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ivilization ,” wrote the great scholar 

of Judaism, Jacob Neusner, “hangs sus-

pended, from generation to generation, 

by the gossamer strand of memory. If 

only one cohort of mothers and fathers 

fails to convey to its children what it has 

learned from its parents, then the great 

chain of learning and wisdom snaps. If the guardians of human 

knowledge stumble only one time, in their fall collapses the whole 

edifice of knowledge and understanding.” 

In a recent discussion with colleagues, we offered thoughts on 

what keeps us up at night. Sadly, there was much to discuss. Neusner’s 

warning rattled around in my mind: Are we in the midst of the precise 

stumble he warned us about so presciently?

No matter where one resides on the vast spectrum of Jewish ideolo-

gies, the primacy of education used to be a consensus position. Histor-

ically, the thirst for education animated Jewish life. Our legacy as Jews 

was neither territory nor vast cathedrals. We had no crown jewels of 

which to boast. Until relatively recently there had been no military vic-

tories or heroic quests. Our achievements were intellectual. Our heroes 

were dedicated to study. A common aspiration was affording the time 

to delve into the Talmud, the Zohar, Yiddish literature, and Midrash. “If 

I were rich, I’d have the time that I lack to sit in the synagogue and pray,” 

Tevye tells us. “And I’d discuss the holy books with the learned men, 

several hours every day. And that would be the sweetest thing of all.”

When our forebears reached North America, they knew that the 

Publisher’s Note

only possibility they had to offer their children a better life was to 

embrace higher education. Our grandparents and parents sacrificed 

to afford college for their children. Today, Jews in America are at the 

top of the list of religious groups regarding educational attainment. 

So how is it that the freest, wealthiest, and, secularly, the most 

educated Jewish community in history is also, by many measures, 

the most Jewishly illiterate? 

We have all but given up on teaching Hebrew, making American 

Jews a historical anomaly — a Jewish community without a distinct 

language. Jewish day schools, though often excellent, have failed to 

significantly increase their market share outside the Orthodox com-

munity, which represented just 9 percent of American Jews in 2020. 

Congregational schools are in desperate need of reengineering: The 

current generation of parents has no way to explain to their children 

why they are sending them there — other than a dispiriting, “If I had 

to go, you have to go.” Holiday observance is becoming a meal, largely 

devoid of content or context. 

Why do we lack the will and imagination to make high-quality 

Jewish day-school education universal and affordable? Is there any 

scenario in which the American Jewish community continues to 

thrive, to be a hub of cultural creativity, without a grounding in what 

this people is all about?

And as we abandoned Jewish education, secular education aban-

doned us. The elite secular schools and universities that used to be 

our refuge are increasingly becoming our adversary. A proud Jew is no 

longer a sought-after citizen on some campuses, either as a student or 

a faculty member. On others we are barely tolerated — and only if we 

keep our opinions about Israel to ourselves. Critical thinking is not an 

aim. It’s a threat. Diversity of opinion is welcome only if that diversity 

occupies about 10 percent of the ideological spectrum. 

These are the twin challenges that this volume of sapir will 

explore: the two sides of education that have meant so much to us. 

Our aspiration is not to merely raise issues, but to begin a discussion 

that helps solve them. 

mark charendoff
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he field of Jewish education in North 

America boasts a wealth of talented and 

dedicated professionals. These are educators, 

administrators, scholars, board members, and 

funders who commit their days, and often 

their careers, to this work. We brought three 

of them together for a conversation about the 

current state of Jewish education and about where new investments of 

time, energy and funding might best be deployed. It was a congenial and 

inspiring conversation that we’ve edited down for clarity and brevity.



Barry Finestone is the president and CEO of the Jim Joseph Foundation 

(JJF), America’s leading supporter of Jewish education for youth, teens, 

and young adults. JJF has granted more than $735 million in its first 

Jewish Education: 
Why We Should Care
A conversation with 

barry finestone, rabbi leon morris 
& abi dauber sterne

17 years. Barry has led major institutions in all of the types of arenas 

where formal and informal Jewish education happens in America: a JCC, 

a synagogue, and an overnight summer camp. 

Rabbi Leon Morris is president of the Pardes Institute of Jewish Stud-

ies, an open, inclusive, and diverse learning community that has educated 

thousands of North American students for 50 years. Before making aliyah, 

Leon spent a decade as the founding director of the Skirball Center for 

Adult Jewish Learning at Temple Emanu-El (now the Streicker Center) 

in Manhattan. He has written extensively on the need for an increased 

commitment to Jewish learning in Reform Judaism. 

Abi Dauber Sterne is now studying for the rabbinate in Israel, after 

stepping down as the longtime director of Makom, the Israel-education 

arm of the Jewish Agency for Israel. Prior to that, she held leading Jew-

ish educational roles at Hillel International, Mandel Jerusalem Fellows, 

and Limmud NY. With her colleague Robbie Gringras, she is currently 

developing a new methodology for teaching about complex hot-button 

issues, through For the Sake of Argument.



Felicia Herman: Why don’t we start with a bit of biography — who 

are you, and how did you get into Jewish education?

 

Abi Dauber Sterne: I grew up in a modern Orthodox home in Buf-

falo, New York. My parents were so committed to Jewish educa-

tion that they sent me to board with a family in another city so I 

could attend a yeshiva high school, since we had none in Buffalo. 

That made a real impression on me. After a gap year in Israel, I 

studied religion at Penn, and then wound up getting a job at UJA- 

Federation of New York. I’ve stayed in Jewish communal organi-

zations ever since, including after making aliyah. Most recently 

I was the head of Makom, an educational arm of the Jewish 

Agency, here in Jerusalem; I’m now in rabbinical school. Judaism 

has always been the thing in my life that is the most meaningful 
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to me, and I’m grateful to be able to work every day on the thing 

I’m most passionate about, exploring Jewish ideas and texts, and 

giving other people opportunities to engage with them.

 

Barry Finestone: I grew up in Glasgow, Scotland, in a wonderful 

Jewish household. We celebrated holidays at home and went to 

synagogue a lot — though, like so many British Jews, we’d drive 

to our Orthodox synagogue and park a few blocks away so no 

one would see us driving on Shabbat. Like Abi, I realized at an 

early age that Judaism was a critically important facet of my life, 

and I’ve basically only worked in Jewish communal organiza-

tions — youth groups, camps, synagogues, JCCs. I now direct the 

Jim Joseph Foundation, which is focused on Jewish education. 

That varied experience has exposed me to many of the pathways 

into Jewish education — different programs, educators, learners 

of all ages and backgrounds.

 

Leon Morris: Like both of you, I found Judaism to be deeply fas-

cinating from a young age, but I grew up in a small town in  

Pennsylvania where there were only 10 Jewish families, and my 

family wasn’t particularly Jewishly involved. So on my own, I 

tried to read everything I could get my hands on, soaked up 

Hebrew School, got very involved with NFTY, the Reform youth 

movement. Like Abi, I studied religion in college. But when I got 

to rabbinical school, I realized I had barely scratched the sur-

face — the beit midrash (study hall) was full of books I had never 

even heard of. I became obsessed with what it might look like 

for non-Orthodox Jews to spend their lives immersed in these 

texts — or as the master educator Ruth Calderon says, “marinat-

ing” in the texts. I’m now running the Pardes Institute of Jewish 

Studies, with a pluralistic beit midrash in Israel and programs 

worldwide, to try to do exactly that. My whole life has been a 

search to discover what it means to be a Jew, and to open Jewish 

wisdom up to as many people as possible. 

Herman: Beautiful stories! So tell me: What do you think the 

purpose of Jewish education is? 

 

Sterne: I have three answers, influenced by my colleague Jonny Ari-

el’s theory of the three “gateways” to Jewish life. I think of them 

as three purposes. The first is universalist: to better the world, 

tikkun olam. How do we as Jews contribute to the world, improve 

it, and do good? The second is particularist: How do we take care 

of our family of Jews around the world? And the third, though it 

feels radical to say it these days, is to serve God. It’s the sense of 

feeling personally commanded, of feeling an obligation to some-

thing larger than yourself. Unfortunately, many organizations 

or institutions feel as if they have to choose from among these 

things — i.e., “we’re all about tikkun olam” or “we’re all about 

serving God” — but Jewish texts show us that we need to keep 

all three of these frameworks active at once to help people live 

meaningful lives, to truly be a force of good in the world.

 

Morris: I’ll add another purpose: developing a sense of owner-

ship and empowerment. David Bernstein, my colleague here at 

Pardes, always says that the Torah belongs to everyone — not 

just to the Orthodox, or the rabbis, or men, etc. Our goal should 

be a universal sense of ownership and empowerment — the idea 

that you can take this wisdom and make it your own. This also 

Jewish text is both a mirror and a set of 

binoculars. It reflects back to us and gives us 

insight into who we are, and it also gives us a set 

of lenses with which to view the world outside. 
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means planting the seeds for a lifelong love of Jewish learn-

ing, including that people understand that they’ll love some 

of the specific texts they encounter and will hate others, that 

they’ll agree with some and disagree with others. What mat-

ters is you’re never done — you never walk away. Learning and 

engaging with the text never ends. 

Jewish text is both a mirror and a set of binoculars. It reflects 

back to us and gives us insight into who we are, and it also 

gives us a set of lenses with which to view the world outside. 

So Jewish education gives us a shared language for speaking 

about everything — everything human and everything Jewish. 

There’s something powerful about accessing a set of concepts, 

references, words, and symbols that connect me to my fellow 

Jews. And we can also use that language in a much broader way, 

too — to speak to everyone, not just Jews.

 

Finestone: What an absolute treat this conversation is. Let me 

shake it up a bit and say what I think the purpose of Jewish 

education is not. I don’t think it’s to “make people more Jew-

ish,” or “better Jews.” I don’t know how you’d even measure that 

in a robust way. And if we found out that a terrible criminal 

regularly lit Shabbat candles, that wouldn’t make him a “good 

Jew”; it wouldn’t be a Jewish educational success. I don’t want 

to get trapped into that set of behavioral measurements.

 

Sterne: That’s the kind of measurement I leave to God, actually.

 

Finestone: Agreed. So what is the purpose of Jewish education? I 

always think about something Rabbi Lord Jonathan Sacks, of 

blessed memory, used to say about why all of the ancient civi-

lizations had come and gone except the Jews: “The Egyptians 

built pyramids, the Greeks built the Parthenon, the Romans 

built the Colosseum, all the while Jews built schools.“ Jew-

ish education is like a thread that I can pull all the way back 

through a couple of thousand years, and also across all of the 

places where Jews have ever lived. That’s a kind of purpose in 

and of itself — to not break that thread. 

But I also agree with what Leon said about the enormous 

wealth of knowledge and wisdom that has been built up in our 

texts, and that people like Abi and Leon are still building up 

today. It didn’t stop at Sinai — it’s continued for millennia, in 

part to make the wisdom accessible and useful for everyone, 

like a piece of incredibly complex software that’s been updated 

for thousands of years. How inefficient it would be to ignore 

all of that! Up on our Jewish bookshelves we have some of the 

greatest books ever; it seems like quite a shonda not to use 

them. We want people to say, “There’s something in my tra-

dition that talks about this or that life experience — how can 

I mine the tradition for guidance?” It helps you to become a 

whole human being.

There’s no replacement for literacy, and there’s also no short-

cut to literacy. It is, as Leon said, a lifelong journey. And this is 

for everyone — at our foundation we talk about “all Jews, their 

families and their friends,” recognizing that we’re living in a world 

where the separation between Jews and non-Jews is just nonexis-

tent. We can’t expect that we’re going to be able to cordon Jews 

off and provide experiences just for them; we need to throw the 

doors wide open.

Herman: Great point — so let’s get into that. Who is Jewish edu-

cation for? Individuals, institutions, and communities have 

limited resources — they can’t be all things to all people. Whom 

should we be focusing on?

 

Morris: First, I’ll repeat my colleague’s comment that the Torah 

belongs to everyone. That said, individual institutions still have 

to make choices, as do funders. One of the trends that trou-

bles me is that it seems that we’ve chosen to ignore a critical 
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category of learners: the people who are the most engaged and 

want to go even deeper. These are people who could offer so 

much return on a deep investment in their education, because 

of what they turn around and do with that education. We imag-

ine that these people are doing fine on their own, so we focus 

instead on getting Jewish learning “to scale.” But that often 

means we can touch more people, but only in shallow ways. 

Let’s consider what’s being lost, what’s not happening in Jewish 

life, in the world of Jewish ideas, as a consequence.

I think a lot about a piece I read at the beginning of the 

pandemic by [Jewish Funders Network CEO] Andres Spokoiny, 

where he hypothesized that Jewish communities would emerge 

from the pandemic with a massive spiritual hunger, but that we 

wouldn’t have the theological and spiritual ideas that we needed 

to address it. We haven’t been investing enough in content, he 

argued, or in producing our future intellectual powerhouses. I 

think we need to be cultivating a Jewish leadership that is deeply 

knowledgeable, and loves learning, and is mastering it. Rather 

than spread ourselves thin, we need to create thickness in Jewish 

life — a thicker Reform movement, a thicker Conservative move-

ment, etc. I want to see more investment in intellectual leaders, 

rabbis, educators. More investment in Jewish ideas.

Herman: Barry, what’s your take on that? Your foundation invests 

both in breadth and in depth — but even you have to make choices.

 

Finestone: Actually, I want to push back on the notion that there’s 

a scarcity of resources that requires us to take from one thing 

and give to another. We have a lot of foundations, Federations, 

and individual donors, and together, we have tremendous 

resources. We might not be deploying those resources as wisely 

or as generously as we could — but they’re there to be activated. 

I agree with Leon about doubling down on the people who are 

very much on the “inside.” Frankly, funders have been responsible 

for a lot of where we are today, and not in a good way — we’ve 

aimed for quick and observable solutions, rather than investing 

in idea generation and in leaders who might take decades to truly 

become masterful. We need to be giving people more space and 

time to think, and to dig deeper, to dream. When one of our pro-

gram officers recently asked Abi what else she wanted to be doing, 

her answer became the new book she wrote with Robbie Gringras, 

For the Sake of Argument. That’s what we need more of — more 

ways to help our great educators to achieve their highest and best 

use. Instead, we ask them to run organizations, where we then 

judge them on, say, whether they got 105 people to a program 

instead of 100. Why aren’t we asking them about where they think 

Jewish communities are going to be in the next 50 years, and what 

it would take to prepare for that? 

If you look at American Jewish history, you see that there 

was a kind of flourishing of Jewish life in the 1920s. American 

Jews realized they were safe in America, and this led to a lot of 

experimentation in Jewish education, synagogue life, rabbinic 

training. The Depression slowed down this growth, and then the 

Shoah and the founding of the State of Israel, two of the most 

cataclysmic events in Jewish history, consumed our attention 

for decades. We changed the world through our organizational 

and philanthropic responses to all of this, but there was a cost: 

We’re living in a world where the separation 

between Jews and non-Jews is just nonexistent. 

We can’t expect that we’re going to be able to 

cordon Jews off and provide experiences just for 

them; we need to throw the doors wide open.
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We neglected to prioritize Jewish education. And now we have a 

couple of generations of basically illiterate Jews.

 

Morris: Another component to this history is that Jews responded to 

freedom in America in part by emulating their neighbors, for whom 

the most respectable institution was the church. So American Jews 

invested creativity, energy, and money in the synagogue — primar-

ily constituted as a beit tefillah (house of prayer) — even though the 

Jewish institution that seems most compatible with who American 

Jews really are is actually the beit midrash, the house of study. Why, 

with all of our skepticism about dogma, did we create synagogues 

that we only occasionally went to, rather than houses for conver-

sation, reading, arguing, discussion, which is what we love to do?

 

Herman: I love that we’re bringing a historical perspective to this. 

Where we are today is due to choices previous generations made, 

and we ourselves are making choices that shape the future. So 

tell me about some things you’re seeing that you want more 

of — the bright spots in the Jewish-education landscape.

 

Sterne: One program I’ve been thinking about throughout this 

conversation is Honeymoon Israel, specifically because of the 

comment that Barry made about how intertwined Jews and non-

Jews are. Honeymoon Israel takes groups of couples—including 

couples where one partner is Jewish and the other is not — on 

thoughtful trips to Israel. I’ve worked with their groups in Israel, 

and it’s remarkable to see the lack of distinction between the 

Jews and the non-Jews. It pushes me, productively, to ask about 

my own work: How do we make sure this is all really open to 

everyone? What are the implications of making sure that our 

Jewish institutions and communities are open to everyone? 

What gets stunted and what gets developed?

 

Finestone: Let me add another layer onto this. One of the questions 

that drives me bananas is: “What trends are you seeing in Jewish 

life?” The question should be: “What trends are we seeing in 

life overall?” Here’s one: The most transformative innovations 

often take years to develop. This phone I’m holding in my hand 

took decades of experimentation. Big ideas don’t emerge fully 

formed. We need patience, experimentation, and investment in 

our superstars. 

And we need to think about what truly moves people. I’ve been 

reflecting on two words that I believe are core to what the best of 

Jewish education and Jewish life can be: beautiful and delightful. 

How do we show people that so many elements of Jewish educa-

tion, Judaism, Jewish life are both beautiful and delightful? For 

example: In my family, we bless our children every Shabbat. And 

it’s just beautiful and delightful — and would be for anyone, even 

if they did it at 5:30 on a Tuesday. And it’s a doorway, opening 

up a whole world of thinking, learning, feeling: How do we think 

about family? About taking care of people?

Where we make a mistake, I think, is that we’re often thinking 

in terms of “what’s this problem that I need Jewish education 

to solve,” rather than “how do I make this tradition welcoming, 

beautiful, and intriguing?”

 

Sterne: Barry, this idea of “beauty and delight” reminds me of a 

line from Psalms (Psalm 119:92): ִֽיְנׇעְב יִּתְדַ֥בָא זָ֝֗א יָ֑עֻׁשֲעַׁש ָךְתָרֹו֭ת יֵ֣לּול, 
which means, “Were not your Torah my delight, I would have 

perished in my affliction.” Delight — sha’ashuai — is like a play-

thing. Torah, Jewish learning, is our plaything, our beauty and our 

delight — without it, we’d be lost, we’d be impoverished. That’s 

the vision of Jewish education.

 I’ll add another example. We haven’t yet talked about Jewish 

community, another element at the core of Jewish life and Jew-

ish education. You just can’t really “do Jewish” without being in 

community. One of the most broken and heartbreaking trends 

today, especially in America, is the epidemic of loneliness in many 

ְדִתּי ְבׇענְִיֽי ז ָאַב֥ ֗ י ָא֝ י ֭תֹוָרְתָך ַשֲׁעֻשָׁע֑ לּוֵל֣



18               s a p i r   |   v o l u m e  s i x  s u m m e r  2 0 2 2   |   s a p i r               19

places — people feel unmoored, without anchors, and alone. It’s, of 

course, so much worse after the pandemic. The other day, a friend 

of mine in the States told me that her kids don’t have anyone to 

play with during the week, because they don’t live near anyone else. 

And I just cannot imagine a reality like that. Because of my com-

munal obligations, because my Jewish life can’t be lived without 

other people, I’m constantly enmeshed in community. And this is 

a place where Jewish education and Jewish life can help anyone, 

because it’s teaching us, even commanding us, not to be alone. 

 

Finestone: We’ve recently done some research among Jewish young 

adults, and one of the things that stood out is that when you 

ask young Jews where they’re going, where the Jewish people are 

going, they have no idea. They don’t have a sense for a Jewish 

future; they don’t have aspirations for it. It can’t just be about 

passing the torch, but more about what we’ve been discussing: 

thriving, empowerment, creativity — all those things at the top of 

Maslow’s hierarchy of needs, and not just survival, which is at the 

bottom. We’re not doing a good job of talking about what a bet-

ter world actually looks and feels like, and how Jewish learning,  

Jewish ideas, Jewish texts can help get us there.

 

Morris: I’m sure you’ve all seen the paper that Jon Levisohn of 

Brandeis wrote about this, about a new paradigm for Jewish lit-

eracy. He argues that Jewish literacy means having the capacity 

to create new forms of Jewish cultural life, being a producer of 

Jewish life, not just a consumer. That’s not passing a torch — it’s 

passing crayons, or an easel and paints. It means saying: Now 

it’s your turn to take this wisdom and see what you make with it.

 

Finestone: Yes, I loved that paper, and that kind of creative think-

ing about literacy and education is definitely a bright spot. 

Here’s another: the absolute explosion in text study in America 

in the non-Orthodox world over the past couple of decades. 

Sefaria has revolutionized access to text forever; Hadar and the 

Shalom Hartman Institute and Pardes are engaging thousands 

of people in study of all kinds every year; new organizations 

like SVARA are taking particular approaches to the text and 

opening it up to even more people.

If we built on these foundations and could produce a couple 

hundred truly great rabbis and educators in the next couple 

of decades, we could transform the community entirely. Some 

would go to congregations, some would run organizations, 

some would be entrepreneurs, some would teach. We know that 

the trouble with every great idea is that it takes good people 

to implement it. So let’s double down on finding, training, and 

supporting great people. And we can’t forget that great ideas 

come from the fringes of Jewish life as well — so “finding” peo-

ple means looking everywhere. 

Morris: What about a Jewish MacArthur Award?

 

Herman: Rabbi Ari Lamm actually proposed an idea like that in 

Sapir a couple of issues ago! We should definitely keep talking 

about what that might look like. And that’s a great transition to 

my last question. One of the hallmarks of Sapir is that we try 

This needs to be part of the way we’re educating 

professionals as well as lay leaders — to 

embrace the learning that comes from being 

in dialogue with, and even arguing with, people 

who think differently from them.
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to include policy prescriptions wherever we can. We’ve talked 

about investing more in leadership, and in giving leaders more 

time to think and create. What else should we be doing?

