals, there are
even more important, yet unstated reasons for the meeting, which serve important
pedagogical functions of the program:

¢ To set the tone. It’s personal and informal, friendly and non-intimidating. The
lighting and set up of the office is intimate and non-institutional. The initial
conversation usually centers around how the couple met, what they do, where
they come from, how they were raised; it moves to why they are now exploring a
program such as this, their dreams and goals for their future family.

e To explore the reality of their religious differences (for couples) and tell them flat
out, yet gently what most already know or intuit: that these differences need to be
confronted proactively and are best tackled with knowledge, communication and
communal support.

e To open the door to conversations of identity and how that impacts their lives,

families and future.



* To explain why it is important, almost essential, that they take the course together
as a couple. To reinforce the commitment the program has to this principle, the
couple’s price is significantly less than double the single rate ($600 for an
individual; $925 per couple.’) Scholarship and payment plans are also offered to
help those with financial constraints.

e To explore concerns they have (or don’t have) regarding religious differences.

e To answer questions they ask regarding the conversion process.

e To teach a little something—it gets woven in.

Results

Derekh Torah is not the first adult Jewish learning program to have profound impact:
Rabbi Akiva was a shepherd forty years, he studied Torah forty years; and guided
Israel forty years. °

For many years the results of the Derekh Torah program were anecdotal and inferred

from its word of mouth success and growth. The program did not and still does not

statistically track the outcome and impact on the students. However, in 2006, I designed

and implemented a survey aimed to measure the long term impact of the course on the

Jewish lives and identities of the participants after Derekh Torah. It had an astoundingly

high (for direct mail’) response rate of approximately 15% with several important

findings. Details of the survey are part of the appendix of this project, but two findings

showed:

3 5768 (2007-2008) price.
8 Sif. Deut., #357. We have excellent forbearers as examples of adult learners. Mostly to emphasize that
even the great Rabbi Akiva acquired his learning as an adult; it also highlights that his adult learning is as
valuable as those whose learning was acquired earlier. That learning influenced his generation and
genemrions to follow.

3% is considered a very successful response to a direct mailing. This implies that the impact on students
was powerful enough for them to take the time to share their response.



e 73% of respondents reported beginning Derekh Torah as part of an interfaith
relationship and

* 84% of respondents who have completed Derekh Torah report now being in a
committed relationship wherein both members of the couple identify as being
Jewish.®

Statistically speaking, this is remarkable. While each individual respondent in the

73% (part of an interfaith couple initially) is not represented in the 84% (part of a

Jewish couple eventually), it indicates two things. One is that after Derekh Torah, a

significant number of interfaith couples are no longer interfaith. The other is that a

substantial number of Derekh Torah students go on form life partnerships with other

Jews. Additionally the survey showed that:

e 74% of all respondents say they practice Judaism; 55% of them report either a
daily or weekly practice; 20% a monthly practice and 25% have a practice
expressed yearly or of unspecified frequency.

This high percentage of personal Jewish practice is not inconsistent with other
contemporary research. Such research finds direct connections between post-bar
Mitzvah/adult Jewish education and greater subsequent Jewish involvement. Further,
since Derekh Torah educates both the born Jew and the (potentially) new Jew in the
process, the Derekh Torah survey is not inconsistent with literature already published on
the subject of Jewish identity in conversionary and mixed marriages:

In contrast, just Jewish conversionary marrieds’ consistently score higher and
sometimes much higher, than Just Jewish inmarrieds'® on all three measures of

¥ This is a self identification, although we could infer a conversion in many cases, the question on the
survey was not posed in this manner. Nor did the survey inquire whether the present “committed
relationship " was with their Derekh Torah partner.

® Couples containing 2 Jews, one of whom converted.

' Couples containing 2 Jews, neither of whom converted.



