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THE ORTHODOX FORUM

The Orthodox Forum, convened by Dr. Norman Lamm, Chancel-
lor of Yeshiva University, meets each year to consider major issues 
of concern to the Jewish community. Forum participants from 
throughout the world, including academicians in both Jewish and 
secular fields, rabbis, rashei yeshiva, Jewish educators, and Jewish 
communal professionals, gather in conference as a think tank to 
discuss and critique each other’s original papers, examining different 
aspects of a central theme. The purpose of the Forum is to create 
and disseminate a new and vibrant Torah literature addressing the 
critical issues facing Jewry today.

The Orthodox Forum
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Series Editor’s Preface

We are delighted to introduce the 10t volume in The Ortho-
dox Forum Series, Divine Law and Human Spirituality, edited by 
Dr. Lawrence Schiffman and Rabbi Adam Mintz. The editors of the 
volume have skillfully guided the formulation and exploration of the 
spirituality theme across a wide range of disciplines. 

The Orthodox Forum Series has become a significant resource 
for scholars, advanced students and serious laymen seeking clarifica-
tion of major intellectual and theological questions facing the Jewish 
people in the modern world.  

 At a time when Jewish identity and commitment are being 
challenged by apathy and ignorance of primary sources, it is critical 
that clear exposition of our classical values be widely disseminated 
by knowledgeable leaders in a thoughtful and engaging manner.

We are confident that the community will warmly welcome 
this timely volume.

October 2003 Robert S. Hirt
(editor’s introduction 10-8-03)
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xv

Introduction

Adam Mintz

In 1989, the Orthodox Forum was established by Dr. Norman Lamm, 
then President of Yeshiva University, to consider major issues of 
concern to the Jewish community. Academicians, rabbis, rashei 
yeshiva, Jewish educators and communal professionals have been 
invited each year to come together for an in-depth analysis of one 
such topic. This group has constituted an Orthodox think tank and 
has produced a serious and extensive body of literature.

In the spirit of its initial mandate, the Forum has chosen topics 
that have challenged Jews and Judaism throughout history. One of 
the themes addressed in this series is the numerous confrontations 
that have existed, both in past eras and in the present time, between 
the central principles of Orthodox belief and practice, on the one 
hand, and the widely-accepted values of the contemporary secular 
society. In the 1992 Orthodox Forum, which examined the tension 
between rabbinic authority and personal autonomy, Dr. Moshe 
Sokol pointed out that this tension between authority and personal 
autonomy which is a central problem for Western religions gener-
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xvi Introduction

ally “can be a particularly sharp problem for Jews who maintain a 
commitment to the observance of halakhah.”1

Similarly, spirituality, the topic of the conference held in the 
year 2000, presents, on first consideration, an apparent clash be-
tween spirituality and law and breaches the divide between the 
subjectivity inherent in the one and the objective requirements of 
practice and belief essential to halakhah. In addition, the seeming 
New-Age faddishness of spirituality stands starkly against the deep 
historical roots of the Jewish tradition. In a passage quoted by sev-
eral of the volume’s contributors, Dr. Lamm formulated the delicate 
balance between law and spirituality:

The contrast between the two – spirituality and law – is 
almost self-evident. Spirituality is subjective; the very fact 
of it inwardness implies a certain degree of anarchy; it is 
unfettered and self-directed, impulsive and spontaneous. 
In contrast, law is objective; it requires discipline, structure, 
obedience, order. Yet both are necessary. Spirituality alone 
begets antinomianism and chaos; law alone is artificial and 
insensitive. Without the body of the law, spirituality is a ghost. 
Without the sweep of the soaring soul, the corpus of the law 
tends to become a corpse. But how can two such opposites 
coexist within one personality without producing unwelcome 
schizoid consequences?2

The risks of producing the “ghost” and the “corpse” and the need for 
coexistence and integration are issues that have confronted Jews for 
centuries.

The primary purpose of the conference and this resulting vol-
ume has been to demonstrate through a spectrum of diverse views, 
that spirituality and Orthodox Judaism are actually not hostile to 
one another, but, to the contrary, complement and enrich one an-

 1 Moshe Sokol, “Preface”, in Rabbinic Authority and Personal Autonomy, edited 
by Moshe Sokol (Northvale, NJ, 1992), p. xii
 2 Norman Lamm, The Shema: Spirituality and Law in Judaism (Philadelphia, 
2000), p. 6.
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xviiIntroduction

other.  The issue is first approached from a historical perspective, in 
essays dealing with ancient Judaism, the medieval period and the 
contemporary period. The following essays then consider the inter-
play between spirituality and traditional Judaism in synagogue art 
and in prayer. Essays by Rabbi Aharon Lichtenstein and Dr. Chaim 
Waxman frame the discussion and present an overview of the wide-
ranging philosophical and sociological implications of the topic.

In an attempt to guarantee that our society’s current search 
for spirituality is not overlooked, a colloquium was added to the 
conference to address the role of spirituality within our synagogues 
and yeshivot. Rabbi Daniel Cohen, Cantor Sherwood Goffin, Rabbi 
Nathaniel Helfgot, Dr. David Pelcovitz and Prof. Suzanne Last Stone 
explored the possibilities for spirituality in our institutions focus-
ing on the “Carlebach phenomenon” and the perceived need for 
enhanced spirituality in Orthodox institutions. While the intention 
was not to produce a written record of the colloquium, it served to 
enhance the conference and helped to maintain the delicate balance 
required between the theoretical and the practical.

In the first essay of this volume, Rabbi Aharon Lichtenstein de-
fines both the values and the risks of spirituality and law. He utilizes 
Maimonides’ distinction between law, which relates to the public 
sphere, and spirituality, which is highly personal, as the basis for his 
understanding of the terms. According to Rabbi Lichtenstein, while 
we must abandon neither, we also must achieve the proper balance 
between the two. Spirituality provides expression for the halakhah 
while halakhah prescribes necessary forms and constraints to our 
spiritual impulses. We have to prevent our commitment to the mi-
nutiae of law from robbing our actions of meaning and feeling just 
as we must be careful not to allow our desire for spirituality to cause 
us to ignore those laws considered non-spiritual.

Rabbi Lichtenstein concludes his paper with an analysis of 
the contemporary Jewish scene. He sees the risks inherent in the 
move toward excess spirituality both in the realm of prayer and 
Torah study. He writes, “I’m afraid, however, that votaries of cur-
rent spirituality often tend to erode the status of yirah (awe); and, 
together with it, the status of the very essence of yahadut: kabbalat 
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xviii Introduction

ol malkhut shamayim (acceptance of the yoke of heaven) and kab-
balat ol mitzvoth (acceptance of the yoke of commandments).” Is this 
fear reasonable or is this critique of contemporary spirituality too 
harsh?  The remaining articles in the volume provide the necessary 
background to consider this question.

Professors Lawrence Schiffman and Yaakov Elman explore the 
uses of spirituality in the ancient period, concentrating on the eras 
of the Bible and second temple and of the Talmudic period. Profes-
sor Schiffman focuses on the approach to religion, which centered 
on the Temple and its service and how this religious expression 
evolved as people began to move away from the Temple. Professor 
Elman examines human spirituality as it was construed in the rab-
binic era through a study of specific incidences and testimonies of 
key Talmudic figures. 

 Professors Brill and Lasker examine spirituality in medieval 
literature. Professor Brill argues that the study of Kabbalah is crucial 
in order to add meaning to mitzvot and Torah. He takes issue with 
those who exclude Kabbalah from the canon of Judaism or advo-
cate for finding certain aspects of Kabbalah outside the normative 
framework of Judaism. Professor Lasker begins his paper by stating 
that, “Medieval Jewish philosophers did not have a specific concept 
of human spirituality in its modern usage.” He goes on to present 
two models of medieval philosophy’s understanding of the soul and 
its place in establishing a relationship between man and God. The 
ability to frame spirituality in the world of medieval terminology and 
thought allows us to begin to formulate a definition of spirituality 
that is relevant in different historical and cultural settings.