Finestone: I’d love to see more really high-quality day schools 

being created, that take both the Judaics and the secular edu-

cation to the next level and make day schools the envy of any 

private or public school. Why not create a school model that 

we then replicate in different places? And let’s create some 

standards for Jewish literacy — things we know that we have to 

teach, that people need to master, to be Jewishly literate. These 

are both levers that are just not being pulled at scale. 

 

Morris: I have a few ideas. First, as I’ve been saying, we need to 

invest in depth and sophistication in Jewish education, not 

just entry-level programs — for hundreds of people. Second, we 

need to help our synagogues, JCCs and other organizations 

become batei midrash (houses of study) in their own ways, 

embedding Jewish education everywhere. Third, we need to 

invest more in Jewish educators, raising salaries so really tal-

ented people will know they can make a good living by being a 

teacher or a head of school. Fourth, online learning: We need a 

Jewish Coursera, where the greatest teachers and scholars are 

offering well-constructed classes in every area of Jewish stud-

ies. Fifth: Give artists deep experiences with Jewish study that 

will inspire new works of Jewish arts and culture. And sixth: Do 

something similar for Jewish social justice leaders — a deep 

dive into Jewish text study, so their actions will be anchored in 

Jewish life and have depth and nuance.

 

Sterne: I love that list. I’ll just add one more thing to it: As Jewish 

educators and Jewish leaders, we need to bring Jewish wisdom 

to ending cancel culture — what professor and author Brené 

Brown calls “with me or against me culture.” Maybe we can’t 

change the whole world, but we can at least change this within 

our communities. We need to say with a strong Jewish voice that 

this is not okay — that we cannot be destroying people, reputa-

tions, institutions through mob behavior, social-media pile-ons. 

This needs to be part of the way we’re educating professionals as 

well as lay leaders — to embrace the learning that comes from 

being in dialogue with, and even arguing with, people who think 

differently from them.

 

Herman: Abi, I’m so glad you brought that up. Jewish texts, of course, 

are a monument to argument and disagreement. But we’re seeing 

more and more examples of people who are shamed for thinking 

differently, or who are accused, tried, and convicted by a mob before 

they even get a chance to explain themselves. This doesn’t only feel 

un-Jewish — it’s also un-American. Whatever happened to due pro-

cess and free speech? How can we have any kind of education, Jew-

ish or other, in an environment that punishes disagreement, resorts 

to name-calling, and excommunicates? I agree that we need a sys-

temic intervention, framed in Jewish wisdom, to stop this.

 

Morris: This is the Torah of the rabbinic tradition that America 

needs more now than ever before, that the world needs more than 

ever before. We need 100 different versions of the book that Abi 

and Robbie just wrote — and hundreds of people like them who 

are willing to say such things. That’s why Pardes created our Makh-

loket Matters programs and educational series, which uses Jewish 

texts to help people engage more constructively in disagreements. 

This is the tikkun olam of the 21st century — what Jews can do to 

heal the world.

 

Herman: That seems like a pretty perfect way to end this conversa-

tion. Thank you all not only for your wisdom today, but for all of 

the hard work you put into Jewish education every day. May you 

go from strength to strength.
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PA R T  O N E

EXCELLENCE IN  
JEWISH EDUCATION
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ewish day schools have had a 

good pandemic. Across North America 

and following a decade of steady ero-

sion in student numbers, enrollment in 

September 2021 at non-Haredi schools 

increased by 3.7 percent compared with 

the previous year, equivalent to more 

than 3,000 additional students. There will probably be another 

increase in September 2022. 

True, the pandemic continues to pose numerous challenges to 

schools: ever-changing health regulations, unexpected staff resigna-

tions, sudden inflows and outflows of students, and the conundrum 

of how to offer classes in-person, remotely, and by hybrid means, all 

at the same time. Overall, the fact that more students are enrolled 

in these schools today than before the pandemic highlights some 

of their special qualities.

Just what are these qualities? What makes a good Jewish day 

What Makes a 
Day School Great

alex pomson school? What is at stake in this field? These are the questions I 

propose to answer in this essay.

First, however, some fundamentals. Outside Israel, about 

400,000 children are enrolled in Jewish all-day schools — about 

30 percent of total possible enrollees worldwide. The majority of 

day schools are Haredi (fervently Orthodox) institutions. In the 

United States, for example, a recent census estimated that about 

two-thirds of day-school students attend such schools. 

Most schools are incorporated as private institutions, but not 

in some European countries, or in Montreal, Canada, where they 

are publicly funded. Almost all enroll only young people raised 

as Jews, but if they are publicly funded, some are required to 

include non-Jewish students; some private Jewish day schools 

also choose to do so for various ideological or pragmatic reasons. 

Generally, day schools have much smaller student enrollments 

than do neighboring public schools, but not always; in a handful 

of countries, you can find day schools with thousands of students. 

Last, and perhaps the only statement one can make unequiv-

ocally about all day schools: They provide a dual curriculum of 

Jewish and general studies, albeit in widely varying proportions. 

In Haredi schools, general education can occupy just 10 percent 

of a student’s time; in the most liberal schools, it can be more 

than 80 percent. 

Mainstream day schools (that is, not including the fervently 

Orthodox institutions about which information is hard to glean) 

make three commitments: They promise Jewish community, Jew-

ish cultural virtuosity, and secular academic achievement. It is 

extremely difficult to deliver on all three of these commitments. 

Good schools find a way. 



To start with the promise of community: I have spent most of my 

adult life working in or studying Jewish day schools. I’ve visited 
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dozens of day schools on five continents. The last two schools 

I visited in person powerfully clarified something for me. The 

schools were in Milan and Helsinki, and I speak neither Italian 

nor Finnish. My lack of comprehension meant that instead of 

being distracted by what people were saying, I had to pay very 

close attention to how they looked and acted. What I observed 

was, first, the diverse appearance of those who attended these 

particular schools. Their dress indicated socioeconomic and reli-

gious diversity: For example, some were in kippot and tzitzit; some 

just in kippot; some had neither; some were sporting the latest 

fashions, others not. Second, I saw the warmth and informality of  

relationships among students of different ages, parents, educators, 

and across all of these groups. This informality and multigener-

ational interaction — in classrooms, corridors, at lunchtime, at 

times of prayer — conveyed a sense of people feeling at home. 

To cite a different data point: In a survey our team at Rosov 

Consulting conducted of day-school students in Latin America 

and Europe on behalf of UnitEd, an initiative of Israel’s Ministry 

of Diaspora Affairs, students were asked to reflect on what they 

gained from their day-school education. The two outcomes they 

most consistently identified were that their schools made them 

feel that they belonged somewhere and that they provided them 

with a strong connection to their Jewish heritage. Feeling that you 

belong somewhere is perhaps the most powerful point of entry 

to community. As sectarian enclaves carved out within non-Jewish 

societies, Jewish day schools offer the promise of Jewish commu-

nity, and often — as I observed in Finland and Italy — the feeling 

of being at home. 

What about what I have called “Jewish cultural virtuosity”? 

Research about those who become virtuosos in the arts or in busi-

ness highlights the benefits of doing the same tasks repeatedly. 

Psychologists attribute this process to neurological plasticity; they 

say that our brains change through repeated exposure to the same 

experiences. Anthropologists attribute these same outcomes to the 

power of ritual: repeated performance that produces a bodily form 

of knowing. As I have written elsewhere, Jewish day schools are 

unusual in the amount of time they have at their disposal for Jew-

ish education and, crucially, the extent to which that time forms 

part of a rhythmic Jewish cycle, in daily practices, weekly routines, 

and annual celebrations. 

When attuned to the developmental readiness of children, day 

schools have the capacity to provide children with formative expe-

riences within a regularized structure, by means of which young 

people can become cultural virtuosos, proficient in Hebrew, fluent 

in prayer; independent interpreters of Jewish texts; and responsible 

enactors of Jewish values within their communities. Giving young 

people repeated opportunities to experience and practice valued 

Jewish activities, day schools are perhaps better placed than any 

other vehicle to provide the Jewish education and experiences that 

nurture Jewish cultural virtuosos. This is their second great promise. 

Their third promise concerns secular academic achievement. In 

a longitudinal study of Jewish high-school students conducted over 

a decade in the United Kingdom, our team found that the most 

widespread aspiration of parents for their teenage children was 

that they be equipped to advance to the higher education of their 

choice. A fundamental task for schools, then, is to enable children 

Delivering on all three promises — Jewish 

community, cultural virtuosity, and secular 

academic achievement —is exquisitely difficult, 

especially because these commitments 

frequently exist in tension with one another. 
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to reach that platform. If parents also prioritize their child’s receiv-

ing an intensive Jewish education, they might be ready to accept a 

less than thoroughly excellent general education — but not much 

less! This is nonnegotiable. Schools are expected to enable chil-

dren to fulfill their academic potential in a pedagogically effective, 

technologically up-to-date fashion. That is the most basic compact 

between parents and schools of all kinds. Unfortunately, in many 

societies, schools fall short of this basic commitment. For Jewish 

day schools, especially those in competitive marketplaces, helping 

children grow academically as far as they can go is a bottom line.



Delivering on all three of these promises — Jewish community, cul-

tural virtuosity, and secular academic achievement — is exquisitely 

difficult, especially because these commitments frequently exist in 

tension with one another. 

Most obviously, the time needed for a young person to become a 

Jewish cultural virtuoso (mastering Jewish texts and building com-

municative proficiency in Hebrew) eats into the hours required for 

developing general educational potential. Schools might achieve effi-

ciencies by integrating discrete elements of the Jewish and general 

Designing a program of learning that matches 

the developmental needs of each and every 

student requires not only great pedagogical 

sophistication, it also calls for knowing what 

each student requires at any given time. 

curriculum (say, math and sukkah measurements), but it is very chal-

lenging to do such integration meaningfully. 

Building community is difficult, too, when parents are paying  

customers. When tuition is high, the parents’ relationship with their 

child’s school readily becomes transactional rather than communi-

tarian. Parents might be broadly committed to community (and the 

inclusion of all Jewish children, including those differently abled 

from their own child) but probably not if inclusion is at the expense 

of their own child’s progress. Parents want to be sure their own child 

is thriving. Ultimately, that’s what they’re paying for. 

Even when these promises are not in tension, they are difficult 

to fulfill. Students report that the communitarian dimensions of 

a day-school education underpin some of the most memorable 

experiences of their school days — celebrating Yom Ha’atzmaut, for 

example, or participating in a school Shabbaton — but these events 

can also feel constricting. What some experience as family-like,  

others find insular. Some students undoubtedly find the environ-

ment claustrophobic, a bubble from which they want to escape at 

the earliest opportunity. It takes great skill for educators to build 

community that neither suffocates nor excludes.

Virtuosity is rooted in practice, working hard on the same things 

repeatedly until one gets them right. The problem with practice of 

this kind is that it can become routinized. Students can benefit 

from returning to the same topics year after year, but only if they 

have a chance to go deeper or to see things differently each time. 

If the curriculum is not carefully calibrated and the pedagogy not 

developmentally appropriate, the content becomes repetitive. 

Finally, and perhaps most difficult of all, designing a program of 

learning that matches the developmental needs of each and every 

student requires not only great pedagogical sophistication, it also 

calls for knowing what each student requires at any given time. 

Building and implementing a personalized program of learning in 

this fashion does not come easy and depends on having tools to 

track students’ growth over time. 
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These are structural challenges that impede delivering on the 

promise of day-school education; they’re woven into the fabric of 

every day school, whatever its situation. More obviously, schools 

face circumstantial challenges, too. They can’t deliver much of 

what they promise without securing the services of sufficient num-

bers of quality educators and capable leaders who can articulate 

and implement a compelling educational vision. Recruiting such 

personnel is highly contingent on where schools are located. It’s 

much easier to do so in Manhattan than Milan.



If the extent to which schools fulfill these three promises is a mea-

sure of their quality, how well are they doing? Recent data are quite 

promising. 

Recently, working in partnership with Prizmah: Center for Jewish 

Day Schools, the Rosov Consulting team interviewed more than a 

hundred families whose children switched into a day school during 

the first year of the pandemic. 

We learned two important things. First, many had previously 

stayed away because of a series of misconceptions: They assumed 

that such schools lacked diversity and were educationally inferior to 

public schools, and that they would be religiously oppressive. Second, 

we discovered how satisfied families were with what their children 

now experienced: They relished the sense of community that schools 

provided during a time of dislocation and the degree to which their 

child’s educational needs were being met even in trying times. These 

families were not much interested in their children becoming Jewish 

cultural virtuosos, which was part of why they had previously stayed 

away. But they were thrilled with what they were now experiencing. To 

use the concepts I previously proposed, their children were experi-

encing both Jewish community and secular academic achievement. 

A similar positive assessment derives from a book I recently wrote 

with Jack Wertheimer, Inside Jewish Day Schools: Learning, Leadership, 

and Community. The book is made up of detailed portraits of nine 

North American day schools, spanning the denominational spec-

trum and ranging in size, location, and education orientation. 

We did not set out to study exceptional schools. We were inter-

ested, rather, in exploring what Jewish day schools in reasonable 

organizational health and in relatively stable circumstances are 

capable of offering. While we can’t say how representative these 

schools are of the broader day-school field, we can attest that each 

of the nine offers evidence that day schools are capable of meeting 

the three promises described here. By different means, and in the 

face of different challenges, these schools were able to make a pos-

itive difference in the lives of children, parents, and communities. 

We observed compelling evidence of Jewish community, cultural 

virtuosity, and secular academic achievement. 

The data for our book were gathered over an 18-month period 

in 2018 and 2019, before the world was altered by the pandemic. In 

September 2020, before the manuscript was finalized, we returned 

to the schools to see how they had fared. Undoubtedly, the pan-

demic had constituted a terrible stress test. Yet it was one that 

these schools were able to confront by drawing on precisely those 

educational, technological, and interpersonal assets they had pre-

viously accumulated. The schools were making good on what they 

had always promised — a truth that many who had not previously 

taken day-school education seriously are at last beginning to see.

The arguments made in this piece depend 

heavily on the successful recruitment 

and retention of quality educators and 

sufficient numbers of families. 
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Does this mean that schools can’t do better? Of course they can. 

Here are three modest suggestions. 

First, as vehicles for Jewish education, day schools have an 

unusual quantity of time at their disposal. They need to make the 

best possible use of that time; that’s a message I’ve heard during 

hundreds of interviews with students. While, as I have argued, 

repeated work on burnishing skills is a key to virtuosity, students 

(and their parents) want to see regular progress and not too much 

déjà vu. A key here, and something that can be hard across school 

divisions, is ensuring close communication across grade levels to 

ensure students don’t waste their time revisiting the same mate-

rial or topics in multiple classes. 

Second, the arguments made in this piece depend heavily on 

the successful recruitment and retention of quality educators and 

sufficient numbers of families. Few educators take up a day-school 

position without being at least somewhat aware of the poor sal-

aries they’ll receive. Higher salaries might tempt more to cross 

the threshold. Unfortunately, that’s not financially sustainable. 

In recent work our team conducted for CASJE (the Collabora-

tive for Applied Studies in Jewish Education), we did, however, 

find that higher investment in faculty professional development 

is associated with higher levels of job satisfaction, self-efficacy, and 

career commitment. That’s a much less expensive proposition. 

An increase in investment of this kind (conceivable with philan-

thropic support) could go a long way in retaining valued staff.

Finally, as I indicated, misconceptions still exist about what 

it’s like to attend a Jewish day school. Schools that try to recruit 

families not already sold on the proposition need to make a bet-

ter case for what they offer. Distilling this case into three core 

claims of the kind made here would probably help; those claims 

could even be part of a collective branding effort across the sector. 

Ultimately, parents come to schools because of word of mouth, 

but it would help if what parents heard from their peers was con-

sistent with the same messages schools are broadcasting through 

the other channels they use: synagogue pulpits and social media, 

for example. Perhaps these three promises could underpin a com-

munity covenant for day-school education, an explicit collective 

commitment to these outcomes. That would certainly send a clear 

and consistent message.
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ducational systems generally favor 

stability over change. Most educational 

efforts aim to preserve and convey cul-

tural norms from one generation to the 

next through particular content, skills, 

behaviors, morals, and dispositions. 

New ways of knowing, seeing, or doing 

are typically met with backlash and resistance. New schemes that 

manage to penetrate educational systems wind up being retrofit-

ted to conform to existing organizational structures, rather than 

bringing about the large-scale change that their creators might 

have envisioned.

Despite these challenges, we can point to initiatives that have 

had a significant impact on the evolution of the Jewish educational 

enterprise in North America over the past century, particularly in 

recent decades. Some of these changes have been countercultural, 

providing fresh alternatives to the long-standing forms of Jewish 

schooling and summer camping that dominate the landscape. 

Jewish Education 
Should Have ‘Shoulds’

benjamin m. jacobs & 
shuki taylor

Take, for instance, the explosion in both the supply of and the 

demand for experiential education programs — informal Jewish 

education — ranging from Jewish-themed group travel to online 

gaming. Some reforms are more progressive, insofar as they aim to 

modernize, update, restructure, or renew well-established Jewish 

educational activities and settings. Organizations such as Edah, 

MoEd, and Makom bill themselves as “not your grandparents’ 

Hebrew school,” even if they are still Jewish after-school programs. 

Others take a more moderate tack, like the Jewish Education Inno-

vation Challenge, which fosters disruptive change in the service of 

teaching traditional Jewish values and wisdom.

One recent initiative that defies easy categorization, and with 

which we have both been deeply involved, is the 18x18 Educational 

Framework: 18 Things a Young Jew Should Know, Care About, and Be 

Able to Do by Age 18. The 18x18 was developed by one of us, Benja-

min Jacobs, and Barry Chazan on behalf of a consortium of leading 

Jewish educational philanthropies (including Maimonides Fund, 

publisher of sapir). It addresses a series of core questions related 

to being Jewish in the 21st century. How can education foster Jew-

ish life in an open society? What launches young Jews on a Jewish 

educational journey today, and what inspires them to continue that 

journey? How do we prepare Jewish children for effective citizenship 

and participation in ever-changing Jewish communities?

More specifically, the objectives of this project are to: 1) artic-

ulate a vision of core Jewish content, attitudes, values, skills, and 

commitments that Jews should develop over the course of their 

lives; 2) formulate frameworks for Jewish learning that foster this 

vision; and 3) contribute something valuable and constructive to 

the important work of practitioners in a wide array of formal and 

informal educational settings. 

The initial reception of the 18x18 was mixed. Many educators, 

especially those on the front lines, were grateful for the straightfor-

ward guidance on what to teach, why, and how. But there was also 

a lot of pushback. 
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Some critics complained about what the framework included, 

others about what it failed to include. One viral social-media post, 

for example, claimed that 18x18 gave too little attention to social 

action — which then inspired a group of rabbis, educators, and 

organizational leaders to start discussing ways of increasing the 

prominence of social justice work in Jewish education.

Another line of critique centered on the alleged conceit of two 

aging white male scholars, funded by three prominent founda-

tions, presuming to determine the ways that diverse Jewish educa-

tors should go about doing their work. 

Also, echoing broader educational debates, some detractors 

fundamentally rejected the idea of foisting “shoulds” on Jewish 

education at all. As in such broader educational debates, critics 

argued that standards dumb down and de-skill educators as well 

as learners by circumscribing what they need to know and be able 

to do, rather than encouraging creative and independent inquiry. 

This feels especially retrograde within the field of Jewish educa-

tion, which is increasingly intent on becoming more grassroots, 

informal, and expansive, rather than oriented toward traditionalist  

Jewish concerns.

Yet another fear stemmed from advocating common knowledge, 

when our culture favors, above all, an abundance of choice. The uni-

versalization of Jewish education is built on the premise that a pro-

gram can be everything to everyone. But trying to be everything to 

everyone often results in being nothing to anyone.

These criticisms are important and hold many truths. Yet they 

generally stem from fears about taking a stand and putting stakes in 

the ground. If establishing a certain set of goals necessarily excludes 

other goals, the argument goes, then we’re better off not articulating 

any goals at all. This leads to educational and curricular paralysis: It 

seems easier to continue doing things the way they have always been 

done than to embark on new countercultural initiatives.

The intention of the 18x18 was to provide an ambitious, 

unapologetic, and clear direction for Jewish education that could 
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be implemented and assessed across the Jewish educational eco-

system, providing educators anywhere — schools, summer camps, 

community centers, youth groups, experiential programs, syna-

gogues, cultural institutions, Israel, and even the home — with a 

foundation upon which to design and build a vision for Jewish 

education. It is predicated on the belief that good educational 

work needs generative ideas and tools to help educators reexamine 

their core assumptions and activities. 

It is an aspirational document above all, neither purporting to 

determine who the ideal Jew is, nor asserting that teaching and 

learning the 18 dimensions will guarantee particular life outcomes. 

Rather, its more modest but still bold hypothesis is that the better 

equipped young Jews are along the lines the framework suggests, 

the more prepared they will be to become committed participants 

in adult Jewish life. Likewise, the better prepared Jewish educa-

tors are to teach the 18x18, the more likely they will be to achieve 

clearly defined and measurable goals.



To begin to bring the 18x18 to life, M²: The Institute for Experi-

ential Jewish Education, which Shuki Taylor runs, launched the 

18x18 Executive Fellowship in April 2021. M² invited more than a 

dozen practitioners from local, national, and international Jewish 

organizations to participate. The common denominator was not a 

desire to embrace and implement the 18x18 as a whole, but rather 

simply an eagerness to experiment with using the 18x18 as a way 

to build novel educational strategies within the fellows’ respective 

organizations.