religious affiliation and identification. Thus 49% of Just Jewish conversionary
marrieds belong to synagogues, as compared with 34% of Just Jewish inmarrieds;
66% of the conversionaries attend synagogue at least a few times a year, but only
43% of the inmarrieds do. Again, 86% of Just Jewish conversionary marrieds
light Hanukkah candles and 60% fast on Yom Kippur, as compared with 52 and
33 percent, respectively, of just Jewish inmarrieds.""
Nor is the relationship between the Derekh Torah graduates’ responses and their post
Derekh Torah practices surprising, even in individuals whose secular education far over-
shadowed their Jewish education:
...the data indicate that, contrary to popular opinion, secular education does not
necessarily alienate young people from Judaism. Instead the data show that
Jewish connectedness is positively linked to Jewish education, not negatively
linked to secular education...
Far from suggesting random patterns of assimilation, the 1990 NJPS figures
reveal that strong Jewish connections are clustered in households in which
members have received substantial levels of Jewish education.'?
The survey empirically confirms the anecdotal evidence of the program’s results that has
led to its widespread reputation for excellence. With little or no advertising, a growing
number of students who are usually in their 20°s and 30’s pay the sizeable fee plus books,
their contributions toward food for snack and Shabbat experiences. This is a sizeable
investment in money; 8-10 months is a significant time commitment. Although the web
is a growing factor, the vast majority of students hear about Derekh Torah through word
of mouth. They hear about it from friends and colleagues who have participated. Even
more frequently, students are referred by rabbis and other professionals in Jewish

institutions who either suggest or specifically require it for those exploring or formally

entering conversion processes to fulfill their educational requirements. Some rabbis will

H Fishman, Sylvia Barack, Jewish Identity in Conversionary and Mixed Marriages (with Peter Medding),
22

Fishman, Sylvia Barack, Jewish Education and Jewish Identity among Contemporary Jews: Suggestions
from Current Research.



agree to perform an interfaith marriage only on condition the couple complete the course.
Students from as far away as South America, Europe and Australia have been referred by
their rabbis at home. Rabbis from every denomination refer students to the program."
Students in the program (born Jews and gerim-converts or Jews by choice) have found

their Jewish homes in every denomination.

" It is appropriate to delineate denominational differences here. There have been many Derekh Torah
students who have converted with Orthodox Rabbis without additional formal education. However this is
not the norm. Most students ultimately choose liberal rabbis (i.e. Conservative, Reform, Reconstructionist,
Non-denominational); most Orthodox rabbis do not see Derekh Torah as an appropriate conversion
course. However, while still a substantial minority, more Orthodox rabbis will refer to Derekh Torah
outside of the conversion equation.

10



2. The Purpose of the Program: What Needs and Who Does the Program

Serve?

Albert Einstein once said that he was sorry to be born a Jew because he was thus
denied the opportunity and personal satisfaction of independently choosing Judaism.'

Goals, Philosophy and Conditions of the program

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 halakha is in
agreement with our views’ and the latter contending, ‘The halakha is in
agreement with our views'. Then a bat kol issued announcing, ‘[The utterances
of] both are the words of the living God, but the halakha is in agreement with the
rulings of Beth Hillel’. Since, however, both are the words of the living God, what
was it that entitled Beit Hillel to have the halakha 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 actions of

Beit Shammai before theirs...

This teaches you that him who humbles himself, the Holy One, blessed be He,
raises up, and him who exalts himself, the Holy One, blessed be He, humbles,
Jrom him who seeks greatness, greatness flees, but him who flees from greatness,

greatness follows; he who forces time is forced back by time but he who yields to
time finds time standing at his side.”

The purpose of the Derekh Torah program is to give group of adult learners the broadest
possible introduction to Judaism. The program has no pre-conceived goals for the
students other than enabling them to make educated and informed choices about their
identity and affiliation. The hope is that by the end of 30 weeks, students will have an
accurate sense of where they will fit best on the Jewish philosophical, cultural,
communal, halakhic and denominational spectrums; where they fit in Judaism, and where
it fits in them. The goal of the program is to enable and empower; support and encourage

students in their next steps into the Jewish community and their Jewish life journeys

: (As quoted by) Bellin, David, Choosing Judaism: An Opportunity for Everyone, Jewish Qutreach
Institute, pg. 1
? Talmud Bavli, Eruvin 13b



however and if they are drawn. In that way Derekh Torah is not a comparative religion
class which looks dispassionately and objectively at the subject from a scholarly
perspective and only from the “neck up.”

While everyone in the class, Jewish or not, is looking at Judaism somehow fitting into
their future, most are not really sure how or what that means. They may or may not be
exploring the conversion option (for non-Jews.) Similarly, they may or may not be
interested in synagogue/denominational affiliation or adopting any kind of Jewish

practice and/or beliefs.

The Student Body

The consistent diverse make-up of Derekh Torah groups matches the profile and
perspective of an increasing number of Jewish Americans and communities. Therefore,
defining the needs of the program is dependent upon identifying the students: how they
are similar and different; where they come from religiously and the circumstances in their
lives that bring them to exploring this topic at this time. The breadth and pluralistic
perspective of the program is essential to serve the needs of the students in Derekh Torah
and explains why the program serves an essential function integrating students into
today’s Jewish America.