Professors Fine and Mann further expand the scope of the 
discussion with an exploration of spirituality and the arts. Professor 
Fine examines the mosaics found within synagogues of the fourth 
through sixth centuries CE. While the use of mosaics was common 
in public places during this period, the presence of these mosaics in 
synagogues and the later opposition to this artistic representation 
in the synagogue points to a spiritual aesthetic that was both com-
munally and culturally driven. Professor Mann traces the rabbinic 
attitude towards Jewish ceremonial art. While rabbinic opposition 
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points to the potential distractions caused by these works of art, 
certain rabbis were also sensitive to the spiritual value of decorative 
ceremonial objects especially within the synagogue setting. These 
surveys broaden our appreciation for the role of spirituality beyond 
the intellectual world.

Having presented a picture of the historical, intellectual and 
cultural images of spirituality, the challenge remains how to un-
derstand these images and how to transmit them to others. Rabbi 
Moshe Sokolow and Erica Brown explore the experience of teaching 
spirituality. Rabbi Sokolow presents a model for the introduction of 
spirituality in Jewish day schools and yeshiva high schools. Spiritual-
ity must play a role in the formulation of the school’s vision as well as 
in its curriculum and teacher’s training programs. Ms. Brown looks 
at the field of adult education and points out a unique educational 
problem – namely that adults tend to be interested in acquiring new 
information and are not especially interested in seeking the spiritual 
value of this information.  She shares with us her experiences in the 
field and her strategies for overcoming this obstacle and transmitting 
this spiritual essence to a class of adults.

The challenge of transmitting spirituality is particularly relevant 
in the arena of prayer. Professor Hyman explores the Maimonidean 
position on prayer and concludes that according to Maimonides, 
spirituality is part of the process of prayer but that ultimately it plays 
only a minor role in the complex halakhic and philosophic defini-
tion of prayer. Professors Bleich and Lowenthal trace the evolution 
of spirituality and prayer in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. 
Professor Bleich looks at the Reform innovations to the synagogue 
service and the response of the Orthodox who attempt to maintain 
the tradition while incorporating the needs of the spiritual. Professor 
Lowenthal examines the innovations of the Hasidic community in 
the realm of spirituality as a response to the potential encroachment 
of the modern world into the Jewish community. His emphasis on 
the value of spirituality for the youth, especially the girls in the early 
days of the Bais Yaakov movement and in the Chabad community, 
provides an important perspective on the relevance and importance 
of spirituality in pre-war Eastern Europe. Professor Carmy concludes 
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the discussion on prayer and spirituality by posing the question, 
“Can thinking about prayer improve the quality of our prayer?” He 
goes on to examine prayer in the context of the religious and hal-
akhic philosophies of both Rav Kook and Rav Soloveitchik.

The final essay in the volume by Professor Waxman is entitled 
“Religion, Spirituality and the Future of American Judaism” and ex-
plores the sociology of spirituality in America today. He claims that 
spirituality is a manifestation of the privatization of religious practice 
today in which people are moving away from institutions and look-
ing for personal expressions of religious observance. This phenom-
enon has served to weaken the traditional institutions of Judaism. 
Waxman argues that what is needed is for our institutions to provide 
avenues for spirituality thereby enabling the quest for spirituality to 
be realized within traditional Judaism and not outside of it.

Professor Waxman’s paper provides an appropriate segue from 
our discussion of the past to the necessity of  developing a plan for 
the future.  Contemporary Jewish society has much to gain from an 
appreciation of this subject as seen through the variety of vantage 
points presented in this volume. Yet, at the same time, modern cul-
ture introduces its own challenges and unique personality that must 
be addressed by the committed Jew. Rabbi Lichtenstein articulates 
this challenge at the conclusion of his paper:

This brings us, finally, back to our primary problem: How to 
attain optimal fusion of divine law and human spirituality, 
committed to both while eschewing neither. We live by the 
serene faith that it can be done. We refuse to believe that we 
are doomed to chose between arid formalism and unbridled 
sensibility…The apocryphal remark attributed to an anony-
mous hasid, מתנגדים דאווען נישט – אין צייט; חסידים דאווען – נישט 
 ,Misnagdim daven not, but on time; H�asidim daven) אין צייט
but not on time) is both facile and tendacious. It is also false. 
It is our mission to assure that legalists and spiritualists both 
pray – on time.
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The volume has been compiled with the hope that it will contribute 
to the realization of that mission.

I would like to take this opportunity to acknowledge those 
people who have been instrumental in the completion of this volume. 
The project has been spearheaded by Dr. Norman Lamm, Chancel-
lor of Yeshiva University and convener of the Orthodox Forum. My 
own spiritual development is a product of his many years of leader-
ship and I am honored to participate in this project. Rabbi Robert 
Hirt, Senior Advisor to the President, Yeshiva University, is deeply 
committed to the mission of the Forum and the dissemination of 
its material. Rabbi Hirt has provided guidance and direction for me 
since my first day at Yeshiva College and his invitation to participate 
in the Orthodox Forum and to co-edit this volume is just one of 
the many things for which I am grateful. Mrs. Marcia Schwartz’s 
gracious assistance has made this job significantly easier and I am 
thankful to the members of the steering committee for their involve-
ment in developing and formalizing this challenging topic. Miriam 
and Yonatan Kaganoff served as editorial assistants and were instru-
mental in the preparation of the manuscripts for publication. Finally, 
it was a pleasure to co-edit this volume with Professor Lawrence 
Schiffman; his passion, expertise and experience made this process 
an enjoyable and enlightening one for me.
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9

Orthodoxy and the Search 

for Spirituality in Jewish 

Adult Education

by Erica S. Brown

Within the entire Jewish community, adult education is blossoming. 
Synagogues and local kollelim, women’s organizations, and schools 
host weekly, if not daily, offerings for adults.1 In the Orthodox com-
munity, adult education programs often assume of their students a 
solid grounding in sacred texts and a commitment to Talmud Torah 
in general. Such programs and individual classes are not necessar-
ily presenting new forms of study to adults; they usually provide a 
place for the continuation of an education cultivated decades earlier. 
Within this plethora of educational opportunities, there is room for 

 1 For more discussion of the Jewish “renaissance” in adult Jewish study, see my 
article, “The Federation as an Educational Catalyst,” Journal of Jewish Communal 
Service 75:4 (1999): 202–9.
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272 Erica S. Brown

some questions about what it is that educators are trying to achieve 
in such settings and what it is that students are accomplishing. Can 
we continue the process of Torah education, as if from childhood, 
without acknowledging the developmental changes that take place 
within adults? How does life experience impinge on the acquisition 
of knowledge for adults? How should our work be informed by 
pedagogy and the literature on adult education? Each of these is an 
important and valuable question, but an investigation of even one 
of these issues would exceed the limited focus of this paper. Our 
specific interest is in the role of spirituality in Jewish adult education 
in the Orthodox community, and our central question is, are adults 
more interested in information and skill acquisition, or in inspiration 
and in the relevance of their studies to their lives? Are they getting 
both? The commitment to Talmud Torah exhibited in the Orthodox 
community is so strong that educators and rabbis might assume that 
along with it is a concomitant regard for spiritual development. This 
article aims to demonstrate that the existence of such a commitment 
cannot be assumed, and, furthermore, will suggest that in order 
to enhance the spiritual dimension in adult education within the 
Orthodox community, educators must be attentive to three central 
concerns: 1) the content of the material which they are teaching, 2) 
the assumptions that adults make about the material which they 
are studying, and 3) the impact of non-intellectual endeavors on 
spiritual development. Preliminary to all of this is a discussion on 
the hazards of “spirituality” and a working definition of spirituality 
that implies more than an amorphous religious feeling.