As the Fellowship unfolds, we are learning with and from the 

fellows what it takes to move an ambitious educational framework 

from theory to practice. Three key lessons have emerged: 

1   |   Educational frameworks are meant to catalyze  
    conversations, not shut them down.

The moment an educational framework such as the 18x18 evolves 

from theory to practice, it becomes a living document: Educators and 

learners alike embrace, reject, and reformulate it. Educators get to 

debate the value of engaging with a particular framework, as well as 

its applicability to their particular organizations and constituencies. 

It is precisely the framework’s constraints that stimulate deliberation 

and creativity: Users can play with, adopt, or completely reformulate 

its many components. As Jewish hermeneutic tradition teaches us, 

a canon is not meant to be rigid — it is meant to be critically inter-

preted, applied, and then interpreted again.

2   |   Recognize the diversity of Jewish education and of the 
      Jewish community.

Asking Fellows to assess their organizations’ educational goals in 

light of the standards that the framework articulates was revealing, 

particularly with respect to how diverse the landscape of Jewish 

education actually is — or, rather, is not. Educational institutions 

often talk about certain kinds of diversity, especially those based 

on identity. But they ignore other kinds, including the diversity of 

ideas, knowledge, preferences, and experiences. The organizations 

in the inaugural 18x18 Fellowship represent a significant slice of 

Jewish organized life across North America, and it was frankly 

unsettling for everyone to discover how homogenous they are: The 

Good educational work needs generative ideas 

and tools to help educators reexamine their 

core assumptions and activities.
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majority are pursuing many of the same elements of the frame-

work, while other elements remain almost entirely ignored.

This raises a key question: Are our educational organizations 

pursuing a diverse enough set of goals? If our educational institu-

tions are doorways to Jewish experience, are we opening enough 

doors? If, for example, a person is interested in exploring the goal 

of “wrestling with the divine,” but there are almost no Jewish orga-

nizations tending to that goal, have we lost the opportunity to 

engage that person and everyone like him? The 18x18 compels us 

to consider not only the vision and purpose of Jewish education 

on the supply side, but also the interests and aspirations of diverse 

learners on the demand side. Organizations need to consider add-

ing goals to the ones they currently offer, to open new access points 

to Jewish life for a wide variety of diverse learners. 

3   |   Change is incremental, not an all-or-nothing proposition.

No one is asking institutions to either adopt or reject the 18x18 

in toto. Rather, the framework is meant to catalyze a generative 

encounter. This clearly articulated set of goals encourages edu-

cators and their organizations to expand the ways they think 

about and realize the many different aims of Jewish education. 

The 18x18 can help institutions and the field as a whole identify 

areas of saturation and areas that need more attention. Incremen-

tal expansion — adding two or three elements to an institution’s 

goals — is both realistic and aspirational.



A key critique of the 18x18, or of any ambitious educational frame-

work, is that asserting what good education “ought” to do feels 

countercultural in a world that prefers that people choose their 

own adventure. We remain committed, however, to the notion that 

Jewish education should, in fact, be guided by shoulds. Claims that 

are prescriptive rather than descriptive can offer a clear vision of 

what Jewish education is for.

In recent years, we have seen an inspiring proliferation of 

innovative ideas, organizations, and programs that have sought 

to expand the reach of Jewish education beyond its traditionally 

parochial concerns and limited constituency. Engaging rank-and-

file, unaffiliated American Jewish youth has been the order of 

the day, with competition to determine what might be the best  

carrot to draw them in. (As a team, one of us a professor and the 

other a lead practitioner of experiential Jewish education, we have 

worked assiduously in these directions ourselves.) In the process, 

however, we have lost clarity about what we intend the outcomes 

of the Jewish education enterprise to be. We demur at goals such 

as “cultivating Jewish friendships” (too particularistic) and instead 

settle for “having friends” (reassuringly universalistic) — as though 

friends of any stripe will help build a robust Jewish community. 

Research — not to mention intuition — demonstrates that this is 

surely not the case. We need to put firmer stakes in the ground if 

we want Jewish education to sink in.

The 18x18 is an effort to boldly assert the fundamental values, 

purposes, and goals of Jewish education. It isn’t perfect. In fact, 

some might call the 18x18 a castle in the air. If it is so, our collec-

tive task is to put the foundations under it.
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ever al months prior to the pan-

demic, acquaintances invited us for 

Shabbat lunch at their home, folks with 

kids roughly the same ages as ours. One 

of the first questions we got was the 

one most fellow parents ask: “Where do 

your kids go to school?” I took a deep 

breath. I knew exactly where this conversation was going. 

“We homeschool.” The response was as it always is: “Oh, I could 

never do that.”

What I always want to answer but never do is this: “You could, 

you’ve just never seriously considered it before.”

Months into Covid, the wife sent me a WhatsApp message. 

Zoom classes weren’t working for her son (“distance learning” is not 

homeschooling), and she wanted me to tell her more about “this 

homeschooling thing.” Two years later, they’re still homeschooling, 

long after the local schools have gone back to post-Covid normal. 

Homeschooling 
Might Just Be 
Your Answer

bethany mandel It turns out they could homeschool, and they actually liked the way 

it changed their family dynamics, schedule, and household budget. 



We homeschooled prior to Covid and have no plans to send our 

children to school in the future, though we recognize that we never 

know what the future will hold. For now, it’s working well for our 

family, and everyone (parents and kids) is happy with our arrange-

ment. We are able to enjoy flexibility in our day-to-day schedule 

and take vacations at any time in the year. Had we decided to 

send our children to school, tuition would have eaten up all of 

my salary, as well as serving as a kind of birth control. Instead, we 

were able to have as many children as we wanted (we currently 

have five, with hopes and plans for more), which would have been 

an unaffordable decision were we paying tuition. I’m still able to 

work part-time and remotely from home, fitting work into my day 

and evenings, around my kids’ schooling and classes.

When people tell us they could never homeschool, it is often 

rooted in a misunderstanding of what homeschooling entails; 

what it is and what it is not. So: What does a regular day of home-

schooling look like in our home? 

We are late risers, and the kids wake up naturally, some as early 

as six, some as late as nine. The earlier risers will read or play qui-

etly until the day swings into motion. After breakfast (or several 

breakfasts), we start around nine or ten, with what we call “Morning 

Time.” During Morning Time, we do a different, religiously themed 

reading every day: on Mondays, a summary of the weekly Torah por-

tion, and on Tuesday through Thursday a selection from Psalms, 

Proverbs, or a story directly from the Torah. On Fridays, we’ve been 

reading a graphic novel about the history of the Jewish people. 

Almost every day, we read a passage from a Jewish anthology of 

short stories, this year from Isaac Bashevis Singer. Throughout the 

week, we’ll spend time with our selected composer, poet, and artist 
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wrap up our third year, it is the results that have convinced us to 

stay the course. We have totally reimagined what a true education 

is, as well as the purpose of school, which goes much further. 

My hope and belief is that my children are absorbing not just 

knowledge but a moral and civic sense, as well as an education in 

how to collaborate and how to navigate disputes — in short, good 

character and a healthy patriotism. 



The late educational theorist John Taylor Gatto, who was four 

times New York City’s Teacher of the Year, rejected the entire 

notion of compulsory schooling. 

“No one believes anymore that scientists are trained in school 

science classes or politicians in civics classes or poets in English 

classes,” he explained. “The truth is that schools don’t really teach 

anything except how to obey orders. This is a great mystery to 

me because thousands of humane, caring people work in schools 

as teachers and aides and administrators, but the abstract logic 

of the institution overwhelms their individual contributions. 

Although teachers do care and do work very hard, the institution 

is psychopathic — it has no conscience. It rings a bell and the 

of the term, in addition to working to memorize a text in English 

(usually a section of Psalms or a chapter out of Torah) and a short, 

child-friendly poem. We pray together as a family in the morning 

as well.

Every day, my kids have a list of responsibilities they need to 

check off: an independent piano lesson (an online program called 

Hoffman Academy); a lesson from their language-arts workbook; 

a math lesson with me (we use a dummy-proof, parent-friendly 

curriculum called RightStart Math, one of many such homeschool 

math curricula); and independent reading on science, geography, 

or history from a stack of books I’ve laid out, related to what we’re 

studying at the time. 

In addition to this mostly independent work, we also work 

together on a literature-based geography and history curriculum. 

Our geography program takes us to a different country around 

the world each year, with “rabbit holes” down which we read pic-

ture books related to the people and places of the country we’re 

studying, listen to local music, watch videos, cook a local meal, and 

explore local art (and often re-create it ourselves, including paint-

ing watercolors of local wildlife).

We’re finished with most of our work around lunchtime, so 

my kids often have several hours to play outside, read, or take 

an art or tae kwon do class with local homeschool friends before 

their online Judaic classes with a former day-school teacher who 

decided to homeschool her own children.

Chanie Kirschner, the founder of Gesher, the program my chil-

dren participate in, told me, “Day school is cost-prohibitive for 

so many of us. That was a big reason we started homeschooling 

ourselves four years ago. As a teacher in a number of Jewish day 

schools, I saw what we were getting for the exorbitant amount of 

tuition we were paying and determined that the cost just wasn’t 

worth it.” 

The cost of Jewish day school was what initially opened our 

hearts and minds to the possibility of homeschooling. But as we 

The cost of Jewish day school was what 

initially opened our hearts and minds to the 

possibility of homeschooling. But as we wrap 

up our third year, it is the results that have 

convinced us to stay the course.
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young man in the middle of writing a poem must close his note-

book and move to a different cell where he must memorize that 

man and monkeys derive from a common ancestor.” 

Gatto’s work is popular among homeschooling families, but what 

should the Jewish perspective on home education be? The modern 

aggregation of children into “grades” of a given age came to America 

from Germany shortly before 1850. Certainly, there’s nothing Jewish 

about this model. Historically, Jews prayed in a group setting, as they 

do now, and typically learned in a yeshiva, in pairs (hevruta) matched 

more by ability than by age. No older traditional Jewish model I 

know of ever involved classrooms of students exactly the same age, 

moving from subject to subject based on the hour of the day.

A yeshiva isn’t the home, it is true. But home education comes to 

us straight from the Torah. A fundamental Jewish text is the Shema, 

which holds that parents are the primary sources of education for 

their children. As Moses instructs the Israelites in the sixth chapter 

of Deuteronomy, “and these words, which I teach you today, shall be 

on your heart, and you shall teach them to your children and speak 

of them, when you sit at home and when you walk abroad, when you 

lie down and when you rise up.” It’s such an important idea that in 

our Morning Time this year, we memorized all of Deuteronomy 6. 

Throughout the Hebrew Bible, the home is considered the 

natural environment for the transmission of God’s word. Parents 

repeatedly are given the commandment and responsibility for 

their children’s education. In Genesis 18:19 we are told Abraham is 

responsible for training his children and his household to walk in 

the ways of the Lord. We are instructed to explain that we observe 

Passover because of our liberation from Egypt in several different 

verses — the source of the famous “four sons” section of the Hagga-

dah. In Proverbs 22:6 it is written, “Train up a child in the way he 

should go: and when he is old, he will not depart from it.”

Rabbi Reuven Spolter, the head of another online Jewish educa-

tion option, Kitah (“class” or “classroom”), told me about his work. 

He explained, “Many Jewish families who homeschool use Kitah 

to empower their children to learn critical Judaic knowledge and 

text skills. Jewish parents who want to homeschool their children 

sometimes lack the knowledge and pedagogical tools they need to 

give their kids a strong foundation in Jewish learning. They turn 

to Kitah, which allows their children to gain proficiency in a num-

ber of different subjects on their own schedule.”



There is a great deal of pressure in the Jewish community to 

eschew innovative enterprises outside the day-school model. The 

financial house of cards that the day-school system is built on 

is fragile, and many worry that a growth in alternatives such as 

homeschooling will undermine the shaky foundation. 

But should we make the precariousness of a broken system our 

kids’ problem? 

In the Jewish homeschooling community, we are spreading 

the word about resources such as Gesher and Kitah by word of 

mouth, without even a centralized website or group. There are 

others: Zehud (based out of Europe), Nigri Jewish Online School, 

Melamed, and Makom, to name just a few. 

These resources aren’t just for homeschooling families, either. 

Rabbi Spolter told me about the families using Kitah. “It’s a mix of 

parents,” he said. “Some homeschool, a few are day-school parents 

What can the Jewish community do to help 

families interested in veering off the day-school 

route, families who feel that something 

different is best for their children? 
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currently living in areas without formal Jewish schools. Some are par-

ents who send their kids to public school and want to supplement 

their education with Jewish learning.” There are children already out-

side the traditional model who aren’t being well served and countless 

more who would do better outside a traditional classroom setting. 

Yet the communal pressure to stay the course is enormous, even 

when the ship is off course. What can the Jewish community do to 

help families interested in veering off the day-school route, families 

who feel that something different is best for their children? 

Catholics, who have a robust parochial-school system, neverthe-

less have curriculum companies big and small that homeschoolers 

can draw from. There exists no parallel for Jewish homeschoolers, 

and many Jews cobble together options made for secular or Chris-

tian families, making constant substitutions. A talented grant 

writer could have a field day with such a project, but his proposals 

would have to land on the desks of foundations willing to be brave. 

Imagine the possibilities: a Jewish art course, literature courses 

for different ages on classic Yiddish writers such as I.L. Peretz and 

Sholem Aleichem. Add in a publisher reprinting classics of Jewish 

poetry, short stories, and nursery rhymes specifically for a Jewish 

homeschool market. 

Why can’t Jewish homeschoolers benefit from the for-profit 

companies already creating resources on Jewish subjects for day 

schools? When I contacted one such company, I was told they 

don’t explicitly advertise to the homeschool community, nor will 

they offer online classes of their material, for fear of angering their 

day-school clients. Another company made an “at home” version of 

their product but offered nothing in the way of technical support, 

rendering it useless to those without a day-school subscription. 

The number of American families choosing to homeschool is 

exploding. The AP recently reported, “In 18 states that shared 

data through the current school year, the number of homeschool-

ing students increased by 63% in the 2020-2021 school year, then 

fell by only 17% in the 2021-2022 school year.” These families are 

deciding that their kids shouldn’t be made to fit inside a system, 

but that the system should instead be tailored toward the individ-

ual needs of the child and family. 

In its reporting on the growth of homeschooling, the AP talked 

to a family that had recently adopted it:

Linda McCarthy, a suburban Buffalo mother of two, says her 

children are never going back to traditional school.

Unimpressed with the lessons offered remotely when schools 

abruptly closed their doors in spring 2020, she began home-

schooling her then fifth- and seventh-grade children that fall. 

McCarthy, who had been working as a teacher’s aide, said she 

knew she could do better herself. She said her children have 

thrived with lessons tailored to their interests, learning styles 

and schedules.

“There’s no more homework ’til the wee hours of the morning, 

no more tears because we couldn’t get things done,” McCarthy 

said.

There are such families in the Jewish community, too. If we 

care more about outcomes than propping up the status quo, we’ll 

consider seriously how we can better serve their needs. 
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I offered a few useful suggestions from my own experience, which 

were received with the geniality and warmth we associate with Lord 

Voldemort. 

Never mind, I thought. Six months at half an hour a week was tight 

to teach reading and trop; each student’s haftarah and its blessings; 

the Torah blessings; and a few prayers. But I was a competent teacher 

and an experienced Torah reader. In my teens, I had chanted the 

weekly reading at our Orthodox London synagogue. I also designed 

my own trop learning tool: There wasn’t much available in those days.

It worked. Everyone learned what they had to, some very well — oth-

ers well enough. I thought every bar and bat mitzvah student should 

use my training system, which teaches trop using examples only from 

the student’s haftarah. That meant creating more than 60 different 

workbooks. I even started to market the books. But then I finished a 

Ph.D. on William Faulkner, abandoned literary academia for manage-

ment consulting, and abandoned management consulting for editing. 

When I left the corporate world, I had more time for my own proj-

ects. I became convinced that all b’nai mitzvah should know how to 

read Hebrew and chant haftarah — an aspiration that, ideally, might 

reach half of all American Jews, at least the half who know the Hebrew 

alphabet. Perhaps, I thought, my offline system should be resurrected: 

There’s something to be said for teaching Jewish texts from a book. 

I asked our Hebrew-school principal to send me three b’nai mitz-

vah students to prepare. None of my students could read fluently. 

It was just what I had seen years before. They could sound out the 

letters and vowels. But they couldn’t read. 

What was going on? Below are my “findings,” something I put in 

quotation marks because this is an essay about my personal experi-

ence bolstered by many conversations, rather than anything one could 

call a formal research project. That said, all but one of those who 

suggested I ought to gather data formally also said that they agreed 

with the general claims made here. In addition, as you will read below, 

I plan to conduct a five-year longitudinal experiment to test what I 

believe today. 

hirty years ago, I supplemented 

my graduate fellowship by teaching bar 

and bat mitzvah students for a Conser-

vative synagogue in New York. I quickly 

confirmed what I had long assumed, 

based on the odd bar or bat mitzvah I 

had attended there before: Most of the 

b’nai mitzvah chanted their haftarah by rote, because they couldn’t 

read Hebrew and didn’t know the trop, the ancient Masoretic can-

tillation signs that follow the syntax of the even more ancient 

text. You could tell: The rote learners sounded like time-traveling 

tourists to ancient Israel, working from a well-thumbed Berlitz 

phrase-book — which, in a way, they were.

Now, it’s one thing not to teach trop. But teaching the text by rote 

seemed like telling an illiterate he would be declaiming the first 10 

pages of Huckleberry Finn in public in nine months and working to 

help him memorize it, rather than teach him to read. 

Had the children not attended years of Hebrew school? I asked 

the principal what was happening with the Hebrew reading program. 

The Trouble with 
Reading Hebrew

saul rosenberg
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I knew it wasn’t a question of the Hebrew-school principal’s com-

petence: She was highly experienced and deeply committed. I 

assumed she oversaw competent teachers. And the kids seemed 

generally engaged and smart, up there on the bimah, delivering 

funny, intelligent, often heartfelt speeches.

I plunged into the Internet and contacted about 15 rabbis, b’nai 

mitzvah tutors, Hebrew-school teachers and principals, program 

managers at Jewish nonprofits, and some well-informed old friends 

from London. Given that I was adding London, I also contacted 

people in Canada, South Africa, and Australia: Perhaps things were 

different somewhere in the English-speaking world. 

They were not. Generally, in Anglophone countries, Hebrew-school 

students to the left of Modern Orthodox — essentially, Conservative, 

Reform, and their international counterparts — do not learn to read 

Hebrew accurately, let alone fluently, unless they go to Jewish day 

school. Even this exception does not hold everywhere: In England, 

most Jewish children go to state-funded Jewish schools and still don’t 

learn. Canada does somewhat better than elsewhere, perhaps because 

the country has a long tradition of bilingualism, and certainly because 

it has a far greater proportion of Jewish students in day school. This 

means the pool of non-readers is small and there are plenty of certi-

fied day-school teachers to teach Hebrew school — and, consequently, 

higher communal expectations. Based on preliminary inquiry, South 

Africa is a bit like Canada and Australia a bit like London. 

But positive structural conditions cannot be imported to America, 

where, over a period of years, perhaps a hundred hours of Hebrew-

school students’ learning time are devoted to reading. I found five 

reasons Hebrew school students can’t really read Hebrew.

· First, some schools don’t try. In my conversations, I heard “sup-

plementary school” nearly as often as “Hebrew school.” This is 

a nod to the fact that some schools focus their limited time on 

Jewish and Israeli culture, history, Bible stories — anything and 

everything other than Hebrew reading. They want to give kids 

positive Jewish experiences and so avoid rote teaching that might 

well alienate, the power of early experience being what it is. 

· Second, Hebrew school is now, for many, at best a twice- or even 

a once-a-week affair. But language learning needs little and often. 

Otherwise, students forget part of what they learn from one week 

to the next. They forget much of the rest over the long summer. 

· Third, the commitment to Hebrew reading to the left of Modern 

Orthodoxy is not absolute. A Conservative school might set about 

teaching second- or third-graders to read — only to find them a fair 

part of the way back to square one the following October. Instead 

of saying, “We must try a different way,” the school may emphasize 

something else, even while taking a less intense second run at the 

effort. Eventually, reading gives way to learning a modest number of 

prayers, with memory quickly taking over from decoding.

· Fourth, there is little real accountability. You don’t fail out of 

Hebrew school. You don’t lose your shot at a good college if you 

do poorly. You don’t get into trouble if you don’t do your home-

work — if there is homework. There are teachers good at setting 

and maintaining expectations. But they are rare.

· Fifth, more often than not, there is little outside reinforcement. 

Parents certainly want their children to read Hebrew. But there are 

generally no prayers at home; rarely is there Friday-night dinner 

That is the challenge: getting students to the 

point where they read Hebrew fluently enough 

that they develop a kind of muscle memory.
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with candles lit and kiddush recited (although this appears to be 

becoming more common), and a great many parents go to shul 

just three times a year and to the b’nai mitzvah of friends. The chil-

dren live in a culture in which secular studies matter, but Jewish 

culture and observance are “kosher style.” 



Is there a solution? 

Some believe we don’t need one. Two of my London friends 

thought reading without understanding was pointless. What the cur-

rent generation of students wants, one told me, is authenticity, not 

nostalgia: Chanting words whose meaning you do not know to a musi-

cal system you do not understand — that’s playacting for the parents’ 

benefit. One American professional who is passionate about spoken 

Hebrew told me it was worse than pointless: Settling for reading with-

out understanding rather than teaching Americans to speak Modern 

Hebrew (at which point teaching reading becomes easy) kept Jews 

from a skill that would make them more committed Zionists. He 

thought this downright dangerous.