On the surface, most Derekh Torah students are very similar. The vast majority are in
their 20’s and 30’s and college educated. Most are couples. Of a group of 15-17
students, 6-8 couples will likely populate the class. No more than two or three individuals
are likely to be single, Jewish or (usually) not. They live in Manhattan or in the outer

boroughs and counties surrounding New York City and work in Manhattan. Of the



couples, one is usually Jewish® and the other is not, but not always. Several groups a year
see couples with two Jews (more frequently) or two non-Jews* (less frequently). Most
couples are either exploring marriage/partnership, engaged or are recently married. This
is and has been the consistent demographic profile throughout the almost 25 years of
Derekh Torah. This is the case although the program is neither advertised as such nor
specifically structured this way. On the whole, they are a group at the stage of life where
they have completed all or most of their formal education, and are newly established in
the “real” world of work. Usually at the age many are considering marriage or a
committed relationship, they are now beginning to question what will define their adult
homes and values, community and life patterns. In many ways they are in transitional
places in their lives. This is often the first time in their adult lives that they are formally
exploring the relevance and expression of religion and identity.

The Students’ Religious/Spiritual Stage of Life

This means that most students encounter Derekh Torah at a key stage of life; one wherein
they are considering life choices that will give form to their religious identity and futures.
It is at a key nexus point between the home of their parents and the home they will

establish for themselves and their future family. Therefore it is essential that Derekh

? Defining who is a Jew is a question beyond the scope of this paper, though certainly not beyond the scope
of discussion within a Derekh Torah class. For purposes of this study, I refer to people who are “Jewish”
as people who are either halakhically Jewish (according to Conservative or Orthodox standards) OR who
both self describe themselves as Jewish AND do not indicate or foresee any question or issue with their
Jewish identity. Therefore, I would describe someone with Jewish patrilineal descent looking for halakhic
acceptance in a halakhic community as not technically Jewish. Conversely, I might describe someone
Jewish through patrilineal descent raised in, informed by and comfortable with the Reform Movement as
being “technically Jewish.” At the same time, I would expect that the latter would be clear as to histher
own personal status outside the Reform world by the end of their Derekh Torah Journey if they were not
already.

! Usually two non-Jews in a Derekh Torah class would be a couple in which one member is converting to
Judaism. Two Jews could be one of several circumstances. One would where there is a self-described vast
difference between the individuals’ backgrounds and practices of Judaism. Another is that one or both feel
their Jewish education was lacking or spotty. All couples are encouraged to participate together.



Torah classes are conducted as a mature and complex exploration of the topic. They seek
to explore and accept the tensions and embrace the paradoxes that fill Jewish tradition in
the same way that it fills adult life. This transition time of early adulthood is seen as
having both educational and religious significance:

The late teens and early twenties witness a profound transformation in our
primary mode of responding to the world. (Referring to Erikson’s stages of
educational development- stage 5/ acquiring a sense of identity :) During this
pivotal period in the life cycle, we shift from the status of being essentially
dependent upon adults to becoming adults ourselves...” “This comes with
autonomy and self determination as well as the responsibilities that come with
them. Questions as Who am I? Who should I become? And what do I believe in?
[are asked] and no longer have simple answers. ... What is more, the moral and
religious beliefs formerly acquired secondhand in a rather unquestioning way can
now be reexamined from other points of view. Individuals begin to ask

themselsves whether social conditioning is alone responsible for their religious
beliefs.

This time of life has been similarly seen as pivotal in the Jewish textual tradition:

“Train a lad in the way he should go" (Proverbs 22:6). R. Judah and R.
Nehemiah differed. One said: "Lad" means from the age of sixteen to twenty-two.
The other said: From the age of eighteen to 1'wenI,ﬁ})—fc;mtr.ls

The textual tradition also recognizes that being introduced to and integrating

Judaism/Torah in adulthood is a more complex process than in childhood:

Elisha ben Abuyah used to say: ‘When a man learns Torah while young, the
words of Torah are absorbed into his very blood and issue from his mouth in
explicit form. But when a man learns Torah in his old age, the words of Torah are
not absorbed into his blood and do not issue from his mouth in explicit form.’
Hence the proverb: ‘I you did not long for them in your youth, how do you expect
to attain them in your old age?’