SPIRITUALITY: DANGERS AND DEFINITIONS
You have just been invited to a “Jewish Women’s Spirituality and 
Creativity Conference” where you have been asked to bring your 
own drum and beat spiritual tunes with a group leader in honor of 
the biblical heroine, Miriam. There, you will “recapture the sounds 
of our heritage” because, “women in the ancient Jewish world were 
great drummers.” Alternatively, you might choose the pottery work-
shop where “participants will carve and mold a piece of clay into 
a creative expression of the One Who Breathes Us.” Don’t forget a 
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273Orthodoxy and the Search for Spirituality

smock, we’re reminded. On the Jewish Renewal circuit, you might 
attend a Shabbaton advertised this way: “Sunrise walk with a musi-
cal service at the ocean. Guided conscious eating at breakfast. Water 
exercises for body toning. Yoga with Kabbalah.… Sunset barbe-
cue with folk dancing. Havdalah ritual on the beach. Kabbalistic 
meditation…sunrise co-ed mikvah ritual in the ocean.”2 These are 
not fabricated advertisements, but direct quotes from brochures 
that represent a growing trend in Jewish adult education to teach 

“spirituality” experientially. Spirituality in these settings is cultivated 
through personal and artistic expression with only a minimally 
Jewish framework. We immediately understand why the Orthodox 
community today approaches the arena of spirituality with caution 
and often with disdain. In the spirit of “Am ha-areẓ ḥasid,” traditional 
Jewish spirituality is pursued through intensive study, an emphasis 
on kavvanah in prayer,3 and in the performance of commandments. 
In the Jewish mystical tradition, spirituality is pursued through the 
achievement of deveikut.4 In contrast, Jewish education in some 
segments of the Jewish community, often but not always, demands 
little knowledge or intensive commitment; feelings often replace 

 2 From a description of a “Living Waters Weekend” of the Jewish Renewal move-
ment, as seen in Charles Liebman, “When Judaism Gets Personal,” The Forward, 
4 June 1999.
 3 The role of kavvanah in prayer and whether its emphasis was within normative 
Jewish practice receives an interesting treatment in Louis Jacob’s Ḥasidic Prayer 
(New York: Schocken Books, 1973).
 4 Moshe Halbertal cites Rabbi Joseph Karo’s equation of deveikut with the scholarly 
study of Torah in his discussion of the loss of intellectual meaning when the study 
of Torah is manipulated for contemplative purposes in The People of the Book: 
Canon, Meaning and Authority (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1997), 
p. 123. In Maggid Meisharim (Amsterdam, 1708), R. Karo states, “Be careful not to 
interrupt the dibbuk [deveikut] between you and your Creator…for the study of 
Torah strengthens the communion and grace is infused into him from heaven to 
strengthen communion further.” For more on techniques to achieve deveikut and 
its relationship to Torah study within Ḥasidut, see Moshe Idel, Ḥasidism: Between 
Ecstasy and Magic (New York: SUNY Press, 1995), pp. 171–88. In a non-mystical 
context, Rabbi Joseph Soloveitchik equated the study of Torah with an act of prayer 
in his collection of essays, Shiurim le-Zekher Avi Mori, vol. ii “Be-inyan Birkhat 
Ha-Torah,” (Jerusalem, 1985), pp. 1–16, especially pp. 7–8.
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rigorous analysis. Make-your-own midrash as part of the search 
for self has sometimes supplanted the study of rabbinic midrash in 
search of the meaning of Judaism.

This new age Jewish spirituality has been called into question by 
the sociologist Charles Liebman, who sees in this quest for a personal 
spiritual life-style a decline in long term observance, commitment, 
and concern for the collective good:

Understood in terms of personal meaning, Jewishness be-
comes – even for Jews – an acquired taste, a take-it-or-leave it 
affair. Moreover, experience-based religiosity has no intrinsic 
justification for exclusion or boundaries; it necessarily in-
cludes all who are partner to the inspirational moment.5

Spiritual “Feelings” 
and the Role of the Teacher

In this age of new-wave religion, Orthodox Jews should rightly 
approach the word “spirituality” with hesitation. If its meaning is 
entrenched in “feel good” forms of expression without implying 
long-term commitment, knowledge, or self-sacrifice, it is to be 
shunned.6 The methods by which greater spiritual living are to be 
achieved must also be called into question. Spiritual seeking in other 

 5 Charles S. Liebman, “Post-War American Jewry: From Ethnic to Privatized 
Judaism,” in Secularism, Spirituality, and the Future of American Jewry, ed. Elliot 
Abrams and David G. Dalin (Washington, DC: Ethics and Public Policy Center, 
1999), p. 13.
 6 For how such trends have been making an impact on Orthodoxy, see Rabbi 
Aharon Lichtenstein, “Take Rav Soloveitchik at Full Depth,” The Forward, 12 March 
1999. There Rabbi Lichtenstein writes, 

 Shallowness…is the Achilles’ Heel of modern Orthodoxy. As such, it 
elicited some of the Rav’s sharpest critiques of religious modernism. 
Flaccid prayer, lukewarm commitment to learning, approximate 
observance, tepid experience – anything that reflected comfortable 
mediocrity in the quality of acculturated American Judaism, he 
deplored and sought to ennoble. This is not to suggest that he regarded 
the anti-modernists as his ideal. He had high standards of spirituality 
and few met them fully. But with respect to this particular failing, I 
believe it is fair to state that, both intellectually and emotionally, he 
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traditions, in contradistinction to Judaism, often hinges upon the 
spiritual “master,” mentor, or teacher. Although the teacher or rebbe 
is revered in Jewish tradition, it is not in the same fashion as the 
regard given to the charismatic leader in Eastern religions. In his 
discussion of the nature of the Hebrew prophet, Michael Fishbane, 
makes an important comparison between the spiritual teacher in 
Eastern religions and the Hebrew prophet: 

In Eastern religions…one dominant pattern of the spiritual 
teacher is that of an exemplary master who provides a model 
of salvific action…the path of wisdom is not a universal 
revelation but a personal realization of the truth of reality. 
Accordingly, although a few spiritual virtuosos may in fact 
choose to emulate their teacher’s way – the way he points 
to but does not prescribe – they do not and cannot imitate 
it, since every individual’s path to illumination is necessar-
ily unique. In contrast, the classical Hebrew prophet is the 
recipient of supernatural divine stipulations that prescrip-
tively instruct the entire nation of Israel in its path of obliga-
tion…the ancient Israelite prophet is not a perfected spiritual 
master who has transcended the illusions of temptation or the 
temptations of his ego. He is rather a person who is deeply 

regarded it as afflicting the modern community more than others. His 
ideological commitment to the cardinal concerns of Modern Ortho-
doxy – an integrated view of life, the value of general culture and the 
significance of the State of Israel – and his genuine pride in some of 
its accomplishments – did not prevent him from demanding that it 
hold a mirror to its face and probe for intensity and depth.”

While Rabbi Lichtenstein is not suggesting here that modern Orthodox Jews are 
drawn to innovative practices but have difficulty achieving depth within tradi-
tional observance, the waning of religious intensity within tradition often leads 
to innovations to create the missing sense of depth. Another article deals more 
with the specific problems Liebman addresses: see Nathan Diament, “The Age of 
Oprah-Orthodoxy” The Jewish Week, 27 November 1998, where Diament claims, 
perhaps somewhat harshly, that for the modern Orthodox, “Rabbinic authority can 
be questioned when it seems to clash with ‘personal moral sensibilities’…almost 
any aspect of secular culture may be embraced if it provides the individual ‘with 
personal or spiritual insight.’ ”
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aware of his covenantal Lord, and one for whom a radical 
spiritual encounter has inspired an acute consciousness of 
the necessity to avoid sin and heed the stipulations of God’s 
autonomous will.7

Even the Hebrew prophet, the emissary of God’s will, is not regarded 
as a spiritual master or model but as a mediator in the covenantal 
relationship between God and man. The prophet does not seek a 
unique and individual path to God but engourages observance of 
and fidelity to the commandments. Fishbane’s distinction is particu-
larly relevant today since the appeal of Eastern religion is pervasive 
and has even led to a new type of spiritual seeker, the “Jew-Bu” or 
Jewish Buddhist, the combination of East-West, that is largely more 
East than West.8 In Eastern religions it is the attraction of a charis-
matic teacher rather than a set of laws and ethics that becomes the 
focus for the spiritual seeker. 