Nevertheless, not teaching reading is certainly an option. There is 

a trend toward “b-mitzvahs” that don’t require Hebrew. I found one 

program called B’naiture, which specializes, as you might imagine, in 

“wilderness coming-of-age journeys.” One person told me it’s quite 

good. More important, here as in many other alternative programs, 

Hebrew reading is an optional extra. 

Yet for as long as synagogues continue to ask b’nai mitzvah to 

chant their haftarah, Hebrew reading must be taught at some point. 

The trend is toward more, not less Hebrew, as the Reform movement 

rediscovers the aleph-bet as a kind of metaphysical plutonium produc-

ing a spiritual nuclear reaction. So these alternative programs aren’t 

what professionals call a scalable solution. As for those who dismiss 

chanting words whose meaning one does not know, there is a reason  

traditional Catholics have fought so hard to keep the Latin mass. 

Where does this leave us? My conversations and reading generated 

three main possibilities:

· Take Hebrew reading out of the Hebrew-school curriculum once 

and for all: Leave it to the bar and bat mitzvah tutors, for a 

time when the children must begin one-on-one preparation and 

everyone is as invested as they will ever be. All Hebrew schools 

will then be supplementary schools that can focus elsewhere in 

the universe of Jewish and Israeli culture. 

· Have synagogues contract with experienced reading tutors and 

add an hour of one-on-one tutoring to the first semester of 

Hebrew school, during which children will learn to read Hebrew 

with what I call “slow fluency.” It’s a commitment, but only for the 

first semester, when the children are not yet overburdened with 

extracurriculars. If parents are told their children may otherwise 

never learn to read, many will bite. As for the money: Any Hebrew 

school that can turn out even slow-fluent readers will find the 

funding required.

· Finally, if the Hebrew schools believe that they can reliably 

teach Hebrew reading in the class setting, they could recommit 

to doing so. There are very good Hebrew-school teachers whose 

students achieve slow fluency by the end of the first year. But 

they are very far from universal. This would need to change. 



My rude awakening came after six weeks with the students I had 

signed up to prepare for bar and bat mitzvah. Here’s what happened.

Over the first three of those weeks, each had made respectable 

progress, but they slipped back between lessons. Misreadings crept 

in. I was doing “lots and infrequently” instead of little and often. So I 

cut the homework up into six pieces to be audio-texted to me six days 



56               s a p i r   |   v o l u m e  s i x  s u m m e r  2 0 2 2   |   s a p i r               57

a week. (On the seventh day, they rested.) It took me 30 seconds per 

student to listen, and 30 seconds to text something encouraging with 

corrections. It didn’t matter where anyone was. It worked beautifully. 

Three weeks later, I was congratulating myself on the fact that 

my fastest-moving student had achieved slow fluency in six weeks. 

We were now reading difficult Hebrew from Isaiah. But as is the way 

with such things, it was then that I suddenly realized that all of the 

solutions offered above would work — but only temporarily. 

Why I realized it only then, I cannot tell. But it became clear to 

me that, in almost every case, students will begin to forget when 

the lessons stop. The slow fluency that the solutions above will 

achieve might be a significant improvement over what is happen-

ing today, and it results in better b’nai mitzvah experiences for the 

students — children feel great pride in learning new skills, and it 

enhances their confidence generally. But the skill doesn’t last. 

If it is to last, Hebrew schools must get students to continue 

practicing Hebrew all the way to their bar and bat mitzvah at least. 

That is the challenge: getting students to the point where they read 

Hebrew fluently enough that they develop a kind of muscle memory, 

always available to them. Perhaps that level of fluency will keep some 

engaged. For the others, it will be there for them whenever they step 

into a synagogue or if they come back to Judaism after a long gap. 

So why isn’t that happening, at least sufficiently, in most Hebrew 

schools? Follow-up conversations confirmed that a bias against rote 

learning, anxiety about not giving students a positive Jewish experi-

ence, and an awareness of all the other things one can do with one’s 

few hours a week combine to push this idea outside the solution set.

I believe this is a mistake. 

Doing this is not a technical challenge: It can be done with a prayer 

book that proceeds from easier to more difficult Hebrew, adroit use of 

Israeli children’s books, easy-reading Hebrew newspapers designed to 

assist in aliyah, and so on. I also think it is long past time we got over 

our allergy to rote learning. Repetitio est mater studiorum is an idea so 

deep in ancient Roman culture that I can’t track it to a source. 

Can students and parents be kept on board? I believe so. This 

part of the curriculum will of course have to be taught by energetic, 

charismatic, experienced teachers. But there is a powerful return on 

one’s investment. You get all the advantages that come with fluent 

Hebrew reading as a permanent cultural possession (something 

most Hebrew schools still think worth investing in) and the double 

implication of the Roman proverb: Repetition doesn’t just help you 

remember things, it trains your memory, too. 

Am I right? There is certainly a possibility that Hebrew schools 

simply have too little time for fluent Hebrew reading to be an option 

at all. But I do not think so. To find out, I am now working with a 

Hebrew-school principal to develop a program that will begin with 

intensive reading for second-graders and devote a significant amount 

of time in every grade thereafter until b’nai mitzvah tutoring begins. 

Of course, everything will be done to make sure the programs don’t 

seem like Hebrew reading programs. But that is what they will be. I’ll 

come back with a mid-project review in two or three years. 



In Raiders of the Lost Ark, Indiana Jones seeks the Ark of the Covenant 

ahead of Belloq, Hitler’s unscrupulous French archaeologist-for-hire. 

At one point, Belloq says to Indiana Jones, “Do you realize what the 

Ark is? It’s a transmitter. It’s a radio for talking to God!”

Belloq is wrong. It’s not the gold-clad acacia box that allows 

you to talk to God — it’s the words on the tablets inside, delivered 

by God to the Children of Israel after they have marched out of 

Egypt to Mount Sinai. A rich Jewish relationship with God begins 

with the Torah and continues with the Talmud, the study of whose 

2,000 pages kept a landless people intact through thick and very 

often appallingly thin. If, God forbid, the worst should happen, 

text study will do so again. Basic Hebrew literacy is the key to the 

door of this staggeringly rich tradition. Shouldn’t every Jew have 

the opportunity to turn it and step through?
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PA R T  T WO

POLITICS IN  
EDUCATION
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magine that your gifted, curious, and 

kind twin daughters, Sophie and Adina, 

are about to begin college. 

Adi enrolls in a highly selective, elite 

university. Sophie chooses a new, experi-

mental institution. 

In the opening session of Adi’s orien-

tation week, the university president announces the school’s social 

justice mission of “addressing issues of structural racism, power,  

privilege, inequity, and injustice.” General education requirements will 

be “decolonized,” and a critical theory course “that shows the ways 

systemic racism is inherent in American society” will be required. All 

faculty must submit diversity statements as part of their public CVs.

During orientation week, students at Adi’s university are trained 

in using the “bias incident reporting system,” and are educated 

about “intersectionality,” “allyship,” and “microaggressions.” They 

are given a “suggested language list” and are cautioned that words 

Can College 
Cultivate Habits 
of a Free Mind?

pamela paresky can cause “harm, distress, and injury,” especially to “minoritized” 

students. There are more than 50 campus identity groups, all of 

which provide “safe spaces” for students of those various identities. 

On the last day of orientation, a senior dean issues a statement 

about free speech, stressing that she is “deeply concerned about the 

impact some speakers may have on individuals’ sense of safety and 

belonging.” She offers counseling services to those who ever feel 

“threatened or harassed” by the presence of any campus speaker. 

The motto of Sophie’s college, by contrast, is to “Seek Truth, 

Increase Knowledge, and Enrich Human Life.” While secular in its 

foundation, it is premised in part on the Jewish concept of argu-

ment for the sake of heaven. Intellectual and ideological opponents 

are seen as valuable thinking partners. A lengthy orientation teaches 

students about academic freedom and its role in institutionalized 

disconfirmation — the process by which scholars keep one anoth-

er’s confirmation biases in check. It also covers the philosophy of 

free speech and why the university uses the protections set by the 

Supreme Court as its own boundaries for freedom of expression. 

Dedicated to producing clear-thinking graduates who can thrive 

in and contribute to a pluralist, liberal democracy, the four-year 

program provides intensive skills-building for critical thinking, dia-

logue, debate, and inquiry. Students develop and strengthen habits 

that foster the ability to engage across lines of difference. Foremost 

among them: curiosity, compassion, and courage.

Students become aware that they have neither the knowledge 

nor the wisdom to “school” their elders. If they take issue with 

members of the staff or faculty, they are encouraged to engage 

in one-on-one conversations with them. Residential life provides 

opportunities for meaningful relationships between diverse peers. 

Each freshman is assigned a roommate from a background unlike 

his or her own, and roommate pairs are assigned to heterogeneous, 

small discussion groups for the duration of orientation. Students 

develop close-knit friendships built on genuine affection, authen-

tic self-disclosure, and the ability to tolerate and resolve conflict. 
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many students she thought of as friends were not friends in the true 

sense of the word. 

While none of this is likely to plague Sophie’s college career, she will 

still experience intellectual discomfort. She will be repeatedly required 

to grapple with what the other side thinks. She will study classical and 

contemporary thought, including critical theory — not as the way she’s 

expected to see the world, but as one lens among many. Rather than 

assuming that no decent or intelligent person could hold views she 

detests, she will learn to consider how decent and intelligent people 

come to opposite conclusions. She will view ideological opponents 

with curiosity and compassion rather than contempt.

In developing the courage to debate, dissent, and refuse to auto-

matically conform, Sophie and her classmates will gain the ability to 

differentiate between feeling uncomfortable and being unsafe — that 

is, between an intellectual challenge and a legitimate threat. The 

ability to maintain this distinction will make them open-minded as 

thinkers and emotionally resilient as people. 

Now let’s consider your daughters’ Judaism. 

Though your family has never been particularly observant, you 

raised the twins with Jewish values, a love of Israel, and a commit-

ment to Jewish ethics, including its tenets of social justice. 

No matter what Adi’s political leanings, those values will be 

attacked the moment she sets foot on campus. Hillel and the near-

est Chabad aside, the only nominally Jewish campus group at Adi’s 

school is avowedly anti-Zionist. The campus newspaper endorses 

BDS, as do nearly all identity-based campus groups, and only a 

few outspoken Jewish professors — mostly the older ones, some of 

them already emeritus — have taken a stand against it. She and 

other students try to register an official pro-Israel Jewish group on 

campus, but the student government votes it down.

The assault on Adi’s Jewishness doesn’t end there. She is informed 

that only Jews of color experience racism. She is constantly warned 

against “white-supremacy culture,” and, thanks to ethnic studies, she 

is expected to “check” her “privilege” as a “conditionally white” Jew. 



Let’s imagine that both daughters are politically progressive. 

Unless Adi happens to have nonprogressive friends willing to 

express their views — and on campuses like hers, such friends seem 

rare — she is not likely to encounter pushback on her perspectives. 

Spending four years in an ideological monoculture will blunt her 

critical-thinking and argumentation skills. In classrooms and com-

mons, she will encounter simplistic interpretations of political  

differences that caricature disfavored views and those who hold 

them. Surrounded by like-minded people, she is likely to become 

more partisan and more hostile toward her ideological opponents. 

For her part, Sophie will encounter conservative students will-

ing to share their political opinions. She’ll engage in conversa-

tions that give her a sense of what the opposing side thinks, 

and in a required senior seminar, she will make a compelling 

case for a policy position with which she disagrees. She will be 

able to distinguish between making intellectual judgments about 

views she opposes and moral judgments about the people hold-

ing them. Political differences will not be an impediment to per-

sonal connections.

Let’s now imagine that both of your daughters are right-leaning 

thinkers. 

Given the leftward tilt on campus, Adi will have the benefit of 

her unpopular views being regularly challenged. But she will need to 

think carefully about how outspoken she wishes to be. Certain words 

and ideas “invalidate” people’s identities, and a growing number of 

topics are simply “not up for debate.” Sometimes, she is told, words 

are violence — and silence can be violence, too. 

The likely choice Adi will make will be to reveal her views to 

only a select few, contributing to the widespread misapprehension 

that there is little ideological disagreement on campus. If she sum-

mons the courage to speak up, or even if she defends those who 

are maligned for their right-of-center views, she is likely to find that 
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As a Jewish student, she is expected to adopt political views that 

denigrate her own identity. 

Here again, things are very different at Sophie’s school. Anti-Israel 

views, in both student groups and the classroom, are permitted as a 

matter of course, and there is no prohibition on anti-Zionism. But 

Jewish students are confident about speaking up in Israel’s defense, 

and they draw a bright line between criticism of specific Israeli pol-

icies and delegitimization of the Jewish state. Non-Jewish students 

(and even Jewish students uncertain of their own views) gain moral 

confidence listening to their unabashedly pro-Israel peers, some-

times going toe-to-toe with anti-Zionists. 

Because of the way Sophie’s school handles group differences, 

there is a broad understanding on campus that no identity requires 

or represents a specific form of politics. The school’s strong empha-

sis on the complexity of the human experience leads students to 

Walt Whitman’s maxim that we each “contain multitudes.” Sophie is 

secure in her identity as a Jew and has clarity that, while important, 

her Jewishness is just one facet of her whole being. She develops an 

outlook on life uniquely her own. 

Finally, imagine that it’s four years later and your daughters have 

graduated from college.

Both earned excellent grades. Both enjoyed their overall college 

experience. And both are off to law school in the fall — Adi to Yale, 

Sophie to the University of Chicago. You are proud of them both.

Still, you can’t help noticing how their respective college experi-

ences have shaped them differently. Adi, who was the more outspoken, 

has become both guarded in conversation and more prone to taking 

offense. When political subjects come up, she withdraws or resorts to 

clichés. When you propose a summer trip to visit relatives in Tel Aviv, 

she vaguely alludes to other plans. When you press her about it, she 

finally reveals that she doesn’t want law students at Yale to think she’s 

a Zionist.

Sophie, who used to be the shyer sister, has gone in the opposite 

direction. She loves mixing it up in conversation. She isn’t afraid to 

offer her opinion but also isn’t afraid to change her mind. She listens 

closely to other points of view and often admits, “I hadn’t thought 

about that.” She’s excited about visiting Tel Aviv because she wants 

to work in technology law. One of her friends from Hebrew school 

suggests that in the service of tikkun olam, instead of visiting Israel, 

she could intern for a Jewish social justice group that opposes the 

occupation. Sophie replies that a thriving Israel creates economic 

opportunities for its people and the region, and forges technologies 

that improve the world. To her, she tells her friend, that is tikkun olam.



Now let’s exit this imaginary scenario. 

Unfortunately, it’s not entirely imaginary. Adi’s college experience is 

an amalgam of real-world examples of policies, proposals, and experi-

ences at top-ranked schools such as Harvard, Yale, Berkeley, Wellesley, 

and Williams. Rather than seeking truth and producing knowledge, 

these schools increasingly leave students with the impression that all 

knowledge, wisdom, goodness, truth, and beauty already reside with 

one ideological tribe. The other tribe is at best a reservoir of igno-

rance, at worst an instrument of evil.

Sophie’s college experience more closely resembles offerings in 

a dwindling number of schools: the University of Chicago, Johns 

Hopkins University, St. John’s College, and Arizona State Universi-

ty’s School for Civic and Economic Thought and Leadership. But it 

also resembles an ideal that was, until recent decades, more or less 

standard in American higher education. 

What would it take to restore those educational principles to 

the place they once occupied in American colleges and universi-

ties, and for higher education to fulfill the promises of that ideal?

One possibility lies in new experimental programs such as 

Ralston College and the University of Austin (UATX), though their 

prospects remain uncertain. Another possibility is that America’s 

flagship institutions can find their way back to a genuine form of 



liberal education. The University of Chicago’s Robert Zimmer led 

that charge for the 15 years of his presidency, and Ronald Daniels, 

the president of Johns Hopkins, has argued forcefully that higher 

education must recommit itself to citizenship education, the stew-

ardship of facts, and the cultivation of intellectually pluralistic and 

engaged communities. 

However, Zimmer and Daniels are voices in the wilderness. Witness, 

by contrast, the recent treatment of Georgetown’s Ilya Shapiro, Prince-

ton’s Joshua Katz, Harvard’s Roland Fryer, and Yale’s Amy Chua — just 

a few of too many instances of universities losing their way. Many top 

institutions will be able to coast on their name recognition for a long 

time, irrespective of the quality of their product. Their students will 

receive an education in ideological dogma rather than truth-seeking 

and knowledge production.

Fortunately, there’s a third possibility. 

It is no secret that colleges and universities face a demographic 

cliff. Enrollment is expected to start falling in 2025, when a shrunken 

post–Great Recession generation comes of age. The most elite schools 

will be spared the financial implications. But it will put tremendous 

pressure on second- and third-tier institutions that cannot rely on 

name recognition and ultra-wealthy donors to make up revenue 

shortfalls. Add inflationary pressures, and families will ask themselves 

why they should pay hundreds of thousands of dollars for ideological 

indoctrination in the service of a devalued degree. 

It is clear that demand is high for schools that unreservedly commit 

to freedom of expression and promote its intellectual blessings. Many 

more parents will be willing to spend money on the lesser-known insti-

tutions that teach students critical thinking skills and how to think 

for themselves than on those that only teach students how to think 

like critical theorists. Some colleges and universities will no doubt try 

to stick to business as usual nonetheless. The wiser ones will grasp 

the opportunity for change. In this era of illiberal orthodoxy and 

conformism, they can provide these students an intellectual and 

cultural lifeline while finding themselves a financial one. And they 

can intentionally select students with a wide range of viewpoints, 

prioritizing those who can provide evidence that they are capable 

of and interested in grappling with views with which they disagree. 

Presidents and trustees have a unique opportunity to remake their 

institutions as bastions of civic rather than tribal norms, curiosity 

rather than certitude, and the authentic affection of friends rather 

than the conditional solidarity of allies. 

There’s a shorthand for this. I call it “Habits of a Free Mind.” It is a 

toolkit that blends insights from wisdom traditions with those from 

disciplines including psychology, social science, civics, and history. I 

taught a course based on these insights at the University of Chicago 

and will be teaching one at Johns Hopkins. To best serve students, 

it would be developed into a broader curriculum that shapes the 

entire educational experience. These habits can be distilled into five 

essential lessons:

Uncertainty is not a weakness. Though it can feel uncomfortable, 

uncertainty is a spur to curiosity and allows us to benefit from 

disagreement with others. One kind of uncertainty reflects a lack 

of confidence. This is appropriate when one lacks knowledge. 

Another kind reflects intellectual humility. With maturity comes 
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Presidents and trustees have a unique 

opportunity to remake their institutions as 

bastions of civic rather than tribal norms, 

curiosity rather than certitude, and the 

authentic affection of friends rather than 

the conditional solidarity of allies. 
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less of the former and more of the latter. With knowledge and 

intellectual humility comes wisdom. 

The thinker is not the thought. We tend to conflate a person’s views 

with his or her dignity and human worth. Yet even people who hold 

abhorrent views can change their minds. Appreciating this requires 

compassion, which not only helps us understand the views of others, 

but also makes it more likely that they will understand ours. 

Courage is anti-tribal. It does not take courage to speak when 

your tribe and its “allies” will rush to your defense. It takes cour-

age when doing so puts your social, reputational, and professional 

standing at risk. In an era when Americans self-censor as never 

before, academic institutions have a unique responsibility to culti-

vate courage as the essential moral condition for truth-seeking and 

knowledge production.

Offense-taking should not be inquiry-terminating. The tribal thinking 

that has overtaken our institutions has resulted in an expanding 

catalogue of perceived indignities, offenses, harms, and even trau-

mas. Constantly scanning our environment for transgressions and 

affronts makes us see hostility and malice even where none exists 

while shutting down needed conversations. Teaching students to 

habitually give the benefit of the doubt and use the principle of 

charity for the sake of common inquiry is a difficult but essential 

part of a serious education.

Happiness cannot be found when directly pursued. It is a by-product 

of leading a meaningful life, which in turn requires an individual 

sense of purpose. The aim of education is to help students find this 

sense of purpose by nurturing capacities for critical thinking, self- 

reflection, humane understanding, and independent judgment. 

These capacities are difficult and can result in moments of discom-

fort, anxiety, stress, and even unhappiness. And that’s okay.



Higher education in America faces many challenges today: financial, 

ideological, political. But none is greater than its diminishing ability 

to instill habits of mind and character that make liberal education 

itself possible. Those are the anti-dogmatic habits of curiosity, open-

ness, compassion, resilience, risk-taking, and a willingness to change 

one’s mind. They are nurtured not only in classrooms but also in 

dorm rooms, dining halls, athletic fields, campus clubs, local bars, 

and everywhere else students begin to discover the shape of adult life. 

Adi’s college experience — which is, alas, the experience of so many 

students at elite schools — failed to instill those habits. By the time of 

her graduation, she will have been led to believe that people of differ-

ent backgrounds can never truly understand one another; that influ-

ence and knowledge are functions of identity rather than agency and 

choice; that relationships are primarily transactional, self-interested, 

externally validated, and performative; that perceived moral transgres-

sions should not be forgiven; that intellectual consensus is a synonym 

for correctness. With these lessons, she might be equipped to navigate 

professional environments that increasingly resemble college cam-

puses. But her opportunities for intellectual exploration, self-discovery, 

friendship, and love will be commensurately diminished.