> Fuller, Robert C., Religion and the Life Cycle, pgs 34-35

¢ Talmud Bavli, Kiddushin 30a. This text highlights that one can not accurately pinpoint the best time in
life to offer lasting religious guidance. It teaches not only that those moments vary with each individual,
but that ones religious identity and expression is neither fixed in childhood nor static over a lifetime.
Further, people marry and and accept the full responsibilities of adulthood later than in Talmudic times.



He also used to say: ‘When a man learns Torah in his youth, what may he be
compared to? To ink written on a clean sheet. When a man learns in his old age?
To ink written on a sheet from which the original writing has been erased.”
Whether or not they are new to Judaism, most students are revisiting ideas and
terminology frequently left behind in Middle School. Fuller further points out that:
The irony here is that of all the aspects of our personalities, our religious attitudes
are likely to be the least mature.”... “Thought to be proper subject matter of
churches [synagogues] and not of public education, it’s confined to catechism
classes and Sunday schools, which ordinarily end by the time persons reach their
early teens.®
This is all the more so in non-Orthodox Jewish America, that overwhelmingly draws a
vast divide between religious and general education today. Politically, the non-Orthodox
tend to support a strong separation between “church and state,” if for no other reason than
to differentiate themselves culturally from the “religious right.” Most attribute
comparatively little value to Jewish education compared to their secular education. To
add further to the irony to which Fuller refers above, despite encouragement and
opportunities within the Jewish educational establishment, most adherents of liberal
Judaism have functionally prevented a maturation of faith, religiosity and religious
identity by ending their (children’s) Jewish education at Bar/Bat Mitzvah. Though many
Jewish Derekh Torah students may have a strong foundational Jewish identity, many feel

they are unable to maturely or eloquently justify or describe how to define that identity or

upon what it is based. Fuller concludes that:

7 Avot d’Rabbi Natan 24; Avot 4.20. Different from absorbing Torah and Judaism as a child, those
learning as adults are integrating ihe tradition into a life of lessons already taught. It requires a more
complex exploration and opportunities to ask and answer why? Why should this be part of my life? This
life that already has other valid examples of how to live.

¥ ibid (Fuller) pg 46



...If religion is to provide the foundations for a mature identity, it must impart a
mature ideological direction for the continuing development of personality’.

From a Jewish perspective, the attention that the liberal Jewish community devotes to
Jewish education up to age 13 is counter to the traditional commitment to lifelong Jewish
study. Most non-traditional American Jews would be shocked to learn:

If he (the father) wants to study Torah and he has a son (who needs) to study
Torah, he (the father) takes precedence before the son..."°

The Students’ Religious/Spiritual Stage of Life in a Jewish Cultural and Historical

Context.

This phenomenon of ending religious education prematurely does not exist in a Jewish
cultural bubble. Adult religious growth has been stunted by several important dynamics
of the 20" century. There is a considerable amount of largely unexamined Jewish
psychological and spiritual residue from the now several generations of American Jews
who emphasized assimilation and success in the American secular culture. They
followed the lead of the Enlightenment which stressed the predominantly rational over
the emotional or mystical connections within Judaism, internalized cultural anti-
Semitism, and are scarred by the emotional fallout from the Skhoah. This has produced a
generation of many Jews with a distorted relationship and misunderstanding of Judaism
and religion itself. This is certainly the case with some Jewish Derekh Torah students
and, to a lesser extent those from other traditions as well. While most Derekh Torah

students express a strong connection to their Jewish identity and the desire to pass that on

? ibid (Fuller) pg. 46

' Rambam, Mishneh Torah, Hilchot Talmud Torah 1:4. This text presumes a financial tension is behind
the need to decide precedence; both are required to study. The father takes precedence in that he is able to
teach his son.)



in some way, their connection is often couched in disclaimers and discomfort. The
sources of discomfort are complex and many and some will be explored below.
Nonetheless, they are exploring a 30-week term of study to introduce their partner to the

tradition and perhaps clarify it for themselves.