It is important to distinguish between personal, creative forms 
of expression or spiritual charisma with minimal Jewish content, 
and more rigorous scholarship of spirituality within general and 
Jewish literature. In The Idea of the Holy, Rudolph Otto argued that 
concepts in a religious vocabulary did not defy comprehension or 
analysis. Otto, in his own words, claimed that “The ‘irrational’ is 
today a favorite theme of all who are too lazy to think or too ready 
to evade the arduous duty of clarifying their ideas and grounding 
their convictions on a basis of coherent thought.”9 In that spirit, Otto 
undertook, “a serious attempt to analyze all the more exactly, the 
feeling which remains where the concept fails.”10 Otto acknowledged 
that, on one level, such religious feelings elude or defy conceptual 

 7 Michael Fishbane, “Biblical Prophecy as a Religious Phenomenon,” in Jewish 
Spirituality: From the Bible through the Middle Ages, ed. Arthur Green (New York: 
Crossroad, 1986), p. 70.
 8 For a good illustration of this dilemma, see “Jewish Buddhists, Buddhist Jews,” 
pp. 128–46 and “JUBUs in America,” pp. 147–57 in Rodger Kameneẓ, The Jew in 
the Lotus (San Francisco: Harper San Francisco, 1994).
 9 Rudolph Otto, The Idea of the Holy (London: Oxford University Press, 1958), 
p. xxi.
 10 Ibid.
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analysis. Nevertheless, he tried to give the ineffable a language. 
William James, who also undertook a study of religion’s attractions, 
made a similar claim:

All our attitudes, moral, practical or emotional, as well as 
religious, are due to the ‘objects’ of our consciousness, the 
things we believe to exist, whether really or ideally, along with 
ourselves. Such objects may be present to our senses or they 
may be present only to our thought. In either case they elicit 
from us a reaction; and the reaction due to things of thought 
is notoriously in many cases as strong as that due to sensible 
presences. It may be even stronger.11

Rather than feelings, James terms them “reactions” to the objects 
of our consciousness. They are not less real than ‘sensible presences’ 
and may elicit reactions that are even stronger than reactions to 
normal sense perceptions. The philosopher Robert Nozick offers us 
an insight into what such a ‘reaction’ might be:

Faith’s particular route to belief is the following. There is an 
encounter with something very real – an actual person, a 
person in a story, a part of nature, a book or work of art, a 
part of one’s being – and this thing has extraordinary qualities 
that intimate the divine by being forms of qualities that the 
divine itself would have: these extraordinary qualities touch 
you deeply, opening your heart so that you feel in contact with 
a special manifestation of the divine, in that it has some form 
of divine qualities to a very great extent.12

Once Otto, James, and other scholars of religion turned their 
attention to the mysterium tremendum and created a basic vocabulary 
with which to discuss spirituality, we have fewer excuses for not 

 11 William James, “The Reality of the Unseen,” The Varieties of Religious Experience 
(New York: New American Library, 1958), p. 58.
 12 Robert Nozick, The Examined Life: Philosophical Meditations (New York: Simon 
and Schuster, 1989), p. 51.
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being able to put inexplicable feelings into words. Our concern is to 
put their language of spirituality into a uniquely Jewish context and 
to package it for Jewish education. How do we communicate these 

“extraordinary qualities that intimate the divine” into a curriculum 
for Jewish adult education? What do our own sources say about 
spirituality?

Rabbinic literature is replete with the concern for an added 
dimension of worship, something beyond perfunctory observance, 
something which we might term “spiritual” in nature.13 R. Bahya ibn 
Pakuda writes movingly in the introduction to his Ḥovot ha-Levavot 
of the importance of emphasizing the way both the mind and heart 
contribute to the performance of miẓvot. He addresses the concern 
that along with the performance of commandments that affect the 
body, there will be a waning of concern for the soul’s development. 
This concern for additional spiritual or ethical conduct was ad-
dressed throughout the generations: Kabbalah,14 the writings of the 
Ḥasidei Ashkenaz,15 and the literature of the Mussar Movement are 
but a few examples.16 Supererogation is beautifully expressed in the 
words of R. Isaiah Horowitz, the Shelah:

 13 For more on supererogation, see Rabbi Aaron Lichtenstein, “Does Jewish Tra-
dition Recognize an Ethic Independent on Halakha?” in Contemporary Jewish 
Ethics, ed. Menachem Marc Kellner (New York: Sanhedrin Press, 1978), pp. 102–23, 
particularly pp. 115–6.
 14 See Gershom Scholem’s introduction to Major Trends in Jewish Mysticism (New 
York: Schocken Books, 1946) with attention to the needs that Kabbalah sought to 
address and Moshe Idel, Kabbalah: New Perspectives (New Haven: Yale University 
Press, 1988). For the impact of this on curricular issues, see Moshe Halbertal, 
People of the Book: Canon, Meaning and Authority, “Kabbalists and Talmudic 
Curriculum,” pp. 119–24.
 15 For more on the educational aspects of this group, see Ephraim Kanarfogel, 

“Educational Theory and Practice in the Teachings of the German Pietists,” Jew-
ish Education and Society in the High Middle Ages; Haym Soloveitchik, “Three 
Themes in Sefer Ḥasidim” AJS Review 1 (1976); Y. Baer, “Ha-Megammah ha-Dati 
ha-Ḥevratit shel Sefer Ḥasidim in Zion 3 (1937): 10–4; I. Ta-Shma, “Miẓvat Talmud 
Torah ki-Ve’ayah Hevratit Datit be-Sefer H�asidim,” Bar-Ilan 14–5 (1977): 98–112; 
and Ivan Marcus, Piety and Society: The Jewish Pietists of Medieval Germany 
(Leiden: Brill, 1981).
 16 For more on the Mussar Movement as a response to the need for increased spiri-
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Fear the Lord your God and serve Him with the kind of ser-
vice a faithful servant gives. Serve him by day and by night, at 
all times, in every hour, every moment, every period. Serve 
him with speech, with thought, and with the hidden thoughts 
of the heart. Serve Him as if His worship were always new 
and fresh and serve Him with a heart on fire.… Serve the 
Lord with all your heart and pour out your heart like water in 
God’s presence. Be as far as possible from the performance of 
the precepts in a routine manner without the heart being in 
them.… Every command should appear to you as if you had 
only been given it recently, today or yesterday.17

At the heart of all of these spiritual movements, and what makes 
them distinct from Otto’s or James’ assessment of religion, is that they 
all have commandment performance and study at their core. Tradi-
tionally, Jewish spirituality was never severed from the observance 
of miẓvot, as we are seeing today. Any discussion of superagatory 
behavior in traditional texts assumed the performance of miẓvot. 
Kavvana or acting “lifnim mi-shurat ha-din”18 was seen as a way to 
inform or enhance miẓvot, but not to replace them.

In establishing some guidelines for spiritual searching 
within Orthodoxy, we have tried to demonstrate that the path is 
not an essentially individual or charismatic one but one of joint 
participation in the covenant as it is expressed in commandment 
performance. Jewish spirituality may be, at times, an accretion to 
the commandments, but it cannot demand a depletion or negation 
of them. Rather, the object of the religious experience that James 
describes is sought by an observant Jew through a profound 

tuality, see Immanuel Etkes, “The Founding of the Mussar Movement: Historical 
Background,” Rabbi Israel Salanter and the Mussar Movement: Seeking the Torah 
of Truth (Philadelphia: Jewish Publication Society, 1993), pp. 117–174 and Lester 
Eckman, “The Mussar Movement’s Relationship to the Enlightenment,” The History 
of the Mussar Movement, 1840–1945 (New York: Shengold, 1975), pp. 25–48.
 17 R. Isaiah Horowitz, Shenei Luḥot ha-Berit, IV, “Asarah Hillulim.”
 18 See Maimonides Hilkhot Dei’ot, chapter 1, and in particular law 5, and Aharon 
Lichtenstein, “Does Jewish Tradition Recognize an Ethic Independent of Halakha?,” 
pp. 105–15.
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understanding and performance of the commandments and through 
prayer and study. While some forms of spiritual seeking should be 
rejected by Orthodoxy, a search for spirituality that is grounded in 
Jewish practice and study, an appreciation of the wonder and mystery 
of the universe, and a desire for ethical interpersonal relationships, 
should be actively encouraged in adult education settings.