Experiences like Sophie’s are very different. College will have taught 

her to embrace intellectual difference and challenge as an opportu-

nity for gaining understanding. It will have allowed her to reveal her-

self authentically to friends and to embrace them in the fullness of 

their humanity — flaws and all. She will have learned to withstand 

contradiction, accept emotional discomfort, forgive others, and ask 

for forgiveness in turn. In doing so, she and her fellow graduates will 

be building the kind of positive relationships that form the solid basis 

of marriages, partnerships, leadership, and citizenship. 

The task that now lies before American colleges and universi-

ties is to make Sophie’s experience rather than Adi’s the one our 

children can expect.
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eing a mother of four children is 

a wonderful thing that naturally has its 

challenges. So is being a mom of four 

children who happen to be Russian, 

Black, and Jewish. Since our kids were 

young, they’ve been well aware that they 

would face bigotry. My husband and I 

have countered attempts to exclude or diminish them by instilling 

in them an unfettered sense of pride, a deep knowledge of their 

identities, and a nuanced understanding of the world around them. 

Along the way, enrolling them in several Jewish day schools — we’re 

a military family that has moved around a lot — has offered a con-

sistent base of support. These schools were essential in teaching our 

children never to feel ashamed of their Jewishness. 

And so much more. 

· The necessity to excel in both secular and Judaic studies at 

Jewish day schools establishes an atmosphere where academic 

excellence isn’t just possible. It’s expected. 

Day Schools and DEI: 
A Parent’s Perspective

brandy shufutinsky · Learning Hebrew isn’t just about fulfilling a random foreign- 

language requirement. It provides a vital connection between the 

students, their history and culture, and the modern State of Israel. 

· Studying Israeli history isn’t just a lesson in civics, democracy, 

economic development, environmental sustainability, military 

strategy, diplomacy, and self-defense. It’s a case study in one of 

the most successful indigenous movements of all time.

· Researching Torah isn’t just about memorizing biblical verses. 

It’s about looking at divergent interpretations and learning 

how to debate and disagree. 

· Attending school with Jewish students and faculty isn’t just about 

sharing a common bond of peoplehood. It’s about investigating 

forms of diversity that are more than skin deep. 

Over the years, day schools have held my kids to high expecta-

tions in the classroom, while also holding them in comfort in times 

of mourning. These schools have fed the kids when they forgot their 

lunches at home, hugged them when they skinned their knees, and 

made them apologize when they were in the wrong. 

The love I hold for these schools is little short of intense. Rabbi 

Jonathan Sacks z”l spoke not only for me and my family but also 

for every minority community with high aspirations for itself when 

he wrote, “Freedom begins with what we teach our children. This 

is why Jews became a people whose passion is education, whose 

heroes are teachers and whose citadels are schools.” 

Which is why current trends in certain Jewish day schools so 

alarm me. 



In recent years I’ve seen a worrying shift away from the things that 

make Jewish education so valuable. The murder of George Floyd 

by a white police officer in 2020 sparked a summer of upheaval, 
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chaos, and a broad national reckoning with unresolved racial ten-

sions. All of this had a profound impact on the programming of 

many Jewish day schools. 

Some of the new initiatives were overdue. The topic of racial 

identity, once ignored, generated new conversations. Students were 

able to express their opinions on racial perceptions, some based 

on accent, country of birth, and immigration status. My kids felt 

comfortable discussing their experiences with racial profiling, both 

within Jewish spaces and outside of them. I also appreciated seeing 

day schools seek to make non-Ashkenazi Jews feel more welcome. 

Part of education is social learning, and I was encouraged to see 

children raise important questions, offer personal disclosures, and 

engage in open-minded debates.

Not all of the conversations, however, have been so open-

minded. Disagreements could sometimes devolve into denunci-

ations. Racialized and polarizing terminology inimical to Jewish 

traditions, such as “white Jews” and “Jews of color,” not only 

became commonplace but also fostered divisions where they 

hadn’t previously existed. Ideas or statements that went against 

the new ideological grain were — as my own kids and some of 

their peers soon discovered — muted or suppressed. 

The Jewish Institute for Liberal Values, where I am the director 

of education and community engagement, recently conducted a 

study of diversity, equity and inclusion (DEI) initiatives at Jewish 

day schools. The study looked at 7 Orthodox, 17 Modern Ortho-

dox, 8 Conservative, and 24 uncategorized/pluralistic day schools, 

examining evidence of DEI programming. Terms commonly used 

by critical theorists were deployed to determine whether these 

schools were implementing DEI. We found three main influences 

driving these programs. 

First, day-school funders increased financial support for these 

schools in order to bring in DEI consultants to work with adminis-

trators and educators to create “antiracist” schools. Second, an idea 

influenced by a Pew study and the Jewish Community Federation 

and Endowment Fund’s (Bay Area) “culture of belonging” program 

took hold — that diversity funding was necessitated by the increas-

ing racial diversity of day schools. And third, organizations that 

support day schools began to require DEI programming in a way 

that was meant to make it not just supplemental to the schools’ 

missions, but central to them. 

Many day schools, however, may not have fully appreciated what 

they were getting themselves into. Let’s look at these points in turn.

Antiracism: Contrary to what seems implied by the term, it does 

not denote opposition to racism (at least as most people under-

stand the concept of racism). If anything, antiracist pedagogy leads 

to something closer to the opposite: the institutionalization of 

preferential practices based on overtly racial criteria. As Boston 

University’s Ibram X. Kendi, the country’s leading antiracist the-

oretician, has put it: “The only remedy to racist discrimination is 

antiracist discrimination. The only remedy to past discrimiation 

is present discrimination. The only remedy to present discrimina-

tion is future discrimination.” 

For Jewish schools, this kind of thinking is profoundly problem-

atic on multiple levels. It means acknowledging a history of Jewish 

complicity with racism even when no such history exists — in other 

words, confessing to a crime that was never committed. It also 

means teaching concepts such as “privilege” — whether political, 

Ideas or statements that went against 

the new ideological grain were — as my 

own kids and some of their peers soon 

discovered — muted or suppressed. 



74               s a p i r   |   v o l u m e  s i x  s u m m e r  2 0 2 2   |   s a p i r               75

consultation with all stakeholders — particularly parents? And 

have dissenting views been truly taken into account? Has thought 

been given to some of the possible unintended consequences, such 

as unwittingly embracing classic antisemitic tropes and fostering 

a climate of division and resentment in schools that seek to over-

come both?

Across America, many schools, whether public, private, or religious, 

have discovered that DEI has a disturbing way not of complement-

ing the overall educational mission of schools, but of swallowing it 

whole. The chief mission of day schools is to instill Jewish values and 

inspire students to live purposeful lives. In the rush to adopt DEI 

programs, Jewish day schools risk losing sight of this mission. They 

adopt concepts that contain implicit anti-Jewish stereotypes, focus 

on the wrong aspects of Jewish diversity, and replace traditional Jew-

ish pedagogy, which relies on discussion and disagreement, with an 

ideology that brooks no dissent.



Two of my sons are now in their twenties. The oldest made aliyah 

and served as a lone soldier in the IDF after completing his mas-

ter’s degree in the United States. My second-oldest son is currently 

in the process of making aliyah and splits his time between the 

United States and Israel. Both are proud Black Jewish Zionists 

who love their diverse cultures. And both are testament to what 

day schools, at their best, can do to transform the lives of their 

students for the better.

Then there are my younger ones. I have a boy in middle school and 

a girl who just completed fourth grade. After a few years of attend-

ing a non-Jewish private school — and after watching antisemitic 

incidents unfold in the wake of last year’s war with Hamas — my 

husband and I decided that they, too, should have the benefits of a 

Jewish education. We looked for an environment that would chal-

lenge them academically and support their social growth, while 

economic, or racial — that have long been used to persecute Jews. 

Even one of my own children was faced with chants of “acknowl-

edge your privilege” when he spoke up and disagreed with ideology 

about Jewish privilege, never mind that two of his grandparents 

had fled persecution in the Soviet Union and two others in the 

Jim Crow South. The scene might almost have been comical if its 

implications weren’t so troubling.

Racial diversity: In 2019, a study suggested that between 12 and 

15 percent of American Jews qualified as “Jews of color.” That 

study has been sharply contested by Jewish demographers who 

conclude the figure is closer to 6 percent. But whatever the true 

number, it adds impetus to the idea that day schools needed to do 

more about questions of racial diversity in their own student body, 

including through such measures as “diversifying” curricula based 

on the kind of racial criteria beloved by many DEI consultants.

But the problem with this kind of diversity, focused as it is on 

skin color, is that it obscures the kind that ought to matter most to 

Jewish day schools: Jewish diversity in all of its rich cultural, linguis-

tic, religious, geographic, and historical varieties. At our Passover 

seder, my family includes Ethiopian soft matzah. When exploring 

music on Israeli radio, my sons and their friends have focused on 

Mizrahi music and its embrace by Israeli pop culture after years 

of being kept mostly underground. Shouldn’t these — and so many 

others I could mention — be the types of diversity that ought to 

preoccupy Jewish educators, as opposed to the trendier ones based 

solely on the color of someone’s skin?

DEI programming: Even if one accepts that day schools should 

incorporate at least some elements of a DEI program, the speed 

with which they have done so has been stunning. Has the sub-

stance of these programs been thoroughly vetted and thoughtfully 

researched? Are its effects on community cohesion, or the qual-

ity of overall education, well understood? Has there been robust  
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also fully embracing their Judaism and their connection to Israel. 

In short, we wanted schools where our Zionist children would grow 

into proud Zionist adults. 

Fortunately, both kids attend schools that express their support 

for Israel and for what it means to be Jewish. But there are noticeable 

differences between the kind of education they are receiving and the 

ones my older two got. 

What has changed? In a word, ideology. DEI programs have 

supplanted what were once nuanced examinations of race, color, 

ethnicity, and culture with the simplistic, binary language of 

oppressor and oppressed. It is a form of black-and-white thinking 

that excludes the experiences of vast numbers of Jews. It is one 

that makes Jews feel ashamed of their so-called privilege rather 

than proud of their heritage. 

For parents like me, it also raises the key question: Why bother 

switching our kids from non-Jewish to Jewish schools if we still 

have to fight similar political battles? The current antiracist binary 

paints my children either as perpetual victims because they are 

Black — or as undeserving beneficiaries of white privilege because 

they are Jewish. Even worse, it reduces their complex identities to 

a single one, all so that others can comfortably identify them by 

checking the box that identifies them as “Jews of color.” 

This is not merely wrong. It is dangerous. If our children aren’t 

given the tools of Jewish pride, knowledge, and moral self-confidence, 

they will be extremely vulnerable to the stereotyping and antisemi-

tism that likely await them in college, if not sooner. 



If there is anything redemptive about these more sour experiences, 

it’s that many other Jewish parents have the same concerns. We are 

not alone. So what do we do? 

· Speak to school administrators. Parent-school partnerships can 

have a positive impact on creating a culture of inclusion for stu-

dents. School administrators need to hear from parents who hold 

different views and ideas on programming. Many parents fear 

being labeled racist if they question diversity programming, but 

it is necessary to speak up courageously and work with educators 

for what is in the best interest of students. 

· Encourage administrators and educators to consider how DEI 

programs can fuel antisemitism. If day schools implement the 

kinds of DEI programming that embrace tropes such as “Jew-

ish privilege” or Jews as “white” or “white adjacent,” they run a 

real risk of fueling antisemitism. 

· Work together with other parents, school administrators, and stu-

dents to ensure that programming is living up to the school’s mission 

and values. Organizations such as the Jewish Institute for Lib-

eral Values, Parents Defending Education, FAIR, and Heterodox 

Academy provide support and resources to parents, students, and 

schools as they grapple with how to balance ideas about diversity, 

equity, and inclusion with open and respectful discourse. 

Our kids deserve adults who are ready to reject racial binaries 

and ideologies that do not apply to the Jewish people. Most of all, 

we need to embrace programs that encourage critical thinking 

and Jewish pride, that have our children unapologetically stating 

Am Yisrael Chai. 

Now it’s time to get to work.

The chief mission of day schools is to instill 

Jewish values and inspire students to live 

purposeful lives.
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y paternal gr andparents grew 

up in Germany. My grandmother was 

raised in a small village near the Black 

Forest. My grandfather was from a 

small town in Bavaria. Both escaped 

Nazism and came to America in 1940, 

carrying no money and speaking little 

English. Most of my grandmother’s family made it out of Ger-

many. My grandfather’s parents did not.

My grandparents met and married in New York and worked odd 

and menial jobs. Observant and deeply involved in their German- 

Jewish community, they instilled the values of study, hard work, 

family, and tradition in their children. My father absorbed those 

values and earned a place at one of New York City’s selective 

high schools and one of New York’s top state universities. After 

working for several companies, he went out on his own and built 

a successful importing business. 

I share my family history not because it is particularly interesting 

The Public Problems 
of Private Schools

andrew gutmann or unique, but because it isn’t: It’s a typical Jewish-immigrant story, a 

textbook example of the American Dream. Rags to relative riches in 

two generations through sacrifice for one’s children, a tight-knit fam-

ily and a supportive community, high-quality, affordable education, 

hard work, talent, and luck. 

Today, however, the kinds of opportunities that made the 

American Dream possible for countless Jewish immigrants are 

threatened by an ideological movement that seeks to eradicate 

the values that make the American Dream possible. It goes under 

the benign-sounding name of “diversity, equity, and inclusion,” 

or DEI. Our country’s education system has become the cita-

del for this movement, and our schools — particularly our elite 

schools — are the recruitment centers and training grounds for 

its foot soldiers. It is a crucial battleground in today’s culture war, 

and it presents a particular threat to Jews. 

Quite accidentally, I found myself on the front line.



Like my father’s, my story is a familiar one. I grew up mostly in a 

New Jersey suburb, the product of decent public schools. My Jew-

ish education ended with my bar mitzvah. I attended elite private 

universities, started a career in finance, married, and, with my wife, 

raised our only daughter in New York City — not, now, in Washing-

ton Heights or the Bronx, like my grandparents, but on the Upper 

East Side of Manhattan. 

When my daughter was five, we embarked on the stressful admis-

sions process for private Manhattan kindergarten. We wanted to 

give our daughter the best possible start. But because we were 

unconnected, not “diverse,” and not especially wealthy by the crazy 

standards of Manhattan private schools, the preschool director of 

our daughter’s small Jewish nursery school told us to apply broadly: 

twelve schools. My daughter did well in the admissions process, 

and we wound up with choices. We selected Brearley, an all-girls 
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K–12 school renowned nationally for its strong academics, dedi-

cated educators, well-rounded students, and supportive community. 

Academically and socially, my daughter thrived during her first six 

years. In hindsight, there were signs of educational derailment, but 

they were easy to dismiss at the time. We sat through holiday assem-

blies with songs in what seemed like every language but English. There 

were institutional tears and offers of counseling over the election loss 

of Hillary Clinton. In fourth grade, Rudyard Kipling’s Just So Stories 

disappeared from the curriculum, abruptly removed from the class-

room because it contained an admittedly highly offensive word — but 

one in a story the class was not reading. 

There was what I would call “oversharing” by teachers about 

their personal lives that seemed designed to expose even kinder-

garten students to sexually diverse identities. There was quirky 

but minor language policing: A math problem could not be “easy” 

lest you embarrass a peer. It could only be “quickly manageable.”  

Perhaps most noticeable was the near total absence of men from a 

social-studies curriculum that focused on the civil rights movement 

to the exclusion of the Civil War and included plenty of discussion 

of suffragettes but nary a word on the Constitution. My daughter 

absorbed an intensely ideological, chronologically muddled, partial 

presentation of American history and culture. 

In the summer of 2020, things accelerated: George Floyd, the 

coming of age of Black Lives Matter, and the appearance of an 

Instagram account publicly airing the grievances of black Brearley 

alumni. Nearly identical “Black At” Instagram accounts appeared 

simultaneously from alumni of private schools all across the country.

Everything about the school seemed to change. “Antiracism” 

(defined by Ibram X. Kendi, its most prominent proponent, as 

opposing any ideas and policies that fail to produce or at least 

work toward the equal representation of different racial groups in 

any desirable societal situation, whether it be places at Harvard 

or owner-occupied housing) was now almost the only thing that 

mattered. Social justice became the new mission. Critical thinking 

and intellectual curiosity were out, indoctrination and activism 

were in. The community, already isolated and reeling from Covid 

restrictions, felt fractured and divided. The administration, previ-

ously filled with exuberance and optimism, now seemed cult-like, 

its mood stern, humorless, and laden with guilt. 

We were required to sign a “community agreement” pledging to 

support the teaching of antiracism not only in the school but also 

at home. We refused. After several phone calls with the head of the 

middle school, the school acquiesced — but said we would have to 

sign the following year. We were also obliged to participate in two 

mandatory antiracism Zoom sessions for parents, taught by a firm 

prominent for training schools in DEI and critical race theory. (CRT 

in the law schools is the theoretical parent, and DEI in grade school 

and college the activist child — a topic for another day.)

We were alarmed. I spoke to many parents over the school year. 

Nearly all shared similar concerns, but getting them to speak out 

proved impossible. In February, re-enrollment contracts came out, 

and the message was plain: Brearley was now an antiracist school. 

Families not fully on board were no longer welcome.

It was clear to us that Brearley was no longer a place where our 

daughter, or any curious, outspoken, free-thinking girl, could get 

It is through the redefinition of benign 

language — who, after all, could object to 

diversity, equity, and inclusiveness, as those 

words have long been understood? — that 

a malign movement is advancing objectives 

inimical to fundamental American ideals.
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leaked videos from the 2021 National Association of Independent 

Schools’ (NAIS) People of Color Conference (PoCC), which was held 

late last year virtually. NAIS is an umbrella-like organization that 

influences the missions and directs the policy of more than 1,600 of 

the most elite private schools in the country, including Brearley. Its 

annual PoCC conference is perhaps the leading K–12 professional- 

development conference for the implementation of DEI in schools. 

For the first time, I understood what diversity, equity, and inclusion 

practitioners and consultants mean when they use these three words, 

and what the true objectives of the movement are, whether it appears 

as DEI or as one of its many synonyms: antiracism, anti-bias, anti- 

oppression, critical race theory, critical social justice, and woke educa-

tion. I also understood the danger that DEI poses to Jews in particular.

The stated goal of DEI, whatever name it goes by, is “equity.” 

Diversity and inclusion are the mechanisms by which it is to be 

achieved. In each case, however, the words mean something quite 

different from what you will find in the dictionary.

Diversity divides students into “oppressed” and “oppressors” on 

the basis of race, gender, and sexual orientation. (The primary axis is 

black vs. white, but women vs. men, gay vs. straight, and trans vs. “cis” 

also play a role.) The intention is for those who are categorized as 

oppressed to be radicalized into believing they are being harmed by 

entrenched systems of law, government, and economics under which 

they can never succeed. Feelings of trauma and violence are even 

inculcated in segregated “affinity groups” through cult-like practices 

such as the “racial healing circles” adapted from Native American 

culture. Grievances, sometimes real but often manufactured, are 

used to turn these groups — even those seen as oppressors — into 

zealous advocates for institutional change. 

Inclusion requires all students and teachers in the oppressor group 

to become “allies” to the oppressed. It is not enough for the oppres-

sors merely to be sympathetic and self-reflective. They must become 

activists. In addition, inclusion insists that DEI be integrated into 

every aspect of the school — every assembly, club, subject, and class. 

a good education. DEI had been infused into every aspect of the 

curriculum, eradicating the traditional teaching of literature and 

history so important to a sound understanding of America. 

We decided not to re-enroll. With my family’s permission, I sent 

a letter to every Brearley parent, decrying the school’s obsession 

with race, its change of mission, and its cowardly failure to stand 

up to the forces of illiberalism. My purpose was simply to get other 

unhappy parents to speak up. Unexpectedly, however, the letter 

went viral, and the media attention it generated contributed to the 

nascent national movement against critical race theory. 



I have been asked many times if I have any regrets about the let-

ter. I stand by every single word I wrote save one. I objected to 

“Brearley’s vacuous, inappropriate, and fanatical use of words such 

as ‘equity,’ ‘diversity’ and ‘inclusiveness.’ ” My mistake was to regard 

Brearley’s use of language as “vacuous.” On this, I now realize I was 

wrong. It is through the redefinition of benign language — who, 

after all, could object to “diversity,” “equity,” and “inclusiveness,” as 

those words have long been understood? — that a malign move-

ment is advancing objectives inimical to fundamental American 

ideals in both schools and society.

Several months ago, I was given access to nearly 100 hours of 

It is our culture’s respect for words that 

has encouraged countless Jews throughout 

history to become scholars, teachers, lawyers, 

and philosophers.
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Of all the freedoms for which we must fight, the 

most important is free speech. Without it there 

can be no democracy, no market economy, no 

scientific progress, and no religious freedom. 

Every supposedly oppressed student must be able to see his or her 

(or “their”) identity in the curriculum. Potentially offensive books 

must be removed from classrooms and libraries. Inclusion, via the 

rhetoric of “belonging,” also requires that schools become a “safe 

space” for oppressed children, who must be spared all microaggres-

sions and sheltered from words or actions, books or activities, that 

might make them uncomfortable or potentially cause them “harm.” 

Because we are talking about felt harm, only the oppressed, through 

their own “lived experience,” can be the arbiters of what constitutes 

harm. The inevitable result is the loss of objectivity (allegedly an 

aspect of white-supremacy culture), the discouragement of disagree-

ment, and ultimately silencing of dissent — and consequently the 

condemnation of free speech, too. 

What, finally, of equity? Out of the pursuit of diversity and inclu-

sion, an equitable school in which all things are fair to all students will 

emerge. Here we see the difference between the idea of equity and the 

classical-liberal notion of “equality of opportunity.” It is fundamental 

to DEI thinking that there can never be equality of opportunity if the 

“system” itself is unfair — which includes a history of unfairness. 