The program supports Jewish growth and understanding at this time in the lives of the
students and at this time in Jewish history. The education guides each student to define
(or redefine) Judaism in the context of their relationships, (extended and future) family,
friendship groups, community, peoplehood and God. This approach is consistent with
what Bethamie Horowitz defines as the Jewish question of the era. She notes that the
question has shifted from the last generation from “How Jewish are American Jews?” to
How are American Jews Jewish?” in this generation. She compares the experience of
growing up in a community with a concentration of first and second generation Jewish
Americans with growing up in a more fully assimilated community as a:
Move from ethnicity from living in neighborhoods to symbolic ethnicity based on
actual interaction-- more episodic and potentially voluntary...with a consensus
emerging that the religious aspect of Judaism provides a more enduring
framework for Jewish identity than old-style ethnicity.
The conclusion here is that simply living among a concentration of Jews does not
adequately convey a complete or enduring connection to or understanding of Judaism
compared to an exposure that includes a Jewish religious framework. She notes that:
Because parents and children now have similar levels of class attainment in the
more recent generations than previous, poor immigrant generations, the

inducement of each subsequent generation of American Jews to shed the practices
of its parents has diminished.



This provides a cultural opening for young adults to freely explore a heritage they sense
is only a shadow of its former self. The community has shifted dramatically in the post
WWII era in that young Jews are likely to relate through a Jewish religious framework.
The community has changed; people feel disconnected and no longer have a link to
Jewish ethnicity in the same way. So while Derekh Torah can not provide the equivalent
of growing up in a nurturing community in which Judaism and Jewish identity is fully
integrated with daily life, it can provide an education substantive enough to offer
understanding and tools for Jews to begin, in Horowitz’s term, to interact Jewishly. It
can provide an antidote to childhood Jewish education experiences found lacking or an
ambivalent Jewish upbringing. Horowitz further quotes Kellman (1961) who:
...argues that an individual’s specific connection to being Jewish depends on the
extent to which a person internalizes and integrates elements of his/her Jewish
heritage or background into the core of his/her personal identity. In contrast to a
“vicarious” Jewish identity, which emerges from a person’s compliance with the
demands of the immediate context, or a “conferred” Jewish identity, which
emerges from a person’s identification with other people, an “authentic” Jewish”
identity is “one composed in large part of internalized elements” which the
individual has incorporated over the years. The authentic identity is one that is
enduring across changing contexts and relationships, whereas the conferred and
vicarious identities are less stable. "'
Therefore, exploring and expressing Judaism does not have the dangerous and
disempowering connotations it once had, even in this country. This reasoning may
similarly contribute to the Ba’al Teshuvah phenomenon to which the Derekh Torah

experience will be compared later. Part of Derekh Torah is framing Judaism as a normal,

healthy, safe, wise and beautiful choice for living in today’s world.

2 Horowitz, Bethamie in Contemporary Jewry



Expecting, Respecting, Embracing and Embodying the Diversity of Backerounds, Goals

and Motivations in a Derekh Torah Group.

While the general age and socioeconomic background of every Derekh Torah group is
roughly consistent, the religious background and goals of individual students in every
Derekh Torah group are often completely different. At no point in the program does the
program require a commitment to conversion for non-Jews; nor does it require a
commitment to any form of Jewish practice (or belief) for either Jews or non-Jews. This
policy enables two important elements of the program. One is that it makes Derekh
Torah a free exploration of the topic; there are no personal religious or denominational
“strings” attached. The other is that it creates a comfortable learning environment
respectful of and consistent with the rich plurality of goals, religious identities and
motivations of the people in the course. It is also consistent with good adult educational
practices:

It’s real when people “choose to register for this program because it treats them as

something other than a professional, a worker or a parent.” And designed to

“respect the intellect” of the individual so that there is an “opportunity to have fun

with intellectual affairs. "2
At the same time it is important and customary to concurrently acknowledge and value
and even draw upon the education and experience in the group. This is consistent with
the need for:

Recognition of... the differences between the extensive general backgrounds

brought to the class by the learners as compared to their limited knowledge of
Judaism."

2 Flexner, Paul Arthur, (PhD dissertation., Teachers College, Columbia University), Facilitating Adult
Jewish Learning (Quoting the Melton Teacher guide), pg 137
3 ibid (Flexner), pg. 142