Religion and Faith
At this juncture it is important to consider yet another distinction by 
the scholar of comparative religion, Wilfred Cantwell Smith. Smith 
makes a distinction between religion and faith. Religion, in Smith’s 
definition, is essentially about “cumulative traditions,” a combina-
tion of traditional texts – scholarly and liturgical, symbols, rites, 
ethics, music, and dance. Faith is the response engendered by the 
performance or participation in these rituals. According to Smith, 
faith is more personal than religion and serves as a “reaction” to 
cumulative tradition. Both religion and faith require the other, but 
the two are not coterminous.19 The reaction of faith to cumulative 
tradition brings these traditions meaning and increased vitality in 
their repeated performance. Smith uses the term “faith” in a uni-
versalistic way, free from religious associations. His analysis is both 
too simplistic and too individualistic for wholesale acceptance by 
an observant Jew. However, Smith’s attempt to distinguish between 
actions and reactions is important and his distinctions can prove 
helpful in thinking about adult education in the Orthodox Jewish 
community. We are blessed with such rich “cumulative traditions” 
that simply mastering them and understanding the texts and rituals 
we observe would take a lifetime of study. However, our preoccupa-
tion with texts and commandments sometimes leads us to neglect 
the development of faith as a response to the world of cumulative 
traditions that we occupy. To return to a question asked earlier: does 
our emphasis on information and skill acquisition provide room 

 19 Wilfred Cantwell Smith, The Meaning and End of Religion (New York: Macmillan, 
1963), chapters six and seven.
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for inspiration in the classroom? Are we teaching about actions or 
encouraging “reactions”?

The answer to that question depends on where your classroom 
is and who you seek as a teacher, but more often than not, the answer 
is “no.” With only forty-five minutes to cover the daf each morning 
at the break of dawn, there is little time to discuss the impact of the 
text on the adult learner. A weekly class held at a local synagogue 
does not allow the teacher enough time to cover the subject, let alone 
to take time out to discuss its meaning. In addition, most instruc-
tors have expertise only in the material studied and may not feel 
equipped to take the material beyond the realm of skill acquisition. 
Even if they were to have the time and inclination, if a teacher said, 

“Let’s talk about how our study of ḥumash has contributed to your 
“hunger for wonder,”20 the student might wonder only why you failed 
to cover all of the Rashis on the perek. We have become so accus-
tomed to a diet of consistent learning styles and content that a sud-
den switch of orientation might not meet the student’s expectations. 
Little would be gained. I vividly recall leaving a classroom where a 
teacher had attempted some such spiritual meandering to overhear 
a student complain that the class was not one on which she could 
have made a “birkat ha-Torah.” If adult students are more concerned 
with information and the mastery of the material through skill ac-
quisition than spiritual development or the personal relevance of the 
material, should we, the instructors, be concerned with promoting 
the spiritual dimension of the learning experience? 

Research on Adult Education
To address this question, we will have to digress briefly from the 
topic to look at the academic literature on adult education. Currently, 
the literature on adult education tends largely to be student, rather 
than subject, centered.21 The objective in much of this literature is 

 20 This expression was used by Theodore Roszak, “On the Contemporary Hunger 
for Wonder,” in The Pushcart Prize VI: Best of the Small Press – 1980/81, ed. Bill 
Henderson (New York: Avon Books, 1981).
 21 For example, see Jack Mezirow, Transformative Dimensions of Adult Learning 
(San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 1991), particularly chapters 2 and 4; Mark Tennant, 
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to develop more critical forms of reflection22 and to develop char-
acter, rather than to encourage the mastery of a particular body of 
information.23 In such a scheme, relevancy would most likely be 
valued over information. Although this is a largely oversimplified 
view of the resaerch on pedagogy for adults, I think that it explains 
why much of this literature is not making a greater impact on teach-
ing methods within the Orthodox community.24 Our educational 
system has, for thousands of years, promoted the mastery of text 
as its primary goal and mastery of person as an ancillary benefit. 
There is an unstated assumption that learning the material alone will 
promote spiritual growth. Learning is also subject based rather than 
student-centered.25 It is not that we do not care about the student’s 

Psychology and Adult Learning (New York: Routledge, 1997); Robin Usher, Ian 
Bryant, and Rennie Johnston, Adult Education and the Postmodern Challenge: 
Learning Beyond the Limits (New York: Routledge, 1997); and Joe E. Heimlich and 
Emmalou Norland, Developing Teaching Style in Adult Education (San Francisco: 
Jossey-Bass, 1994).
 22 Stephen Brookfield has been a major proponent of the development of critical 
thinking as a goal of adult education. See his book, Developing Critical Think-
ers: Challenging Adults to Explore Alternative Ways of Thinking and Acting (San 
Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 1987), with particular attention to part one and his article, 

“The Development of Critical Reflection in Adulthood: Foundations of a Theory 
of Adult Learning,” New Education 13:1 (1991): 39–48.
 23 Even in the sphere of religion, the tendency in education often leans toward 
reflection rather than mastery of material or skill acquisition. For a good example 
of this, see Cate Siejk, “Learning to Love the Questions: Religious Education in 
an Age of Unbelief,” Journal of Religious Education 94:2 (1999): 155–71 and Mary 
Boys, Educating in Faith: Maps and Visions (San Francisco: Harper and Row, 1989). 
Although these are not oriented to adults specifically, the ideas promoted could 
certainly be applied to an adult audience.
 24 The same could also be said about the orientation of educational literature on 
the role of the teacher. Kimberly Patton wrote an article about the influence of the 
teacher in the academic teaching of religion and arrived at the conclusion that as 
much as the teacher wished to distance himself or herself from the material, the 
student still made an association between the information and the teacher beyond 
pure academic interest, “ ‘Stumbling Along Between the Immensities’: Reflections 
on Teaching in the Study of Religion,” Journal of the American Academy of Religion 
65:4 (1997): 831–50.
 25 In Gary Fenstermacher and Jonas Soltis’ book, Approaches to Teaching, third edi-
tion (New York: Teachers College Press, 1998), the authors present three approaches 
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religious growth in this picture, but it is presumed that personal 
growth comes on its own as a result of intensive study. Whether or 
not this educational leaning has always been productive is not the 
issue here; we must be concerned with our reality and the educa-
tional landscape as it is currently. That is why I believe that Orthodox 
Jewish adults are not predominantly interested in spiritual develop-
ment in their learning. Information and skill acquisition largely 
represented the core of their education in day schools. They have 
become habituated to study in a way which achieves very limited 
educational objectives. 

The separation of information and inspiration as teaching 
goals is quite artificial from a traditional Jewish point of view. We 
have always assumed that the material itself will be spiritually 
transformative; we would never consider that learning even the most 
technical details of the most arcane body of Jewish knowledge would 
be free from inspiration. However, as stated in the introduction to 
this paper, we may be assuming too much. As early as day school, we 
make assumptions that students can create a meaningful framework 
for the Jewish studies that they have learned. We rarely articulate 
the connection between text and meaning because we automatically 
assume that there is one. This may be true for the instructor. It is not 
always true for the student. In particular, much of Jewish studies is 
intended for the sophisticated intellectual mind that might naturally 
make such connections. Can we assume this to be true for the non-
intellectual adults in our midst who may not be coming to our 
classes? Perhaps we have erroneously assumed that the information 

to teaching: what they term the executive approach, the therapist approach, and 
the liberationist approach. The executive approach is most akin to the type of 
learning encouraged within traditional Orthodox circles where the teacher is not 
a facilitator but is regarded as the top in a hierarchy of learning and is charged with 
dispensing information. This is in contrast to the therapist approach where the 
teacher tries to draw out the student in a more individualistic style of teaching. The 
authors are critical of both approaches but perhaps have not credited the executive 
approach enough. On the other hand, their simple typologies are instructive in 
challenging approaches that are too narrow and fail to include different teaching 
styles and goals.
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we impart will be automatically framed in a religiously relevant 
context by our students so that we need not articulate it. 