But what does “fair” mean? Fairness is measured not by inputs, 

but by outcome. In other words, it is irrelevant if, within a school, 

all children have access to the same fancy facilities, expansive course 

offerings, and competent teachers. What matters is that all identity 

groups achieve the same outcomes, measured by grades, test scores, 

and college admissions. An antiracist lens must be applied to every 

subject, including math and science. Grading policies must change 

to even out disparities between different racial groups. Any result in 

which certain oppressed groups of children are underrepresented is, 

by definition, unfair. Innate abilities, work ethic, family support, even 

luck — none of these is acceptable to the purveyors of DEI thinking as 

an explanation of a disproportionate result. Nor is individual racism, 

which could be addressed within the traditional systems of American 

society. The only acceptable answer is “systemic racism,” which makes 

a mockery of individual justice and responsibility. As a result, equality 

must be replaced with equity, and the system rebuilt top to bottom. 

The most fervent DEI zealots are honest about their objectives. 

They openly admit their desire to tear down the institutions of cap-

italism, liberalism, and the nuclear family, and destroy alternative 

belief systems such as religion in order to replace them all with a 

neo-Marxist model. 

Many other advocates for DEI, typically sincere and naïve, may not 

have thought their beliefs all the way through. But they clearly believe 

that American society is “systemically racist.” More and more tradi-

tional ideas and practices are denounced as white supremacy — and 

counter-assertions about the possible role of other factors are them-

selves deemed racist. Like the true ideologues, they too believe, if 

somewhat less zealously, that variables such as ability, work ethic, and 

family support are symptoms of “white-supremacy culture.” 

To understand why DEI poses a particular threat to Jews, one need 

only recognize that the characteristics of white-supremacy culture 

condemned by DEI practitioners are by and large the characteris-

tics often considered to be typical components of Jewish culture. I 

have already mentioned capitalism, liberalism, and the nuclear family. 

Other purported features of white-supremacy culture include such 

things as perfectionism, punctuality, niceness, worship of the written 

word, intellectual rigor, individualism, meritocracy, a good work ethic, 

and respect for tradition. To demonstrate the overt connection to Jew-

ish culture, I will remark on a few of these attributes. 
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Perhaps nothing is more fundamental to Judaism, from both a 

religious and cultural standpoint, than the written word. As Jews, 

we have always been taught to treat the Torah and the other texts 

of the Hebrew Bible with the utmost reverence. For almost 2,000 

years after the exile, the study of these texts and of the Talmud that 

codifies the development of Rabbinic Judaism from the Torah has 

been central to Jewish life everywhere. Even today, the religious 

among us devote a great deal of time to textual study. The words of 

the Torah and the commentaries of the Talmud prescribe our rela-

tionship with God and with one another. For the non-religious, the 

words of these texts communicate the traditions, wisdom, and sto-

ries that we tell our children and grandchildren, keeping us bound 

together as families and as a people.

We don’t need a physical space or synagogue to worship as long 

as we have sufficient numbers for a minyan and the words written 

down centuries and even millennia ago. This belief that words and 

not physical space bind us together has allowed us to survive pogroms 

and persecutions since time immemorial. Moreover, it is our culture’s 

respect for words that has encouraged countless Jews throughout his-

tory to become scholars, teachers, lawyers, and philosophers. Criticism 

of the “written word” as white supremacy is a fundamental attack on 

Judaism and Jewishness.

Another trait attributed to white-supremacy culture is objectivity, 

defined as follows in a document entitled “White Supremacy Culture 

in Organizations,” referenced in one of the PoCC videos I watched: 

· The belief that people can be (and can choose to be) objective or 

neutral in their viewpoints and analyses

· Requiring people to think in a linear or logical fashion and 

ignoring, invalidating, or being frustrated by those who think in 

other ways

· Taking certain voices more seriously than others: always giving 

more weight and authority to certain people’s perspectives.

It should go without saying that each of these beliefs is inimical 

to Jewish practice and tradition, from our belief in the concept of 

an objective truth beyond individual opinions and narratives, to 

our faith in the power of reason, to our deep respect for certain 

rabbinical sources, from Hillel to Maimonides to Sacks. 

Then there is the assault on individualism and meritocracy. Once 

again, I quote from “White Supremacy Culture in Organizations”: 

To us, individualism is strongly linked to the meritocracy myth. 

Meritocracy is the idea that power, privilege, and wealth are 

afforded to those who have earned it on the basis of individual 

achievement, hard work, and/or inherent superiority.

The attack on meritocracy illustrates an even graver danger 

of DEI ideology to what one might call the “lived experience” 

of American Jews. I began this essay sharing the experience of 

my own family: escape from the persecution of the Holocaust 

and success through individual achievement and hard work. 

Proponents of DEI would have us believe that this success was 

wholly undeserved, simply a product of a toxic and unfair system 

that favors us because of our skin color. For if the success of my  

family and others like it were deserved, the entire narrative of an 

oppressed people incapable of overcoming oppression would be 

undermined. The edifice of DEI would crumble. Jews are deeply 

vulnerable because our experiences completely disprove the cen-

tral thesis of DEI ideology. Worse, because of the success of so 

many Jews, we are considered “white-supremacist adjacent” — and 

to have taken advantage of our whiteness to become overrepresented 

in the oppressor group in terms of wealth and power. 

DEI rejects color blindness and makes group identity the core 

feature of American society. DEI practitioners are conditioning 



88               s a p i r   |   v o l u m e  s i x  s u m m e r  2 0 2 2   |   s a p i r               89

the public to see Jews as a white, overrepresented sub-unit of the 

oppressor group responsible for keeping other Americans down. 



What can we do? More of us need to find the courage to speak 

up, sound the alarm, and join the fight against the toxic ideology 

of DEI and its takeover of our institutions. Choosing this path 

is understandably difficult. Cancel culture is real. We risk losing 

friends and alienating family. We might jeopardize prominent 

board seats and spots at prestigious schools for our children. We 

might even endanger our jobs. But this is the price of freedom. 

For several generations, most of us in the United States, Jews 

especially, have taken our freedoms for granted. Very few of us have 

risked our lives or livelihoods or asked our children to risk theirs 

to preserve the values we hold dear. Now we must. We no longer 

have the luxury of expecting others to fight while we remain unin-

volved and silent. Fortunately, for now, our battle remains almost 

entirely an intellectual and emotional fight. 

Of all the freedoms for which we must fight, the most important 

is free speech. Without it there can be no democracy, no market 

economy, no scientific progress, and no religious freedom. Obviously, 

a narrow legal defense of the First Amendment is not sufficient, or 

we wouldn’t be in this situation. We must support organizations that 

defend free speech, strenuously resist organizations that don’t, and 

assist those individuals who have been silenced or canceled.

And we must confront the problems in education head-on. 

What happens in school “graduates” to college and from there out 

into the world: Look how woke our big corporations are becoming. 

This will not be easy. A great many of our country’s K–12 

schools and universities, public and private, are already intellec-

tually corrupt. Like DEI, this is a problem long in the making; 

it predates the open adoption of the central tenets of critical 

race theory. So we must be sober in our outlook and realistic 

in our expectations. There are no easy or quick solutions here. 

Schools such as Brearley are almost certainly lost. It is not enough 

simply to stop giving to these institutions. We must fund and build 

new schools. These new institutions should be mostly secular and 

focus strongly on the liberal arts, history, and civics — this is where 

the values that matter are taught. They must employ skilled teach-

ers, not activists, and be managed by administrators and principals 

who are educators before they are fundraisers. 

Finally, we must put our primary focus on the children most 

likely to make up our leadership class. Every culture has an elite. 

We should make ours as capable as possible, as well as incul-

cating into those likely to join it a thorough understanding of 

and appreciation for the founding principles of America. And we 

should fight hard against any measures that reduce the opportu-

nities for intellectually gifted and hardworking children.



America has been very good to my family, and to Jews in general. 

Our country has provided us with the freedom to practice our 

religion, raise our families as we see fit, and speak our minds. 

Until relatively recently, she has offered our children access to a 

first-rate education — and with it, the opportunity to succeed in 

all economic, cultural, and political arenas. Today, those freedoms 

and opportunities are threatened by an ideological movement 

that uses race and gender and sexual orientation to destroy the 

traditional foundations of our society. What is happening in our 

country must be understood as nothing less than a revolution.

We owe it to the America that welcomed our parents and 

grandparents with open arms to fight for the traditions of our 

homeland. And we owe it to ourselves. The DEI-educational com-

plex will ultimately come for any group that opposes its rise. If 

history is any guide, it will come for the Jews first. 
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students the time and space to do what the mission statements 

say they’re there to do. 

And we’re failing. 



According to a 2021 Campus Expression Survey, 39.5 percent of 

students in 2021 are reluctant to share their views on politics, with 

students who are Republicans expressing greater discomfort than 

students who are Democrats. At the same time, 88 percent say 

that “colleges should encourage students and professors to interact 

respectfully with people whose beliefs differ from their own” — but 

“63 percent of students agreed that the climate on their campus 

prevents people from saying things that they believe.” 

Talking about hot-button issues is hard for many of us. We may 

be afraid to ask questions. We may struggle to put into words the 

questions we want to ask. We may be afraid of saying the wrong 

thing and, consequently, of being judged. But staying silent feels 

worse, and people tend to benefit from discussing the most diffi-

cult questions openly. 

Failing to build a campus culture that fosters discourse is more 

than simply a missed opportunity. It’s a failure that has profound 

implications. Students don’t remain students forever, and not pre-

paring them to engage with a variety of perspectives on difficult 

topics has serious consequences after college. For instance, most 

jobs require high levels of cooperation and, as one Forbes writer 

quoted from an interview he conducted with psychologist Jona-

than Haidt, “an ability to submerge your own concerns for the good 

of the team.” The inability to compromise or see the world from 

another point of view can make the college-to-work transition diffi-

cult both for the former students and for their employers. Further, 

our on-campus failure leads us to export a culture of intolerance to 

the corporate world and other communities. 

For many people, the kinds of topics that fall into this category 

arvard University’s mission statement 

includes the following language: “Begin-

ning in the classroom with exposure to 

new ideas, new ways of understanding, and 

new ways of knowing, students embark on 

a journey of intellectual transformation.” 

At Yale, the mission statement says this: 

“Yale educates aspiring leaders worldwide who serve all sectors of 

society. We carry out this mission through the free exchange of ideas 

in an ethical, interdependent, and diverse community of faculty, 

staff, students, and alumni.” 

Other mission statements from prestigious universities say 

something similar. So let’s use these examples to suppose that col-

lege campuses are places for exploring ideas. We might further 

assume that this includes ideas on contentious topics. We — the 

faculty, instructors, administrators, and staff that make up campus 

communities — have both an opportunity and obligation to give 

Breaking Out of the
Certainty Trap

ilana redstone
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involve issues such as race, identity, equality, intent, or concepts 

of fairness. A more specific (but by no means exhaustive) list 

might include affirmative action, immigration policy, transgender 

rights, the relationship between gender and biology, the Israeli–

Palestinian conflict, and the role of culture in shaping outcomes. 

In my work in and outside the classroom, in which I spend a 

great deal of time talking with students and other groups about 

these topics, I don’t see my role as endorsing or condemning a 

particular position. And I don’t see my goal as changing anyone’s 

mind or getting people to agree. Success is providing people 

with the tools to advance understanding and foster constructive 

engagement. In other words, the goal is to live with the disagree-

ment. If we can’t do this, we cannot engage constructively with 

someone who holds a different view. Many people would probably 

see this as a worthy goal, so what gets in the way?

When it comes to controversial topics, certainty may be the 

one factor more than any other that prevents us from engaging 

with people who disagree. Certainty in this case refers to a reso-

lute unwillingness to consider the possibility that we might not 

be right or might not be right in the way that we think we are.

We can think of this conviction as “the Certainty Trap.” It 

ensnares everyone from students to instructors to administrators 

at the highest levels of our institutions of higher education — in 

addition to many people outside campus walls. 

The Certainty Trap is driven by the Settled Question Fallacy. We 

fall into this fallacy when we treat open questions as though they 

have known and definitive answers or when we behave as though the 

right path forward is obvious, clear, and has no downside. This limits 

our ability to solve problems, and it shapes how we judge people 

who disagree. Once we’ve fallen into the Settled Question Fallacy, we 

can generally imagine only two possible reasons why someone might 

disagree with us: ignorance or hatefulness. This is because this initial 

fallacy often leads us to fall into one or more of two other fallacies 

that make constructive engagement difficult if not impossible. 

The first is the Fallacy of Equal Knowledge. When I conclude 

that someone is ignorant, I am implicitly expressing the belief 

that if the other person knew what I knew, he’d agree with me. 

The second is the Fallacy of Known Intent. When I conclude 

that someone takes the position he does because he is hateful, I 

behave as though I know the person’s motives.

Recognizing and naming these distortions reminds us that 

there is often more than one way reasonably minded people might 

view controversial topics. More specifically, doing so can help us 

see that someone can approach the same issue differently — have 

the same information and come to a different conclusion — and 

still be a good person. 



On U.S. college campuses — and often beyond them — the prevail-

ing culture is one that simultaneously feeds on and fosters a mindset 

according to which complicated issues are seen in terms of good and 

evil. This mindset, sometimes referred to as binary or all-or-nothing 

The inability to compromise or see the world 

from another point of view can make the 

college-to-work transition difficult both for 

the former students and for their employers. 

Further, our on-campus failure leads us 

to export a culture of intolerance to the 

corporate world and other communities. 
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thinking, is the Certainty Trap at work. Examples include: Either 

you offer full-throated support for affirmative action, or you are 

creating an unsafe environment; either you endorse the idea that 

gender identity outweighs biological sex, or you’re denying dig-

nity to the LGBTQ community; either you judge remarks by their 

impact regardless of the speaker’s intent, or you’re indifferent to 

the hurt experienced by members of marginalized groups. 

Sometimes in discussions, the Fallacy of Equal Knowledge 

comes first: The charitable explanation offered for an unpopular 

opinion may be that the person simply doesn’t know any better. 

But then, when there is equal information, the Fallacy of Known 

Intent prevails. When ignorance is no longer a viable explanation, 

it becomes easy to impute hateful motives. Too often, however, 

the Fallacy of Equal Knowledge is bypassed altogether.

With this backdrop in mind, how might we use our under-

standing of the Certainty Trap to talk through some of the most 

heated conversations on campus? 

i n e q u a l i t y

Concerns about inequality — including its causes and how to 

reduce it — animate a great deal of controversy. Heated discussions 

about privilege, systemic racism, and the role of culture all stem 

primarily from concerns about the extent of disparities between 

groups. Here’s one way to think about how avoiding the Certainty 

Trap can open conversations that are often otherwise constrained. 

For instance, many people are rightly concerned about edu-

cational disparities. Significant differences persist across groups 

in graduation rates, test scores, and other related outcomes. And 

much of the discourse about these differences spotlights sys-

temic racism as the cause we should focus on — so much so that 

questioning the role of systemic racism is often seen as a way of 

denying its existence, which is considered by some to be racist 

itself. 

With this in mind, one exercise that I do occasionally with stu-

dents goes something like this:

Me: You’re all enjoying some degree of educational success. After 

all, you’re here, sitting in this room, on this campus. So to what 

do you attribute your success? What do you think got you to 

where you are today?

The students often list things such as: My parents emphasized the 

importance of excelling academically; I had an inspirational teacher 

or mentor; I went to class, I studied, or I always really liked school. As 

they talk, I write their responses down on the board. If it hasn’t yet 

been mentioned, I also ask: What about structural causes, such as 

the absence of systemic racism or having a well-funded school? Is it 

possible that those factors played a role, too? Most students quickly 

nod. So I add “structural causes” to the list on the board. 

I then ask them whether they can, with any certainty, order these 

factors with respect to the contribution of each to their own edu-

cational success. Invariably, they can’t. 

I tell them not to worry, that I can’t do it either. Neither can 

anyone else — even detailed statistical analyses can’t sort this out 

convincingly. And I ask them: What does it mean if we treat as rac-

ist the mention of causes other than structural ones? 

When it comes to controversial topics, 

certainty may be the one factor more than 

any other that prevents us from engaging 

with people who disagree. 
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The path forward when it comes to discourse 

on campus requires a new mindset: one that 

can tolerate ambiguity on controversial topics 

and that is open to questions and criticism 

on a much wider range of issues than we 

currently observe. 

Through this exercise, they start to see that a discussion of 

educational inequality that focuses exclusively on structural 

causes is an example of the Settled Question Fallacy. They also 

see that automatically labeling as racist people who suggest the 

importance of other factors is an example of the Fallacy of Known 

Intent. With this, they start to break out of the Certainty Trap.

 

i d e n t i t y

A focus on identity (where identity is defined along the conven-

tional lines of race, gender, sexual orientation, etc.) is often at 

the center of conversations on complex social issues. This can 

lead the members of various groups to seek to have their identity 

continually affirmed and recognized as being different and, in 

some cases, as conferring special insight into the world. How-

ever, behaving as though endlessly focusing on identity yields 

only benefits is another example of the Settled Question Fallacy. 

Accordingly, getting students to consider the potential downside 

of defaulting too readily to identity groups can be another step 

out of the Certainty Trap. One way to encourage this is with an 

exercise such as the following:

Me: For many of us, our closest friends are people of the same 

gender. There’s something about how we move through the 

world that creates elements of a shared experience along this 

particular axis. One way of thinking about this is that identity 

clearly matters. But is it possible that we can overemphasize it? 

What happens if we make it everything?

Usually at this point someone in the group recognizes that 

emphasizing identity too much can be divisive and, in an extreme 

form, prevent us from communicating with one another. Once 

the student realizes this, the conversation can shift. When are 

we emphasizing identity too much? And who decides? Engaging 

with these questions can help us all navigate our way outside the 

Certainty Trap. 

p o l i t i c s

Politics is another realm where the Certainty Trap looms. And 

perhaps no political issue is more fraught on college campuses 

than the Israeli–Palestinian conflict. Claims that Israel is a 

colonial power, that Israelis are racist, or that Israel is an apart-

heid country barely distinguishable from the South Africa of an 

earlier era have become common. This framing is based in the 

Certainty Trap. So is the framing that Israel has done nothing 

wrong and has a blemish-free record. Both treat complex ques-

tions of responsibility as though they are settled. 

What might a more robust discussion of the Israeli–Palestinian 

conflict look like, one that’s not shrouded in certainty? 

Me: People tend to have some pretty strong feelings about who’s 

right and who’s wrong when it comes to the Israeli–Palestinian  
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conflict. Our goal in this classroom isn’t to figure that out. 

But by thinking through some tough questions together, we 

might get to a deeper, more thoughtful understanding of the 

different perspectives. For instance, can people on both sides 

be aggressors and victims? Whose claim to victim status mat-

ters more? What is the difference between self-defense and 

unprovoked aggression? What is the right way to compensate 

people who have been wronged? Who deserves compensation, 

in what form, and when? And, of course, who should decide 

all these things?

Here again, engaging in this manner helps us steer clear of 

the Settled Question Fallacy — and therefore escape the Fallacies 

of Equal Knowledge and Known Intent — and consequently take 

another step away from the Certainty Trap.



We are drawn to the Certainty Trap, at least in part, because cer-

tainty makes life easier. It requires us to think less. Certainty also 

tells us whom to empathize with, which gives us a sense of moral 

clarity. When we apply our understanding of the Certainty Trap 

and its fallacies, we create space to consider reasons other than 

hate and ignorance for an opposing position, an approach that 

goes hand in hand with breaking down binary and overly simplis-

tic thinking. 

The practical way we get past the Certainty Trap mindset is 

by talking through questions, together and openly, in a way that 

encourages nuance and complexity. 

Navigating these topics might be understandably intimidating 

to even the most intrepid student or instructor. There is a lot to 

think through and discuss together. The path forward when it 

comes to discourse on campus requires a new mindset: one that 

can tolerate ambiguity on controversial topics and that is open 

to questions and criticism on a much wider range of issues than 

we currently observe. 

My hope is that these examples of how to apply this framework 

will be a starting point, not the final word.
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t the height of the latest round 

of conflict between Israel and Gaza last 

year, some 200 Israel and Jewish Studies 

scholars signed an open letter con-

demning Israel’s conduct. The letter 

denounced Israel’s “ethnonationalist  

ideologies” as well as its “settler colo-

nial paradigm” — fancy language for calling Israelis fascists and 

insisting that Israelis have no more place in “Palestine” than the 

British in India or the Dutch and their descendants who imposed  

apartheid in South Africa. 

What about the other major participant in the conflict, Hamas? 

The letter mentions the terrorist group just once, finding fewer than 

30 words in over 900 to recognize the “pain, fear, and anger of Israeli 

Jews and Palestinian citizens of Israel who have lost loved ones and 

homes to unjustifiable and indiscriminate Hamas rockets” — unable 

Israel Studies 
Has an Israel 
Problem

ari blaff even here to avoid suggesting that Palestinians are somehow as much 

the victims of Hamas as Israel is. 

There was no recognition that the beginning, middle, and end of 

the conflict were all controlled by Hamas. There was no mention, 

either, of the conflict’s real sources — Hamas’s genocidal charter, 

the continuous diversion of humanitarian aid to fund the building 

of military assets, its Holocaust denialism, and its prolongation of 

the conflict via antisemitic and eliminationist education, including 

the publication of a glossy children’s magazine glorifying suicide 

bombings and terrorism. These were nonissues for these progressive  

scholars, more appalled by Jews who pray at our religion’s holiest site 

than by Hamas’s long history of murdering Jews.