This is all more important in a Derekh Torah setting. Jews are among the secularly best
educated demographic group in the country and their life partners tend to fall into the
same category. Jewishly educated or not, most Jews are proud of an identity that they
understand values education and being generally knowledgeable and educated. Asa
whole, Jews feel very uncomfortable being ignorant. Derekh Torah classes must never
make any student, Jew or non-Jew feel uncomfortable in their learning or insult the
students’ intelligence. Rather, the goal is to create a class environment that feels “safe”
to not know and to ask questions. It strives to connect the students’ usually considerable
knowledge in other areas to the subject matter in every way possible. Frequently just
introducing the existence of this phenomenon in class in a class brings a smile of
recognition and is enough to lower resistance:
It is important for born Jews to admit their own lack of knowledge about Judaism
if they have that lack. Once of my uncles was reluctant to enter a synagogue. He
had a doctoral degree from Columbia, had studied philosophy at Harvard, and was
in all respects very intelligent. The brilliance he could display in the world,
however, contrasted badly with his ignorance in synagogue which deeply
embarrassed him and so he understandably chose to avoid feeling embarrassed
simply by not going to Jewish religious events. H
On the other side of the same educational page, Bethamy Horowitz describes one Jew

who:

Got into his Jewishness as a musician through Klezmer: “The issue of

competence and empowerment [was essential to his finding his way]. His was

music”’®

Therefore Derekh Torah supports learning a Judaism that is consistent with what

psychologist Gordon Allport specifies as the development of a:

' Epstein, Lawrence J, Conversion to Judaism: A teaching Guide
' Bethamy Horowitz, in Contemporary Jewry, “Reframing the Study of Contemporary American Jewish
Identity, Connections and Journeys: Shifting Identities among American Jews,” Vol. 23 pgs 14-34
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...mature and productive personality... [reinforcing] ...the attributes of a
religious faith capable of guiding individuals to the highest levels of personal
development. A mature religious faith, he concluded, must be 1. well-
differentiated (reason plays a strong role, not all or nothing based on blind
acceptance, 2. dynamic (an impassioned approach to life, between passivity and
activity, 3. productive of a consistent morality, (that requires us to “go beyond the
perspective of our own limited personality”, 4. both comprehensive and integral
and 5. heuristic. (“That is, it views religion not as a closed system of doctrines but
as a journey, a quest.) ...[These] criteria of religious maturity are helpful in that
they draw attention to the fact that religion needs to be assessed accordin % to his
ability to foster a psychologically strong identity, at least ideologically... '®

In its not requiring any commitment of belief, practice or conversion from the students,

Derekh Torah also acknowledges that:
Adult learning [is] based upon genuineness, trust, respect and believability which
are the four categories for the indicators of authenticity/credibility....the learner
as “trusted with the responsibility of deciding the outcome of his/her own learning
experience.”
It is a very “New York” group in its sophisticated heterogeneity. Derekh Torah students
come from every walk of life. While interfaith couples are the norm and in the majority
of every class, it is also not uncommon for classes to include people of every race, sexual

orientation, nationality (including Israelis), cultures and religious traditions. This diverse

group reflects the Jewish community that the class will learn about and embody.

A figurative mirror is held up during the first class when the tone for each group is
introduced. Every group’s first session begins with each individual’s story and journey to
the class, making both the group’s diversity and commonalities evident. Underscoring
the importance of starting with the learner rather than with Judaism, McKenzie (1986)

supports this practice with her three approaches to adult learning:

' ibid Fuller, referring to the work of psychologist Gordon Allport, pg. 47

. Flexner, Paul Arthur, (PhD dissertation., Teachers College, Columbia University), Facilitating Adult
Jewish Learning (Quoting the Melton Teacher guide), pg 137
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1. The learners need to be able to explore their own heritage.
2. They need to relate this heritage to their own life experiences.
3. The learners need to be able to question the religious tradition critically...'®

This self-introduction is an essential tool for the teacher to get to know his/her students’
backgrounds. This enables to the instructor to begin thinking about tailoring the class to

their needs:

Derekh Torah [instructors provides students with a]...curriculum [in the form of)
a set of topics that are covered in weekly meetings over an academic year. The
instructor has considerable latitude in adapting the curriculum to his or her own
interests or abilities, as well as to the interests of the class....Like Derekh Torah,
Melton Mini School relies on good teachers for its success....Both emphasize a
social community-building approach, and both are intent upon utilizing dynamic
teachers who are nonjudgmental, engaging, enthusiastic, and open. '

That is, while the teacher will begin the class with a clear idea (in the form of a concrete

syllabus) of the range of material and perspectives (s)he will want to cover, this will

become individualized for the class as their needs and interests crystallize. This is also

consistent with good teaching, community building and negotiation strategy:
All planners know that they are not free agents able to directly mold the purposes,
content and format of a program to satisfy their own interests. Rather, planning is
always conducted within a complex set of personal organizational and social
relationship among people who may have similar, different, or conflicting
interests. Thus, program planners’ responsibility—and the essential problem of
their practice—centers on how to negotiate the interest of these people to
construct a program.”’