Barry Holtz addresses the process of reading and self-defini-
tion  and identify. He articulates how to “listen to the voice behind 
the text.”26 Once I realized that this gap between text and life existed 
for many of my non-affiliated or non-observant students, I began 
to wonder if it was also true for my Orthodox students. They would 
rarely question the commitment of a biblical character or criticize 
a sacred text, but they were not always able to articulate easily or 
effortlessly move from text to life. The same pre-texts and contexts 
that I had to enunciate before learning texts with one group, I began 
to do routinely, albeit differently, with all of my students. I have come 
to believe that, without this spiritual framework or the injection of 
meaning into textual orientation, (as artificial a bifurcation as that 
may sound to the reader), students will lose their motivation for life-
long learning and fail to see the depth and profundity that underlies 
their commitment to Judaism.

REACHING OUT, GROWING UP
Up until this point, we have described the student in such a class 
as having benefited from a day school education and possibly a 
university background in Jewish studies. We have also assumed 
Jewish observance. But, perhaps again, we have assumed too much. 
Opening our eyes to the student population in our adult classrooms 
will probably reveal that the same individuals consistently attend 
classes; this pool of interest may represent a very small percentage 
of the total population within a synagogue or community setting. 
Where are the rest of the potential life-long students?

Robert Wuthnow, author of Growing Up Religious: Christians 
and Jews and Their Journeys of Faith, might help us answer this 
question. Wuthnow describes some of the most trying aspects of a 

 26 Barry Holtz, Finding Our Way: Jewish Texts and the Lives We Lead Today (New 
York: Schocken Books, 1990), pp. 3–14. Holtz also addresses this issue in his in-
troduction to Back to the Sources: Reading the Classic Jewish Texts entitled, “On 
Reading Jewish Texts” (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1984), pp. 11–29.
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strong religious commitment. Although he is not addressing himself 
to Orthodox Jews, his words resonate nonetheless:

How do people who grew up religious move from the taken-
for-granted world in which they had been raised to a more 
deliberate, intentional approach to faith? Many people, of 
course, do not make this move at all. People from the most 
intensely religious homes sometimes lose interest in their 
spirituality, either from sheer boredom or because they found 
such upbringing oppressive. Others continue on, perhaps 
claiming to believe what they always did and even attesting 
to the centrality of faith to their lives, yet doing little as adults 
to deepen their spirituality.27

We recognize the faces behind Wuthnow’s words in our 
communities and in our own families. They are the day school 
graduates who tired of the routine, who sought newness in their 
university studies or professional lives, who think of their Judaism as a 
fine way to raise children but lacking in the sophistication and depth 
necessary to reach them as adults. Their religious beliefs did not 
grow with them; they grew out of them. Even those who maintain 
observance, according to Wuthnow, can fall into this category. 
Since their current practices are the same as those they observed as 
children, they have learned to associate them with childhood and 
childishness. They continue to practice, but are often motivated not 
by spiritual depth, but by the fear that not observing them will either 
result in punishment or in a loss of family attachments. Alternatively, 
they may see value in the lifestyle generally but not feel personally 
inspired.

Wuthnow’s central thesis is that in order to sustain the religious 
commitment of one’s youth an individual must undergo his or her 
own spiritual search. It is critical that religion be not only an anchor 
from childhood but a compass for the future. We can only come to 

 27 Robert Wuthnow, Growing Up Religious: Christians and Jews and Their Journeys 
of Faith (Boston: Beacon Press, 1999), p. 162.
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this conclusion on our own. It is not only a legacy; it is also a pursuit. 
In describing adults who grew up with religion and either returned to 
it or still maintain their level of observance, Wuthnow concludes,

Although the specific practices may vary, the common dimen-
sion is that people start to take responsibility for their own 
spiritual development and thus begin to acquire personal 
knowledge and skill that goes beyond what they have learned 
simply by being a member of a congregation.28

Wuthnow believes that “growing up spiritually” involves not 
only a personal investment in and a sense of ownership of one’s 
religion but also an acknowledgment of how religious practices, 

“develop in conjunction with changing social relationships.” He 
believes that, “childhood spirituality is rooted in authority rela-
tionships with one’s parent and with God.”29 As our social world 
matures, so does our need for the maturation of religion in order 
to continue spiritual development. Part of this process is the move 
away from a fear of authority in religion to a loving relationship with 
God, moving away from the “should do” in religion to the “want to 
do.” Self-motivation from love, rather than guilt from desire, rather 
than authority helped people find a spiritual path within their own 
respective faiths. In addition to this change, the web of social con-
nections created by religious communities is also strengthened and 
matures. Instead of taking from one’s congregation or institution, 
adult spirituality is based on giving back and becoming more self-
lessly involved. Wuthnow concluded from his interviews that adults 
who were raised religious and stayed or returned to their traditions 
all did so not by increased religious behavior, but by making their 
religion more personally compelling.

For those who continue on a significant spiritual journey as 
adults, the pattern we observe repeatedly in our interviews is 

 28 Wuthnow, pp. 167–8.
 29 Wuthnow, p. 175.
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one of gaining distance from religious organizations through 
a process of discovering a more personalized style of faith. 
Gaining distance does not mean that people necessarily quit 
participating in religious organizations but they expect to 
receive less from these organizations, often become willing 
to give more of themselves in service to these and other or-
ganizations, and learn more effectively how to communicate 
with God in their personal lives.30

How might this study make an impact on Jewish adult educa-
tion? It might challenge practices we currently regard as spiritually 
edifying. For some, increased spirituality comes in doing more – 
learning more, adding to the litany of prayers or becoming more 
stringent in one’s observance. The spiritual pursuit results in added 
or heightened commandment performance or in the observance 
of ḥumrot, religious stringencies.31 This, however, probably does 
not address the spiritual conundrum; it is not always a matter of 
doing more: It may be a matter of thinking more about that which 
we already do. Adult education can play a critical role in helping 
adults create a personal path of meaning by turning material that 
they learned as children into more sophisticated religious concepts. 
It can also point the way to recognizing how social relationships af-
fect religious growth as we move from childhood models based on 
authority, to more equal and participatory roles in our communities. 
How can we accomplish this? On the most rudimentary level, it is 
a matter of the presentation of the material that educators choose 
to teach.