To add insult to injury, the letter condemned the “unjust, 

enduring, and unsustainable systems of Jewish supremacy,” a 

term popularized by white supremacist David Duke. Bear in 

mind that this all came amid skyrocketing antisemitism that wit-

nessed Jews chased and beaten, taunted and kicked, targeted and 

vilified, across North America and Europe.

The open letter’s signatories included faculty at Barnard, 

Brandeis, Cornell, Chicago, Dartmouth, Duke, Emory, Fordham, 

Georgetown, Johns Hopkins, Michigan, NYU, Oxford, Penn State, 

Princeton, Stanford, and Temple, to mention just some of the more 

prominent institutions. Jewish and Israel Studies programs, it is 

now sadly clear, have an Israel problem. 



It’s hardly news that Middle Eastern departments on college and 

university campuses have long been vehemently hostile to the Jew-

ish state. It’s a hostility that shaped — and soured — my own time 

at university. 

When I was a graduate student at the University of Toronto a 

few years ago, I considered becoming an academic specializing in 

Israel and Palestine. I loved the subject and had already completed 
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two master’s degrees. I had traveled to the region for four of the 

previous five summers, finding any program that would fund me. I 

began to look for a supervisor. 

When I contacted one of the few subject-matter experts on 

campus, a highly regarded Middle Eastern Studies and Mediter-

ranean-history professor, he accused me in an email of being an 

Israeli agent. I had, he wrote, been “sent to North American cam-

puses on behalf of the World Union of Jewish Students, now under 

the auspices of the new Israeli Ministry of Strategic Affairs and 

Public Diplomacy,” to combat anti-Israel criticism. What, in reality, 

had I done? I had attended an Aish HaTorah–sponsored Hasbara 

trip. I was living with my parents in Toronto at the time, surely 

making me among the worst paid and least effective Israeli agents 

in history. 

I wrote about my experience for the online magazine Quillette 

and gave up on my academic project. But the truly telling fact — the 

one that revealed more about the university than it did about this 

one professor — was that, despite a muted statement of reproach 

for his behavior, the administration suffered no loss of faith in his 

ability to teach about Israel and Palestine impartially. No other pro-

fessor publicly condemned him or stood by my side. The protocol 

appeared to be “keep your head down, and don’t rock the boat.” 

My abortive foray into this field surely wasn’t unique. In a decade 

on three Canadian campuses, I did not meet a single unwavering 

faculty supporter of Israel. The rare graduate student who starts 

out that way quickly finds himself isolated and ostracized. Often 

bereft of funding and moral support, faced with the catastrophic 

prospect of a bad relationship with a faculty supervisor, and con-

fronted by the near-certainty that Israel-friendly views will kill 

whatever chances he might have of getting a teaching job, to say 

nothing of tenure, he quickly changes tack — or leaves.

But what about Israel Studies? Aside from its narrower focus, 

Israel Studies is also supposed to offer students a chance to study 

Israel in a dispassionate, nuanced, nonideological — perhaps even 

sympathetic! — way. And there are places where that is just how it 

works, including Emory University, academic home of Biden’s spe-

cial envoy on antisemitism Deborah Lipstadt, and the University 

of Indiana-Bloomington, home of the Institute for the Study of 

Contemporary Antisemitism, with the rare academic press willing 

to give space to issues concerning mainstream American Jews.

These honorable exceptions cannot, however, obscure the over-

all trend. A particularly vivid instance came to light in February, 

when the future of the University of Washington’s Israel Studies 

program was called into question after its principal benefactor, 

the Seattle philanthropist Rebecca Benaroya, objected that the 

head of the program, Liora Halperin (holder of an endowed chair 

named for Benaroya and her late husband), had signed the open 

letter denouncing Israel. Nor was it just Halperin who had signed 

it. So had Devin Naar, the chairman of the university’s Sephardic 

Studies department, along with Jewish Studies professor Sasha 

Senderovich. After months of meetings between the philanthro-

pist and the professor, the University returned Benaroya’s money. 

An even bigger hint of the scale of the problem came with the 

publication of the “Jerusalem Declaration on Antisemitism,” a 

March 2021 statement signed by some 350 academics. The decla-

ration was intended as a rebuttal to the International Holocaust 

When I contacted one of the few subject-

matter experts on campus, a highly regarded 

Middle Eastern Studies and Mediterranean-

history professor, he accused me in an email 

of being an Israeli agent.
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Remembrance Alliance’s widely accepted definition of antisemi-

tism, which stresses that “denying the Jewish people their right 

to self-determination” is one form in which anti-Jewish bigotry is 

often expressed. 

The purpose of the declaration was the opposite: namely, to put 

a kosher seal on anti-Zionism — including BDS campaigns and 

“opposing Zionism as a form of nationalism” — by explicitly deny-

ing the link between such positions and antisemitism. “Even if 

contentious,” the declaration insisted, “it is not antisemitic, in and 

of itself, to compare Israel with other historical cases, including 

settler-colonialism or apartheid.” The most charitable interpreta-

tion of the statement was that it was a badly misguided attempt to 

uphold free speech. But the real practical import was to give some 

of the most virulent forms of Israel-hatred a certificate of moral 

health from a largely Jewish professoriate. 

Among the signatories: Lila Corwin Berman, professor of Ameri-

can Jewish history, Temple University; Alon Confino, director of the 

Institute for Holocaust, Genocide, and Memory Studies, University 

of Massachusetts, Amherst; Arie Dubnov, chairman of Israel Stud-

ies and director of Judaic Studies at George Washington University; 

Lior Libman, associate director of the Center for Israel Studies at 

SUNY Binghamton; Riv-Ellen Prell, former director for the Center 

for Jewish Studies at the University of Minnesota; Dov Waxman, 

chairman in Israel Studies at UCLA. 

I cite these names and titles lest there be any doubt about the 

scale of the problem. As for the ideological purpose of the decla-

ration, the Jewish Chronicle’s David Hirsh got to the heart of the 

matter. “The Jewish Studies profs decided to pick a lane,” he wrote.

The lane they’ve decided to pick is the broad left. And the polit-

ical concession they have offered it is formidable. And perhaps 

they imagine that the broad left will be grateful that the Jews 

have stayed with it, and have offered protection against the 

“right wing” charge of antisemitism.

But the cost is also formidable. The cost is that in an effort 

to stay with the mainstream movement against Trump and Net-

anyahu, against racism and against the danger of right wing 

antisemitism, they have agreed to call a truce with left wing 

antisemitism in the interests of unity against the right. 

Jarrod Tanny, a professor of history at the University of North 

Carolina, Wilmington, also dissected the bias demonstrated by the 

Israel and Jewish Studies academics. “The left only cares about 

attacks against Jews when it comes from white supremacists,” 

Tanny noted in The Times of Israel. “If the assailants are brown, if 

they are wearing Palestinian keffiyehs, or if they are holding BLM 

signs, they get a pass. Jews in America and Europe are fair game, 

because in the hierarchy of ‘structural racism’ we ‘white Jews’ are 

the oppressors.” 

What is going on here? As Einat Wilf has thoughtfully 

explained, students and professors are trying to graft their own 

domestic political obsessions — particularly those concerned 

with race — onto Israel in “an act of blatant neocolonialism,” 

no matter how misplaced the comparisons might be. What, for 

instance, is the “racial” difference between an Arab-Israeli and a 

Mizrahi-Israeli? 

The larger fact is that Israel and Jewish Studies, like nearly every 

other academic department, are being swept up and swallowed 

whole in the powerful ideological tide of modern academia. On 

most American campuses, Jewish students, academics, and admin-

istrators feel enormous pressure to align themselves directly against 

the interests of the Jewish state and its Israeli citizens. This is 

why Jewish Studies and Israel Studies scholars increasingly adopt 

a position deeply sympathetic to the uncritically pro-Palestinian  

position taken by the Middle East Studies Association and seven 

other regional-specialty university associations affiliated with it. 

Instead of serving as a bulwark (or at least a shelter) against such 

thinking, Israel Studies is becoming an adjunct to it. 
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I wish I could suggest one simple and easy step toward reform-

ing Israel and Jewish Studies. But the timorousness that afflicts so 

many Israel and Jewish Studies professors is hard to cure, as is the 

ideological fellow-traveling and dogmatism of their more radical 

colleagues. These academics may be great at teaching Yiddish or 

Ladino, but they are terrible at standing up for Jews. The Univer-

sity of Toronto’s Antisemitism Taskforce explicitly voted against 

adopting the International Holocaust Remembrance Alliance  

definition of antisemitism adopted by the Canadian government. 

That leaves two choices. 

The first is hinted at in a 2015 report from Brandeis’s Cohen 

Center for Modern Jewish Studies. It notes that “one of the stron-

gest predictors of perceiving a hostile climate toward Israel and 

Jews is the presence of an active Students for Justice in Palestine 

(SJP) group on campus.” Faculty, students, and staff on any campus 

should do everything possible to challenge the activities of this 

group whenever they can, because small activist groups have an 

outsize effect on the overall climate. 

This may seem quixotic. It is worth noting, therefore, that 

Fordham University successfully refused an application from a 

group of students in 2016 to form an SJP chapter, and it pre-

vailed in the long court battle that followed; that the University 

of California, Irvine, issued a written warning to its SJP student 

group at around the same time for violation of the UCI Code 

of Conduct’s provision prohibiting “obstruction or disruption 

of teaching, research, administration, disciplinary procedures, 

or other University activities”; and that Northeastern University 

suspended its SJP chapter for one academic year, from 2014 to 

2015, after it slipped 600 mock eviction notices under dorm-

room doors to symbolize what the chapter considered arbitrary 

evictions of Arab residents in Israel. SJP’s extremism, designed 

to enforce the idea that only its view is acceptable, leads it into 

activities that make it vulnerable to official complaint. 

The second choice is for Jews to start voting with their feet. 

If you are a supporter of Israel, what are you doing at an insti-

tution that routinely demonizes it? The Brandeis research suggests 

that there are universities where a Zionist student can get a fair 

shake and enjoy a solid education. Give Columbia and Harvard a 

pass. At the University of Miami, Washington University, Syracuse 

University, and other schools mentioned in the Brandeis report, 

antisemitism and hostility to Israel are negligible. These sorts of 

environments aren’t just good for pro-Israel students. They can also 

be better homes to Israel and Jewish Studies professors who don’t 

have to risk their careers in order to advance their own scholarship. 

These schools may not always have the same prestige of some of 

their more celebrated peers. Then again, prestige usually catches 

up with those who pursue truth for its own sake — just as truth 

catches up with those who pursue prestige for its own sake. Those 

who want to save Israel Studies, even from itself, will choose the 

former path. 

These academics may be great at teaching 

Yiddish or Ladino, but they are terrible 

at standing up for Jews. 
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Signs of the new climate are increasingly pervasive. An advocate 

for “abolishing Israel” was chosen as this year’s student com-

mencement speaker for the City University of New York’s law 

school. Another speaker, who accuses Israel of “unquenchable 

thirst for Palestinian blood,” was hosted by Georgetown Law 

School even as the school was busy investigating conservative 

(Jewish) law professor Ilya Shapiro for an ill-judged tweet. At 

Penn, there are efforts to boycott student trips to Israel, trips that 

are described by the resident pro-Palestinian critics as — what 

else? — “well-funded.” 

The incident that strikes me as most revealing took place late 

last year at Yale Law School. The director of diversity, equity, and 

inclusion at Yale hosted a diversity trainer who listed “pretty priv-

ilege” and “fat-phobia” among the many forms of discrimination 

plaguing society — yet neglected to mention antisemitism. Asked 

to explain the omission, this administrator insisted that she had 

already covered it when she spoke about racism — because some 

Jews are black. She also questioned federal data showing that Jews 

are the most common targets of hate crimes, insisting that those 

who compile the statistics have an “agenda.” 

And so, this diversity professional reduced thousands of years 

of antisemitism to a footnote, a particular brand of racism against 

black people. The training was based on a webinar in which partic-

ipants were informed that anyone who questioned her conclusions 

had likely “been conditioned” to dismiss black people. 

Not every DEI training goes that far. Not all discussions are so 

quickly shut down with accusations of racism. But it is also true 

that there is something new in the air at law schools, particularly 

elite ones. 

Many, if not most, students have bought into academic lessons 

peddled in the 1980s and ’90s as an outgrowth of what’s often 

called critical legal theory. Among them: 

t may seem strange to look back nos-

talgically at the mid- and even late-20th 

century as a time when the mainstream 

of the legal profession offered a warm 

and welcoming place for Jewish stu-

dents. Harvard and Yale, among other 

elite schools, engaged in overt discrim-

ination until the 1960s. Jewish students generally attended less 

prestigious law schools, often working during the day and going 

to class at night. The large prestigious law firms were reserved for 

white Anglo-Saxon lawyers with the right connections. Jewish law-

yers were forced to strike out on their own, hanging a shingle or 

joining a small firm. Even after Jews started gaining admission to 

the top schools, they were excluded from positions of power and 

socially ostracized. Hardly a heyday. 

And yet the current climate at law schools, if not always as sys-

temically hostile, may be even harder for Jewish students to navigate. 

The Rise and 
Fall of Jews at 
Law Schools

rebecca roiphe
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· Law is not a neutral institution designed to ensure the peaceful 

resolution of disputes in a diverse society. 

· Neutrality is not an unachieved but noble goal. 

· Legal institutions are just a vicious guise that allows the pow-

erful to exploit the weak. 

· The law is not a flawed but worthy process to improve, but an 

evil institution to weaponize or dismantle. 

The lecture halls in our law schools are now filled with pro-

fessors and students who believe these things. In their view, the 

profession is no longer an essential gatekeeper of the rule of law, 

a key component of the American founding. Instead, it’s a part of 

the problem: a white, racist, oppressive clique that uses its claims 

of fairness to mask its oppression of the powerless. 

This kind of thinking is a big problem for Jews.



We used to joke when I was in law school about how the famous 

book One L was only kind of an exaggeration. “Look to your left, 

look to your right,” the dean in the novel declared. “One of you 

won’t be here next year.” Vicious, cutthroat, competitive — we took 

that somewhat for granted. The brightest and hardest-working 

would survive. The others… well, they might not be cut out for this 

line of work. We learned to think and argue like lawyers, to reason, 

analyze, and most of all debate. 

I don’t mean to glorify a strict Socratic method, which can be 

demoralizing. We were all interchangeable, called on by our last 

names, and sometimes mocked if we couldn’t answer the question 

correctly. This wasn’t always a fun experience, but it was competitive. 

Merit mattered. The hazing ritual of the first year of law school cut 

us all down to size, but no one group had a monopoly on success. 

If the professor judged you based on the color of your skin, your 

religion, your gender, or some other irrelevant characteristic, you had 

a chance to prove him wrong. Perhaps it is no coincidence that the 

real dean on whom the one in One L is based presided during the 

time when Jews broke into the profession.

Law school is a kinder place now. Many professors are careful 

to deliver trigger warnings when topics are uncomfortable. Some 

semesters, I get an email stating that a student requires an accom-

modation that makes it such that the student cannot be called on to 

speak in class. One year, a student showed up to the first day of class 

with a Yorkie dressed in a tutu. Good thing I resisted the impulse to 

ask her to leave, because, as it turned out, it was a support dog. 

Some of these changes are good. All students should feel free 

to contribute to the classroom dialogue. But just as we are taking 

new steps to make sure students feel welcome, a new group has 

grown silent: those whose views don’t correspond to the majority’s. 

They sit quietly, afraid of social ostracization and the professor’s 

retribution. 

One might assume that the current focus in law-school classrooms 

on those who have been marginalized, outcast, and discriminated 

against would, indeed, be good for Jews. But as the story at Yale 

demonstrates, it turns out that there is strangely little room for Jews 

in the ever-expanding categories of people that the political far-Left 

is willing to protect. Perhaps this is because Jews are stereotyped as 

powerful masterminds, secretly controlling the levers of power, and 

perhaps because the current success of Jews in the legal profession 

The hazing ritual of the first year of 

law school cut us all down to size, but no one 

group had a monopoly on success. 
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has erased historical memories of a long history of discrimination. 

Whatever the case, the ideology that has taken hold at many law 

schools, which divides the world into white and black, oppressor and 

oppressed, leaves little room for the unique position that Jews occupy 

in the national imagination. They are seen as irrelevant in the nar-

rative of white supremacy and its victims — and also somehow the 

epitome of white supremacy. In the old antisemitic narrative, Jews 

cheated and manipulated their way into the halls of power. In the 

modern version, they are even more “privileged” — and therefore 

even less deserving — than their white Christian colleagues. 

One of the reasons why this new form of antisemitism is so 

insidious is that it is cast in proudly moral terms. Not only is it chic 

to look down on Jews, it’s also virtuous.  

 This became evident in a recent episode at New York University 

Law School. The controversy started when the Law Students for 

Israel issued a letter on April 7, condemning terrorist attacks on 

Israeli citizens. The letter stated that there was room in the Middle 

East for “all its indigenous people to enjoy self-determination, secu-

rity, and prosperity.” A pro-Palestinian student group responded 

by casting Israel as the aggressor and blaming the country for the 

terrorist violence against its own civilians: “The loss of any lives 

is the direct result of the Israeli occupation, not the resistance of 

those who are occupied.” Drawing on antisemitic tropes, the letter 

went on to suggest that alternate framings were the fault of “Zionist 

funded U.S. and Western media.” 

That may have been predictable. More ominous was how left- 

leaning student groups lined up against the Zionist student organiza-

tion. One after another, the Black Allied Law Students Association, 

the Disability Allied Law Students Association, the National Law-

yers Guild, the Women of Color Collective, and others all publicly 

declared their support for the pro-Palestinian group against Israel. 

Not wanting to appear callous or insensitive to the plight of 

African Americans or other marginalized groups, many Jewish stu-

dents and faculty simply stay silent rather than express a view. 



Once law schools dispensed with the idea that they were teaching 

a trade, a profession with a distinct set of skills and body of knowl-

edge, education became much more concerned with a political and 

moral mission. Law-school clinics devoted to social justice grew in 

number and power. Tenured professors taught doctrinal classes, as 

they always had, but many viewed both their scholarship and their 

teaching as part of an activist agenda. This is true not only of the 

elite law schools in America, but also of legal education at all levels.

I can’t remember receiving a political message from the dean 

when I was a law student. In fact, I can’t remember receiving any 

messages at all. Now law-school deans seem to do little else. They 

reassure students that they “stand with” Black Lives Matter. They 

send out emails to the entire community when an unarmed black 

man is shot by a police officer, lamenting structural racism. (So 

much for the due-process value of waiting for the legal system to 

take its course.) A similar missive went out when anti-Asian hate 

crimes were on the rise after news that the pandemic had begun 

in China. My law school also issued a letter of support for Justice 

Ketanji Brown Jackson, though it had remained silent when Amy 

Coney Barrett won the nomination. 

In May, when a series of antisemitic attacks in New York fol-

lowed the conflict between Israel and Hamas in Gaza, many law 

schools sent yet another email. In these letters, deans denounced 

the violence against American Jews but went on to express concern 

and sympathy for Palestinians. 

This was telling: The deans were implying that American Jews 

are somehow responsible for Israel’s actions or at least that the 

events in the Middle East are logically tied to these attacks in the 

United States. It was a nod, albeit likely unintentional, to the anti- 

semitic assumption that American Jews are part of an international 

cabal that owes allegiance to and shares responsibility with a for-

eign power. Imagine if the letter in support of the Asian-American  
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community had simultaneously acknowledged sympathy for Ameri-

cans who have contracted the coronavirus, or if the letter following a 

fatal shooting of an unarmed black man noted how difficult a police 

officer’s job can be. 

Where does this leave Jews? It might seem as if a progressive 

political mission would be consistent with Jewish ideals of tikkun 

olam as well as the belief that education and law are essential 

to a religious mission. After all, in the 1950s and ’60s, Jewish  

lawyers flocked to the civil rights movement in America, dispro-

portionately taking up the cause, just as they had joined FDR’s 

New Deal government in the 1930s to become part of his “brain 

trust.” Today, many Jewish lawyers and law students continue to 

work in public-interest law, devoting their lives to improving fair-

ness and justice in society. 

Yet, despite this synergy, the new ideological fervor at law schools 

has taken a sinister turn and made it increasingly difficult to com-

bat antisemitism. It has contributed to an environment that stifles 

debate, first by branding certain views morally unacceptable, then 

by categorically excommunicating them. As the incidents at Yale 

and NYU show, defending Israel, even in the blandest terms, or 

insisting on the evils of antisemitism can qualify as among these 

immoral and unacceptable stances.

Not wanting to appear callous or insensitive 

to the plight of African Americans or other 

marginalized groups, many Jewish students 

and faculty simply stay silent rather than 

express a view. 



What is to be done? Should we go back to the old days when pro-

fessors terrorized their students? Should we pretend that politics 

and other preconceptions do not affect legal decision-making? 

This would be foolish. Law schools need to create an atmosphere 

in which all voices can be heard, including the politically unpopular 

ones. More than that, however, law schools need to focus on their 

core mission — educating students in the craft of law and training 

professionals who will serve clients well while making sure that they 

operate within the bounds of the law. This may not be a moral or 

social justice imperative, but it is a professional one. And it is one 

that an individual of any race, ethnicity, gender, or religion can join.  

Free-speech advocates often argue that the rights of minori-

ties are best ensured by robust protection for open dialogue, even 

though this means we may have to tolerate offensive, bigoted, hateful 

speech. The recent turn of events in law schools proves the point. 

One of the crucial skills a lawyer uses on behalf of his client is the 

ability to argue and debate, to use words to counter other words. 