It is typical in Derekh Torah that each student’s level of knowledge and engagement in

their religious tradition of origin varies widely as well. Roughly shaped like a “bell

curve,” the typical range in any given class can be people with very little religious

connection with any tradition to people with a tremendous amount of exposure and

' Flexner dissertation: Facilitating Adult Jewish Learning

' Jewish Education in JCCs: The best practices in Jewish Education Project, pgs. 28-29

20 Cervero, Ronald M., (with M. Wilson) What Really Matters in Adult Education Program Planning:
Lessons in Negotiating Power and Interests, pg. 63
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personal history with Judaism or other traditions. While most Jews in Derekh Torah
classes follow the national trend of ending formal religious education and communal
involvement at age 13, this is not always the case. Jewish Derekh Torah students have
included rabbinic students, children of rabbis and yeshiva educated Israelis and
Americans.”?' We see Jews who have woven in and out of different Jewish
denominations, institutions and definitions their entire lives. Derekh Torah Jews can also
come with little or no Jewish education or even having been raised in non-Jewish families
and traditions. Regardless of education and exposure, the nature of the relationship of
Jews to their Judaism is equally varied. It can be affectionate or cool, affected by a
number of things including Israel, culture, God, family, synagogue, camp, grandparents
and/or the Shoah. The program assumes no prior education or knowledge of the subject;

it is an introductory level class geared for a sophisticated student body.

Of the non-Jews in the group, some come from places in the world or the country where
they never encountered Jews and only read about Judaism in books and newspapers;
perhaps they fell in love with the first Jew they ever met. Others grew up with Jews as
family members, close friends or in or locales (such as the New York Metropolitan area)
where Jews, Jewish symbols and cultural vocabulary were commonplace. Still others

express being drawn to or affected by Jewish people and tradition over time.

Whether single or part of a couple, some are very sure about their decision to convert to

Judaism and have already established relationships with rabbis for that purpose. Others

*! People fitting this descriptions have taken the class with their non-Jewish significant others.
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are at the exploration stage and are considering or are open to conversion but feel the

need more information and/or time to make such a decision.

Classes can also include couples in which the non-Jewish member is committed to or
comfortable with his/her current religion (or non-religion). At this point in their
relationship, these students have generally experienced enough Jewish family and
expressions of identity to realize they need to understand Judaism better for a more
integrated and comfortable relationship with their beloved’s tradition and family and in
such settings. While not considering Judaism for themselves, they recognize that if their
relationship is a lifetime commitment, Judaism will play at least some role in their lives
together. Rarely does a single individual with no interest in Judaism for his/herself
inquire about Derekh Torah. For these people or committed non-Jewish partners of
students on a Jewish path, I make it clear Derekh Torah is not a “comparative religion”
class, juxtaposing or defending Judaism against other religions. It is un-selfconsciously
Jewish. If the circumstances seem likely to disrupt the dynamics of the class, potential

students are rarely, but occasionally counseled to wait or reconsider.

Derekh Torah as part of a couple

Hence a man leaves his father and mother and clings to his wife, so that they
become one ﬂesh.”
Whether a member of a couple is converting or not, embarking on the Derekh Torah
journey as a couple will explore three different relationships to Judaism. There will be

two individual personal Judaisms-- one for each member of the couple-- and one that that

22 Bereshit 2.24
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will be the shared expression of the home they will build. While in some ways distinct;
this will be no different from many other areas that couples negotiate during a life
together that balance individuality and solidarity. Derekh Torah offers an education that
can only help to clarify what is important to each member of the couple. With it they can
articulate to one another what will be Jewishly important to sustain in their home. Asin
the merging of any two lives, the negotiated outcome will reflect the values and
personalities of both as underscored by this text:
A man's marriage partner is from the Holy One. At times, a man is guided to his
spouse's home; at other times, the spouse is guided to the man's home.”
Derekh Torah’s teaching and honoring Judaism’s diversity supports the multiplicity of
choices couples can make. It can also function to alleviate potential stress in a
relationship; learning about and experiencing the diversity within the group lessens the
impact of any forces suggesting there is only one legitimate way or that homogeneity is
either the norm or ideal as underscored by this text:
Resh Lakish said: An unusually tall man should not marry an unusually tall
woman, lest their offSpring turn out to be as tall as a mast. A dwarf should not
marry a dwarf, lest their offspring turn out to be finger-sized. A man whose
complexion is abnormally white should not marry a woman whose complexion is
abnormally white, lest their offspring turn out to be albino. A man whose

complexion is abnormally dark should not marry a woman whose complexion is
abnormally dark, lest their offspring turn out to be pitch-black. “