CONSIDERATION OF CONTENT
Arguments about the content of Jewish learning are centuries old. We 
find that, historically, whenever there was a strong push for a heavily 
Talmudic diet, there also was a corresponding pull back towards the 
study of topics that are less intellectually casuistic and more morally 

 30 Wuthnow, p. 167.
 31 Sara Epstein-Weinstein, “The Permissibility of Self-Imposed Religious Strin-
gency,” in Piety and Fanaticism (Northvale, NJ: Jason Aaronson, 1997), pp. 23–63.
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or religiously compelling. The argument over the study of Bible, not 
in preference, but in addition, to Talmud, was often the platform 
upon which this battle was waged.32 A visit back into the curricular 
world of the sixteenth century might be instructive. According to 
one scholar at that time, the goal of spiritual perfection was not at 
issue; the question was which discipline maximized the chances of 
spiritual attainment:

The issues in the heated dialogue or rather trialogue between 
Talmudists, philosophers, and kabbalists are the attainment 
of spirituality, the deepening of ideological sensitivity, reli-
gious vitality, and understanding – the interlocking of “du-

 32 The argument over content played out most fascinatingly in the discussion of the 
merits and disadvantages of engaging in pilpul. This debate came to its acme in the 
sixteenth century. Simha Assaf ’s compendium of writings on this issue in Toledot 
ha-Ḥinukh provides a good starting point for the debate. R. Handel Manoah ben 
Shmaryahu (d. 1612), a Polish student of the Maharshal, wrote a commentary on 
Ḥovot ha-Levavot advising students to stay away from intellectual Talmud exercises 
because they distanced an individual from the Torah and were a means of vanity 
without utility, (Assaf, pp. 48–9). The Maharal (p. 47) and R. Ephraim Lunshitz 
(1550–1619) took the same view: “The students can see how corrupt these mental 
exercises are…they do this only for self-aggrandizement,” p. 63. Jacob Horowitz 
(d. 1622), the brother of the Shelah, was also a staunch advocate of Bible studies 
and was concerned that not only were yeshivot neglectful of the obligation to study 
Bible, they were also lacking in the spiritual wisdom it provided. See Shnayer Z. 
Leiman, “From the Pages of Tradition: R. Jacob Horowitz on the Study of Scripture,” 
Tradition 27:1 (1992): 68–70. For more general information of the study of pilpul, 
see Moshe Shulvass, Jewish Culture in Eastern Europe: the Classical Period (New 
York: Ktav, 1975), pp. 25–30. For the treatment of this issue in the medieval period, 
see Tosafot to BT Sanhedrin 24a, s.v. “Belulah,” BT Kiddushin 30a, s.v. “Lo ẓerikha,” 
and BT Avodah Zara 19b, s.v. “Yeshallesh,” and Ephraim Kanarfogel, Jewish Educa-
tion and Society in the High Middle Ages (Detroit: Wayne State University Press, 
1992), pp. 79–90. For a comparison between Sephardic and Ashkenazic treatments 
of Bible in the medieval period, see Frank Talmage, “Keep Your Sons from Scrip-
ture: The Bible in Medieval Jewish Scholarship and Spirituality” in Understanding 
Scripture: Explorations of Jewish and Christian Traditions of Interpretation, Clemens 
Thoma and Michael Wyschogrod, eds. (New York: Paulist Press, 1989), pp.81–101; 
Ephraim Kanarfogel, “On the Role of Bible Study in Medieval Ashkenaz” in The 
Frank Talmage Memorial, vol. I, ed. Barry Walfish (Haifa: Haifa University Press, 
1993), p. 154; Haym Soloveitchik, “Three Themes in Sefer Ḥasidim,” in AJS Review, 

forum 104 draft 21.indd   288forum 104 draft 21.indd   288 05/02/2005   19:05:4105/02/2005   19:05:41



289Orthodoxy and the Search for Spirituality

ties of the limb” with “duties of the heart.” The key term in 
the vocabulary of spirituality and religiosity is perfection 
(sheleimut or hashlamat ha-nefesh). Within the framework of 
accepted views or on the basis of shared traditional premises, 
the debate revolves around how these disciplines interact, 
which is superior and which is subordinate and which is 
most conducive to sheleimut…. The curricular aspect is the 
practical expression while the phenomenological aspect is 
the theoretical motive.33

“Sheleimut” or religious perfection was the universally agreed goal; 
scholars argued about the means. Spiritual attainment was not 
always seen as a matter of content but rather as a matter of intent. 
Multiple disciplines (“within the framework of accepted views”) 
could provide the map for the achievement of “sheleimut.” If adult 
education today in the Orthodox world provided only one map of 
spirituality, it would severely curtail the inclusion of people whose 
spiritual avenues come through the rigorous study of a blatt gemara 
or those who find themselves moved by a Ḥasidic tale. Historical 
debates are relevant today in their concern for intentioned study. 
Talmud Torah was informed by the concern that it contributed to 
one’s “ideological sensitivity.” Some might conclude that the only way 
to achieve this “sheleimut” is through teaching subjects like mussar 
or selected passages from Tanakh and Talmud which directly deal 
with personal growth. But, with added flexibility, we might be more 
expansive. Any subject of Jewish study may help create sheleimut if 
certain assumptions are made about the reasons that we study.

1 (1976): 339; and Mordechai Breuer, “Minu Beneikhem min ha-Higgayon,” in Mikh-
tam le-David: Sefer Zikkaron ha-Rav David Ochs, ed. Yiẓḥak Gilat and Eliezer Stern 
(Ramat Gan: Bar Ilan University Press, 1978), pp. 242–64.
 33 Isadore Twersky, “Talmudists, Philosophers, Kabbalists: The Quest for Spiri-
tuality in the Sixteenth Century,” in Jewish Thought in the Sixteenth Century, ed. 
Bernard Dov Cooperman (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1983), p. 440. 
See also Halbertal, “Strong Canonicity and Shared Discourse,” in People of the 
Book, pp. 124–8.
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RE-READING RELIGION
Like religion, reading is taught at a young age, and we assume it need 
not be taught again. The sophisticated process of analysis involved 
in adult reading, however, forces us to rethink what it means to 
read as an adult.34 Much of the reading we did as children was not 
by choice and took place in a school environment where we had to 
master material and were held accountable for it. Most adults who 
read do so in a completely different context. They read for pleasure, 
insight, or information. If a book fails to stimulate them or provide 
the information they seek, they have the liberty to close it. While 
this description may sound pedestrian, it is exactly the dilemma that 
the adult educator faces. Adults have many demands on their time, 
and most adults who study devote only a fraction of their time to 
Jewish studies. There is no accountability in a class for adults; they 
do not have to be there if they are bored, and there is no incen-
tive for attending, other than personal gain. In addition, there are 
so many familial and fiscal responsibilities which adults shoulder 
that there are often more compelling or immediate reasons not to 
be present in a class than to attend it. Culturally, there is an ever-
widening emphasis on leisure and physical fitness that competes 
with adult students for time.35 Can we assume that the miẓvah of 
Talmud Torah alone will bring adults into the classroom? For some, 
yes, but for most the answer is no. Adult educators need to supply 
reasons why their students should come back into the classroom.36 

 34 An excellent study on the complexity of the reading endeavor is presented by 
Paul Ricoeur in From Text to Action: Essays in Hermeneutics, ii, trans. Kathleen 
Blamey and John Thompson (Evanston, IL: Northwestern University Press, 1991) 
and Geoffrey Hartman, “The Work of Reading,” in Criticism in the Wilderness: The 
Study of Literature Today (New Haven: Yale University Press), pp. 161–88.
 35 See Norman Lamm’s analysis in “A Jewish Ethic of Leisure,” Faith and Doubt: 
Studies in Traditional Jewish Thought (New York: Ktav, 1986), pp. 187–211 and Erica 
Brown, “Jewish Adult Education: Creating an Educational Democracy,” Ten Daat: 
A Journal of Jewish Education 9:1 (1996): 63–77.
 36 One way to stimulate some discussion on the contribution of study to personal 
development is to introduce students to texts, articles and books that discuss this 
issue directly. I often recommend Barry Holtz’s introductory chapter “On Reading 
Jewish Texts” from Back to the Sources: Reading the Classic Jewish Texts (New York: 
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Here, a distinction drawn by E.D. Hirsch may enlighten our discus-
sion. Hirsch distinguishes between the concepts of significance and 
meaning. Meaning, he claims, is “fixed and immutable;” in contrast, 

“significance is open to change.”37 A text’s meaning, Hirsch argues, is 
fixed on one level, since without rootedness it would merely “float 
on the tides of preference.”38 However, the reader will assign to a 
text significance based upon personal proclivities and subjective 
tastes. In the Orthodox community, texts are always meaningful as 
transmitters of tradition; their significance, however, is not always 
discussed. One might view the role of the instructor in an adult 
education classroom as lending significance to a text that is already 
meaningful to their students. One way to do this is to suggest that life-
long Jewish education will contribute to sheleimut, a more developed 
and coherent sense of faith and spiritual sensitivity. Teachers can 
promote this by ensuring that subjects are taught with a preamble 
and a “de-briefing,” or with contexts and pretexts. The preamble can 
assume many forms; it might be a short tefillah to begin the session, a 
personal anecdote, or an inspiring story. It might be a reminder given 
throughout the class of the beauty of the material or its profundity.39 

Simon and Schuster, 1984), pp. 11–29. Even individuals who have had a life-long 
commitment to Talmud Torah have difficulty articulating why they study and 
what they “get out” of learning. Exposing students to the formulations of others 
is a good way to get students thinking and debating about their personal invest-
ment in Jewish texts.
 37 E.D. Hirsch, “Meaning and Significance Reinterpreted,” Critical Inquiry (Decem-
ber, 1984): 202. Hirsch first presented this distinction in Validity in Interpretation 
(New Haven: Yale University Press, 1967), p. 4, but revisited and further refined 
it in this paper. 
 38 Hirsch, p. 203.
 39 In a study I conducted about the spiritual development of women in adult Jew-
ish education “An Intimate Spectator: Jewish Women Reflect on Adult Study,” I 
found, much to my surprise, that several women commented that Jewish study for 
them was not a spiritual experience and in some cases actually diminished their 
spirituality because of its critical nature. Often, teachers contribute to this irony 
by being analytical or critical without moderating or tempering their discussion 
by articulating the inherent beauty of the text or the endeavor. The results of this 
research are published in the journal Religious Education 98:1 (2003).
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It might consist of a sentence of reflection when the information has 
already been covered.40

These small “injections of meaning” should not be underesti-
mated as a pedagogic tool. Israel Scheffler promoted what he termed 

“cognitive emotions” as an outcome of education. His claim is that 
cognition and emotion are not “hostile worlds apart,” and that 
when emotions are in the service of cognition, both the emotional 
and the intellectual realms work in confluence for true and deep 
understanding.41 If we were to substitute in his dichotomy the words 

“spiritual” and “intellectual,” we might arrive at the same conclusion. 
Intellectual mastery combined with spiritual depth should be the 
goal of an adult education encounter. Naturally, some instructors 
will gravitate towards a more direct form of spiritual explication by 
choosing a subject replete with obvious religious significance. I do 
not believe, however, that this is always necessary or even desirable. 
It often creates self-righteousness or guilt-inducing lessons that may 
not compel the student to return to class. Instead, imagine a class 
as a walk through an art gallery and the observation of a painting. 
The teacher comments on the history and significance of the work 
and then, in a brief sentence, points out the use of light or shadow. 
That brief encounter will force the student to look at the painting in 
a radically different way. The teacher is not forcing understanding, 
but guiding the student’s vision. It is this need to show students the 
light and shadows of the material that lends vision and depth to 
study. When the messages are religious in nature, it will help infuse 
the information with inspiration and relevancy. If Orthodox adults 
are accustomed to receiving information and skill-acquisition in 
learning, then we need to continue those valuable patterns already 

 40 Stephen Brookfield recommends that adults keep learning journals to help them 
become more reflective, “Grounded Teaching in Learning” in Facilitating Adult 
Learning: A Transactional Process, ed. Michael Galbraith (Malabar, FL: Kreiger 
Publishing Company, 1991), pp. 37–9. However, as Brookfield himself admits, this 
practice can become cumbersome and tedious and become counterproductive.
 41 Israel Scheffler, “In Praise of the Cognitive Emotions,” Inquiries: Philosophi-
cal Studies of Language, Science and Learning (Indianapolis: Hackett Publishing 
Company, 1986), pp. 347–62.
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established. These small “injections of meaning” help frame the 
information with inspiration.

NON-INTELLECTUAL FORMS OF SPIRITUALITY
In his article, “Preparing Children for Spirituality,” Lawrence 
Scheindlin posits that in order to make children receptive to mat-
ters of the spirit, one must focus on five aspects of education: 1) help 
children value their inner lives, 2) engage children’s curiosity and 
their early experiences of wonder, 3) assist children in articulating 
feelings, 4) develop children’s aesthetic sensitivity, and 5) develop 
interpersonal sensitivity.42 In the early years, encouraging children to 
respond to their experiences with wonder will help them recognize 
and feel the impact of a spiritual encounter. Scheindlin writes that, 

“[t]he senses of awe, mystery, and wonder are, obviously, complex 
emotional responses to a complex universe. Understanding these 
emotions is elusive to us – adults and religious educators. However, 
since spiritual awe (yirat shamayim) is a complex emotional experi-
ence, it must be preceded by simpler emotions from the same family 
of feelings.”43 Scheindlin’s recommendation for the education of 
children is no less important for adults, particularly those adults who 
may not have benefited from these guidelines as children. Injecting 
meaning and inspiration in an adult classroom is difficult if there is 
little readiness for spirituality to begin with. The sense of awe and 
mystery that Scheindlin encourages is harder to achieve as an adult, 
when the world and its wonders may not be so new. It is then that 
we may have to travel farther or walk deeper into the woods.

In Stages of Faith: The Psychology of Human Development and 
the Quest for Meaning, James Fowler discusses adult faith develop-
ment through an imagined dialogue between Erikson, Piaget, and 
Kohlberg.44 Building his research upon the work of others, he cre-
ates six stages of faith, the last being the “universal ethical principle” 

 42 Lawrence Scheindlin, “Preparing Children for Spirituality,” Journal of Religious 
Education 94:2 (Spring, 1999): 191–2.
 43 Scheindlin, p. 194.
 44 James W. Fowler, Stages of Faith: The Psychology of Human Development and the 
Quest for Meaning (San Francisco: HarperSanFrancisco, 1995), pp. 78–85.
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stage of faith. Stages four and five have to do with the performance 
of rules, laws, and societal adjustments. Educating adults for the 
sixth stage requires an ability to see past law and rules or simple 
social-contract theory, to universal truths. Jewish spiritual devel-
opment does not culminate in universality, but it does need to 
see beyond rules and laws alone and place value on meaning and 
complex social interactions within a religious context. The problem 
that most concerns Fowler is adult stagnation: moving through the 
stages, getting caught in one stage, and never growing beyond it. 
Important future research on Jewish faith development might need 
to take Fowler’s stages and contrast them to an imagined set of Jewish 

“stages.” Nevertheless, Fowler’s concern with stagnation should be 
adopted as our own. Adults also need to move in stages of spiritual 
development. The berakhot we learned as children need to take on 
additional significance for us as adults now that we sustain our own 
families. The tefillot we learned as children have to grow in meaning 
as we bring to them decades of life experience. Shabbat and holi-
day observance, rituals we may have observed for a lifetime, must 
become more significant anchors in our lives now that we work the 
rest of the week. All of these non-intellectual, experiential aspects 
of religion require cultivation outside of the classroom, if we are to 
highlight inspirational moments within the classroom. 

IN CONCLUSION
In the first chapter of the Laws of Idol Worship, Maimonides de-
scribes the eclipse of monotheism, the rise of idol worship and the 
spiritual seeking of Abraham who recaptured the belief in one God. 
Maimonides’ portrait of Abraham, based on observations from the 
Midrash and Talmud, describes a search that began at age three. 
From this age onward, Abraham contemplated the universe until 
he arrived at the notion of God thirty-seven years later. Not until 
the prime of his adulthood did Abraham find what he was search-
ing for. We know from Genesis 12 that Abraham did not receive 
his mission until he was seventy-five years old. Only then was he 
to go to Canaan and establish a nation. The process of self-dis-
covery, that led to action, took seventy-two years. The struggle of
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faith continued for Abraham well into his hundredth year. At no 
point did his contemplation end; rather it continually intensified. 
Using Abraham as our guide, perhaps we can help adults walk in 
the footsteps of the patriarch and show them that adulthood is the 
beginning, and not the end, of faith and character formation.
 

 45 The author would like to express her gratitude to Dr. Jacob Meskin and Dr. 
Harvey Shapiro for their insights in shaping this paper.
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