2 Bereshit Rabba 68:3. The Torah also gives us examples of this in narratives of our matriarchs’ and
patriarchs’ relationships. Jacob certainly adapted to Rachel and Leah’s family customs during the years
in Lavan's house. Rebecca adapted to Isaac’s family while retaining a very strong personal identity and
influence in their home. Abraham and Sarah can be seen as the paradigm for taking the journey together,
adapting their relationship to one another, to God, in their names, customs and traditions as circumstances
and life changed and evolved, while staying commiited to one another.

# Talmud Bavli, Bechorot 45b. Lest one would think that this text is meant to be taken literally, it teaches

that diversity in all areas of life, personality, values and backgrounds are desirable and even necessary in
the ideal relationship. The necessity of negotiation within such a relationship is certainly implied.
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While the tradition certainly imposes limits to diversity in marriage, specifically, (often)
intermarriage, it is important to see this text as a counterbalance to an unrealistic ideal of

complete homogeneity within couples and Jewish homes.

Many non-Jews entering Derekh Torah are in a partnership wherein they have committed
to raising Jewish children. Many of those are also considering conversion but not all.
Some have an idea of what that may mean; most don’t. One of the points emphasized in
the initial intake meeting is that no one can be a spectator or a bystander in the religious
or spiritual upbringing of their children. Parents need to know in what practices and
principles they can participate, model and teach with integrity and enthusiasm, and where
they need to bow out and have their partner take the lead. Of course, this is the case
regardless of the Jewish identity of a parent, which is one of the reasons couples are
strongly encouraged to participate in the program together.

Often this issue and this truth is what initiates students’ Derekh Torah journey. The Jew,
regardless of his or her level of ambivalence or affection toward Judaism, almost always
expresses a commitment to transmitting Judaism to the next generation. Some can
describe what they want to transmit to their children (and their partners) eloquently. Less
so for many others, who understand that both they and their partner need a greater
understanding and appreciation of the tradition for that to happen. Sometimes when Jews
realize they can only define their Judaism by what it is not or what they have rejected, it
makes them realize they need this class as much as their non-Jewish partners, even while
remaining ambivalent. This is all the more true when they realize that they may be the

one responsible for that transmission.
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Converting, On Their Own Terms
Conversions to Judaism — and not for marriage — seen on the
rise.
Carolyn Slutsky - Staff Writer
After dating a Jewish man for nine
years, Linette Padron decided it was
time to make a change. Born Catholic
and raised in a strong Dominican and
Italian family, Padron had learned a
lot about Judaism from her partner,
but it was only after they stopped
dating that she thought seriously about converting to the religion.
Converting for marriage felt wrong, she says, but J udaism had seeped

into her consciousness, and she decide d to continue her explorations on
her own.

“| started to question my history and beliefs, star ted looking around for
the right answers,” says Padron, 29, of her process . “When | reached
the beliefs and traditions | had grown to know for the past nine years,

it began to seem like the place for me to be.”

With increasing rates of intermarriage, it has beco me more common for
people to convert to Judaism to ma rry a Jewish spouse or raise Jewish
children. But Padron is one of a growing number of people studying
Judaism formally, experiencing different services and rabbis and
planning to convert not out of marriage plans but s imply because a
personal journey has brought them to embrace Jewish faith and
practice.

Although exact numbers are hard to come by, area ra bbis confirm the
trend, which comes at a time when both the Reform and Conservative
movements are more actively reaching out to interfaith families in the

hope that the non  -Jewish spouse will eventually convert.

Rabbi Ephraim Buchwald works with Jews by choice th rough the
National Jewish Outreach Project, and says in additi on to those people
converting and marrying Jews, he sees many turning to Judaism for the

sake of Judaism.

“I think there’s a trend of very spiritual and inte lligent non -Jews who
for one reason or another have explored other faith s and decided to
come to Judaism,” he says.

Tara Fersko, another Jew by choice , says she never experienced the
right religious fit until she found Judaism. Raised by a Catholic father
and Congregationalist Protestant mother, she found herself disagreeing

with the Catholic Church’s teachings, and in colleg e explored