Law schools need to go back to placing primacy on this. Profes-

sionalism involves respectful disagreement. Lawyering necessarily 

involves encountering views and positions one may find abhorrent. 

If law schools can move in this direction, it will be good for a gener-

ation of lawyers and their clients, for the profession of law, and for 

the administration of justice.

And it will be good for Jews.
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PA R T  T H R E E

MERITOCRACY AND  
THE JEWS
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“You cannot compare one who has reviewed his studies 

100 times to one who has reviewed his studies 101 times.”

—Hillel, Tractate Hagigah 9b 

t the heart of modern meritocracy 

lies the presumption that those who 

wield power and influence, those who 

are to be admired, earn their status. 

Hard work and talent are recognized 

and rewarded. Those who “arrive” do so 

honestly. Because Jews have a long his-

tory of studying hard and striving for excellence and success wher-

ever the societies in which they live make it possible, it is often 

assumed that meritocracy is a Jewish value. 

The reality is more complicated. First, there are two primary 

Jewish conceptualizations of meritocracy — the biblical and the 

rabbinic. Second, neither matches the modern definition, which is 

problematized from the very first Jew. 

The Ambivalent 
Jewish View of
Meritocracy

rabbi stuart halpern 

“From the beginning, our ancestors were idol worshippers,” the 

Haggadah announces. The allusion from the Book of Joshua is 

to Abraham’s polytheistic family. The Bible does not explain why 

Abraham is called by God to “go forth from your land… to the land 

that I will show you.” Certainly, the text offers no suggestion that 

Abraham had done anything to deserve the call by way of spiritual 

daring or selfless acts.

He does, however, amply demonstrate these qualities later. Over-

all, the story of the patriarchs suggests that the Torah’s idea of 

merit — essentially, being chosen to carry forward the covenantal 

line — is a function of unexplained Divine favor followed by the rev-

elation of personal qualities that appear to justify the Divine choice. 

Abraham justifies that choice in both faith and deed. Isaac, Abra-

ham’s son with Sarah, is a more passive figure, enduring more than 

he acts. Perhaps his claim to merit lies in his bearing the ordeal of 

near-sacrifice without complaint: Inscrutable Divine action com-

bines with a faithful response. But the Torah does not say so. Fur-

ther, meritocracy as we understand it requires that, in a just world, 

people deserve the bad things that happen to them, too. Isaac’s 

inheritance requires that the older Ishmael be disinherited. Worse, 

Ishmael is cast out twice. The second time, Abraham is uneasy. 

The first time, however, he simply tells Sarah that Hagar is hers to 

do with as she wishes — at a time when Ishmael is in his mother’s 

womb and Abraham has no assurance his pregnant concubine will 

not simply die in the desert. That’s what happens in deserts, after 

all. Abraham fights an awful lot harder to save the inhabitants of 

Sodom than to save Ishmael from almost certain death. To be fair, 

he doesn’t fight to save Isaac from death at his own hand, either. 

In the meantime, God offers no explanation for why it must be 

Sarah’s son with whom He will maintain His covenant. 

Isaac’s sons Esau and Jacob each initially merit favor — the first 

by his father, the second by his mother, Rebecca. Jacob is younger 
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but prevails over the ancient custom of primogeniture by obliging 

a starving Esau to yield up his birthright for stew and then fooling 

his blind father into giving him Esau’s covenantal blessing. He flees 

Esau’s wrath, spends 20 years being tricked by and tricking his 

uncle Laban, fails to respond to the rape of his daughter Dinah, 

suffers the apparent death of his beloved Joseph as a direct result 

of his favoritism — shades of the fallout of the preferential treat-

ment by his father Isaac and his mother Rebecca — and proves so 

protective of Joseph’s younger brother, Benjamin, that he leaves 

one of his other sons in prison in Egypt. No wonder Jacob remarks 

to Pharaoh that his 130 years have been “short and bitter.” His 

life hardly reads as a guide to “How to Found a Nation and Have 

a Country Named After You” — and yet that is his reward. Esau is 

relegated to the sidelines, just like Ishmael.

Notably, however, like Isaac and Abraham before him, Jacob 

maintains his faith in God throughout, and this appears to be the 

salient quality that explains God’s choices. 

Similarly with Joseph, who also has plenty of strikes against him. 

Brash enough to share with his older brothers the dreams that sug-

gest they will bow to him, he finds himself enslaved in Egypt, where 

his good looks and, perhaps, a naïve lack of self-management, land 

him in jail. When the story turns, and his brothers bow to him in 

their quest for food, he puts them through agonizing trials and 

tribulations before eventually serving as their economic guaran-

tor and saving the family from starvation. Once again, however, he 

keeps the faith, insisting both to his fellow inmates and to Pharaoh 

that it is God who interprets dreams, not him — and to his broth-

ers that they should not trouble themselves over their betrayal: It 

was all God’s plan.

Exodus does not change the pattern of Genesis. Moses had 

murdered an Egyptian he found beating an Israelite and fled into 

the desert, seemingly content with a shepherd’s life in Midian, 

when he receives the call at the ripe old age of 80. He is extraor-

dinarily hesitant to take up the mantle of leadership, despite all 

God’s assurances of success. Though he had earlier attempted to 

break up a fight between quarreling Israelites and assisted a group 

of Midianite women in drawing water from a well, it is only after 

being chosen by God that Moses shows his extraordinary qualities 

as the leader of a nascent nation. 

In the Torah, one is chosen, somewhat or completely arbitrarily, 

and then proves one’s suitability to inherit the covenant or bear 

the mantle of communal leadership. Who deserves recognition 

seems to be a matter of how those carrying the weight of Divine 

interest deal with human struggles, false starts, doubts, deceptions, 

and self-control, and less about the way in which natural ability 

translates into individual achievement. Even the master builder 

Bezalel — responsible for designing the Tabernacle — is chosen 

because God filled him with His spirit and granted him keen 

craftsmanship, not because of talents he has honed through long 

practice. 

There is, in the Torah, something closer to what we would recog-

nize as a societal elite — the dynastic priestly class. It is more like 

an aristocracy than a meritocracy — certain privileges, specifically 

the service of the Tabernacle, accrue to them through birth. They 

do however follow the earlier model in that they are first chosen, 

and then they live up to the responsibility (or not). But the priest-

hood also differs from both an aristocracy and a meritocracy in that, 

despite being given tasks of enormous ritual import, maintaining 

Like Isaac and Abraham before him, 

Jacob maintains his faith in God throughout, 

and this appears to be the salient quality 

that explains God’s choices. 
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their holy status involves considerable personal restrictions rather 

than greater freedom. They also come exclusively from the tribe of 

Levi, whose selection for this special status is directly tied by God to 

His decision that they will never own land. Their survival depends 

on the tithes the other tribes are commanded to provide. 



What of the second and third sections of the Bible? There are too 

many relevant stories in Prophets and Writings to explore here. 

But we may note a few telling ones. As with the Torah, they do not 

uniformly support a modern reading of the meritocracy.

Ruth’s unexpected loyalty to her mother-in-law ends with 

an advantageous remarriage and the revelation that she is the 

great-grandmother of David, the great poet-king of Jewish tradi-

tion. Score one for meritocracy, the great irony being that Ruth is 

a Moabitess, not an Israelite. 

David himself rises to prominence by killing Goliath and other 

martial exploits. When Saul loses his claim to the monarchical 

line because, having been chosen, he does not show himself wor-

thy, David replaces him. Later, however, David allows himself to get 

caught up in never-ending palace intrigue and the bloodiness that 

goes with it. He even sends Uriah into the front lines so that he 

can regularize his adultery with Uriah’s wife Bathsheba by making 

her his queen. Their son Solomon becomes king, and Bathsheba 

becomes queen mother, with the determined help of the prophet 

Nathan. And although Solomon’s son, Rehoboam, loses most of 

his kingdom because he treated his subjects so poorly — a meri-

tocratic event — the monarchy ossifies into a sorry dynastic affair, 

one bad king after another offset by the occasional Josiah. 

Meanwhile, the long line of prophets offers a stark demonstra-

tion of fealty to God unevenly rewarded. Think of Jeremiah, whose 

pleadings and warnings of impending doom go utterly unheeded, 

and Elijah, hunted for years by Jezebel. Later, in the Writings, Esther 

is elevated simply because of her beauty — hesitant to admit her 

Jewish identity, she embraces her role in exposing Haman only 

when told by her uncle Mordecai that if she doesn’t save the Jews, 

someone else will. 

To some extent, we can extend the Torah’s version of meri-

tocracy to the servant-leadership of the dynastic priesthood and 

monarchy, outstanding figures who respond to responsibility 

arbitrarily bestowed rather than in recognition of skills or capa-

bilities. But, as shown in the stories of David and Solomon, widely 

regarded as the two greatest kings of Israel, God’s favor can coex-

ist with troubling behavior. David is perhaps most like Jacob: a 

man of great faults compensated for by his faithfulness. And in 

every model — from the forefathers and foremothers through the 

priesthood to the monarchy — whatever gifts are given, they are 

emphatically not for self-aggrandizement. 

One meritocratic contrast should be drawn between the Isra-

elite kings and other ancient Near Eastern monarchs. The latter 

are routinely regarded as somehow Divine; the Israelite kings 

“earn” their place because of God’s covenant with David due to 

his righteousness.

This, then, is the “meritocracy” of the individual in the Bible.



In the post-biblical era, political autonomy lost, a largely Diaspora- 

based Judaism yearned for a return to Israel but shifted its focus to 

study. The Rabbis projected this new focus backward: King David 

is said in the Gemara to have studied the Torah day and night; one 

of his warriors, said in the Book of Samuel to have killed a lion one 

winter day, is understood by the Rabbis to have “slain” the notori-

ously challenging book of Leviticus by learning all of it on a single 

cold day. Achievement manifested itself by way of generational 

transmission through study rather than through intrafamilial 

and international politicking. It is here that a semblance of what 
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we think of as meritocracy emerges — but with very important 

differences.

In the walls of the beit midrash, a sage was admired inde-

pendently of his origins if he (or the very occasional she) mastered 

the corpus of Jewish learning. Rabbi Akiva, a shepherd, began to 

study when he was 40. Reish Lakish went from marauding bandit 

to brilliant scholar. And Hillel, too poor to afford entry into the 

beit midrash, sat atop its roof listening in, until the other students 

took pity on him one freezing day.

On the rabbinic scale, even a bastard takes precedence over a 

high priest who is an ignoramus. “According to the effort is the 

reward,” the Rabbis state in Ethics of the Fathers, likely referring 

both to Jewish learning and obedience to the mitzvot. Hence 

the Talmudic recognition that, “in a place where those who have 

repented stand, even the completely righteous cannot stand.”

Glossing the Mishnaic teaching that there are three “crowns,” 

those of priesthood, royalty, and Torah, the medieval sage Maimon-

ides notes that, unlike the first two, “the crown of Torah remains 

for anyone who wishes to be crowned with it.” The Talmudic sage 

Phineas ben Yair had earlier suggested that learning’s impact 

extends well beyond the intellect, inducing humility, the ability to 

Being judged meritorious never guarantees 

earthly reward. There always remains, then, 

something mysterious in the Jewish idea of 

merit. In line with this, one Talmudic teaching 

reads, ‘Length of life, children, and sustenance 

do not depend on one’s merit but on fate.’

avoid temptation, and even the gift of prophecy and the ability to 

resurrect the dead. 

All this said, as a matter of practice, the full recognition of 

achievement independent of origins sometimes proved a chal-

lenge. Appreciation of family background (what the Talmud, had 

it spoken Yiddish, would have called yichus) sometimes played a 

role. In the Talmudic mind, Isaac’s prayer for children is deemed 

more effectual than that of his wife, Rebecca, because his father 

was the righteous Abraham, while hers was the scheming Bethuel. 

The same Rabbi Akiva lauded for his swift gains in scholarship 

was passed over for leadership because he did not come from good 

rabbinic stock. Instead, Rabbi Elazar was chosen, because he was 

not merely wise, but wealthy and of illustrious ancestry, too. The 

biblical emphasis on family ties was not totally ignored, even in 

something close to an intellectual free-market economy. Nor were 

the Rabbis naïve about the advantages of having a leader of means 

who could play on the communal and political stage. 

In one crucial way, however — the idea of life after death — the 

rabbinic idea of meritocracy departs completely from anything 

we recognize as modern, while departing also from the biblical 

model, in which life seems to end exactly when it appears to end. 

The Rabbis emphasized that the ultimate recognition for one’s 

achievements in life lay not in positions of authority within or 

even beyond the beit midrash, but in the World to Come. 

Of course, one was not supposed to observe the commandments 

here to receive Divine reward there. Nevertheless, per Tractate San-

hedrin, “all of Israel” has a portion in the hereafter, as do righteous 

Gentiles — and it is there that one receives one’s due from God for 

deeds both positive and negative performed on Earth. One could 

even salvage a life spent wastefully through one redemptive act in 

death, as a Roman executioner did by ensuring a swift death for his 

victim, the martyr Rabbi Haninah ben Teradion. 

But God remains ultimately inscrutable. We don’t know the pre-

cise mechanics of the realm beyond, as well as the central question 
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of its relationship to the Messianic era. Are they one and the same? 

Or is the realm of souls, as the medieval sage Nahmanides suggests, 

a prelude to the return to physicality upon the arrival of the Mes-

siah? What manner of pain is felt for sins, and pleasure for obeying 

the commandments? 

Whatever the specifics, this model could hardly contrast more 

with whatever individual and group self-congratulatory experience 

those who have risen to the top of today’s earthly meritocracy 

enjoy — picture the Met Gala, the Goldman Sachs staff retreat, 

new faculty orientation at Harvard, or the swearing in of new mem-

bers of Congress. For the meritorious, according to the sage Rav, 

something rather different awaits: “In the World to Come there is 

no eating, no drinking, no procreation, no business negotiations, 

no jealousy, no hatred, and no competition. Rather, the righteous 

sit with their crowns upon their heads, enjoying the splendor of the 

Divine Presence.” Frankly, I’m not sure how many top investment 

bankers and politicians would go for it.



What about the modern Jewish era? As far as Orthodox Judaism is 

concerned, nothing has changed: We are still in the Rabbinic era, 

so the view of merit and meritocracy has not changed. Central to 

the rabbinic vision, for instance, is the concept of zechut, which 

is usually taken to mean merit. Zechut can also connote virtue, 

favor, credit, or legal right. Today, entirely in line with this thinking, 

one of the things one is most likely to hear at a traditional Jew-

ish wedding is that the bride and groom should “be zocheh” — i.e., 

sufficiently meritorious — “that they build a faithful home in the 

nation of Israel.” Similarly, many sermons and study sessions in 

Orthodox synagogues conclude with “and may we merit to see the 

rebuilding of the Temple in Jerusalem.” 

These wishes evoke a cross between encouragement of righ-

teous acts for which a reward may be hoped for but never 

expected, and a request for the bestowal of Divine grace. Put 

another way: Being judged meritorious is never guaranteed. Cer-

tainly, being judged meritorious never guarantees earthly reward. 

There always remains, then, something mysterious in the Jewish 

idea of merit. In line with this, one Talmudic teaching reads, 

“Length of life, children, and sustenance do not depend on one’s 

merit but on fate.” 

The Talmud’s eclecticism also militates against any simplis-

tic summation. One might alternatively conclude optimistically 

with Rabbi Hananya ben Akashya that “the Holy One, Blessed 

be He, sought to confer merit upon the Jewish people; therefore, 

he increased for them Torah and the commandments.” And when 

one’s individually accrued merits might not be salvific enough, 

there might also be the merits of the forefathers, zechut avot, on 

which to fall back. 



How might we sum all this up? Like it or not, canonical Jewish 

ideas of meritocracy are sufficiently different from what meritocracy 

means today that it is hard to find clear support for the modern 

idea in our tradition. Again and again, ideas of obedience to God 

and notions of loyalty to the past cut against our understanding of 

meritocracy, which makes little place for God — except perhaps to 

say that God helps those who help themselves. 

In one regard, however, biblical and Rabbinic Judaism and mod-

ern meritocracy agree on one thing: It never hurts to pray.
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i c h a e l j .  s a n d e l ,  of Harvard Uni-

versity, is one of America’s foremost political 

and moral philosophers. His 2020 book The 

Tyranny of Merit: What’s Become of the 

Common Good? powerfully makes the case 

against the moral foundations, as well as the 

economic and political effects, of our contem-

porary meritocracy. Today’s meritocracy, he writes, “moralizes failure” in 

ways that profoundly damage our democracy, not only by diminishing 

those the meritocracy leaves behind, but also by puffing up those it raises 

high. “A lively sense of the contingency of our lot,” he writes, “can inspire a 

certain humility.”

Sandel spoke with Sapir editor-in-chief Bret Stephens in early June. 

What follows is an edited and condensed version of their conversation. 



The Limits of 
Meritocracy
a conversation with 
michael j. sandel

Bret Stephens: I enjoyed your book and look forward to dis-

cussing the notion of a meritocracy — used as a term not of 

praise but of opprobrium. Why don’t we first take a step back 

and start with a bit of family biography, including your Jewish 

background? 

Michael J. Sandel: I grew up in the Midwest in a family that 

belonged to a Conservative congregation. From age eight to 

13, I attended a Hebrew school five days a week, after my pub-

lic-school classes concluded. Attending Hebrew school and 

growing up in the Midwest were formative experiences. They 

inculcated a strong civic spirit, a belief that public life and 

public service could make a difference for the good. My grand-

parents on both sides of my family migrated here when they 

were quite young, and both of my parents are college-educated. 

My father worked in business, as a distributor of phonograph 

records to department stores, and my mother taught languages 

and was a homemaker. 

Stephens: So it’s a classic Jewish story, in which merit and effort 

led to greater success with every passing generation. Is that 

fair to say? 

Sandel: Yes, although it’s not clear what portion is due to effort 

and what portion is due to favorable cultural circumstances. 

But the broad pattern is as you’ve described it. 

Stephens: There used to be in the United States, at least in the 

story we often tell ourselves, romanticizing a bit, a function-

ing meritocracy. A correspondence existed between effort and 

achievement, and there was a ladder of social mobility. And 

then something happened in the last 40 or 50 years, when that 

dynamic changed. Was the idea of meritocracy faulty from the 

beginning, or are we just living in a world where a commitment 
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to meritocracy no longer meets the needs of a growing number 

of citizens? 

Sandel: Both. The ideal is flawed, and we fail to live up to it. As 

you suggest, there were elements of the meritocracy that seemed 

to work in the ’50s and ’60s, though in retrospect we may have 

overestimated the link between individual effort and success. 

Beyond effort, the ability to rise depended on conditions that 

we took for granted, such as access (for some) to excellent public 

schools. As inequality has deepened, things have changed. The 

mid-century American belief that effort and hard work would be 

rewarded with upward mobility is no longer true, if it ever was. 

Mainstream politicians don’t get this. They continue to assume 

that the solution to inequality and wage stagnation is individual 

upward mobility through higher education. But this is a mistake. 

It is a mistake that the mainstream political parties, Democrats 

and Republicans alike, have made over the last four decades. 

Stephens: I am curious to hear more about education, especially 

elite education. One of the points that you make eloquently 

in your book is that access to elite institutions is increasingly 

driven not so much by one’s own talents but rather by the socio-

economic position that one is born into.

Sandel: At the 140 most selective colleges and universities in the 

United States, the percentage of students from well-off families 

(top 25 percent of the income scale) is 70 percent. The entire pop-

ulation at the bottom half of the income scale constitutes only 10  

percent of the students in these places. There’s another figure, in 

some ways even more striking, Bret, that measures the extent to 

which colleges and universities actually function as engines of 

upward mobility. A team of economists led by Raj Chetty recently 

studied 1,800 colleges and universities in the United States — selec-

tive and nonselective, public and private. The team asked what 

proportion of the students in American colleges and universities 

arrives from low-income families (bottom fifth of the income scale) 

and rises as adults to the top fifth. The percentage is only 2 percent. 

Stephens: Those numbers raise questions about how universities 

need to recast their admissions priorities, as well as their peda-

gogical priorities once students are admitted. The Supreme Court 

is now considering the case of Students for Fair Admission, Inc. v.  

Harvard, an anti–affirmative action suit that was brought on 

behalf of Asian-American students who feel unfairly discriminated 

against in the University’s admissions process. Do you take a view 

of what a ruling against Harvard might mean for upward mobility 

or how it would affect the picture that you are describing? 

Sandel: Since relatively few students at American colleges and 

universities come from low-income backgrounds in the first 

place, the mobility effect is surprisingly modest. Higher educa-

tion is like an elevator in a building that most people enter on 

the top floor. Those of us who spend our days in the company 

of the credentialed can easily forget the simple fact that most 

people do not have a four-year college degree; nearly two-thirds 

of Americans do not. So it’s folly to create an economy that 

sets as a necessary condition of dignified work and a decent 

life a college degree that most people don’t have. 

The mid-century American belief that effort 

and hard work would be rewarded with upward 

mobility is no longer true, if it ever was. 

Mainstream politicians don’t get this.
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On the issue of affirmative action that the Court is considering: 

Affirmative action has been an effective tool for broadening the 

racial, ethnic, and geographic diversity of higher education. This is 

an important achievement, and it enriches the classroom experi-

ence. But affirmative action has not functioned as an effective tool 

of upward mobility with regard to class. It would be unfortunate, 

in my view, if the Supreme Court struck down the use of affirma-

tive action in admissions. But such a ruling would probably not 

have a substantial impact on upward mobility in terms of class. 

Stephens: Would a policy of affirmative action that has a much 

greater stress on class rather than race resolve some of the prob-

lems of this kind of meritocracy that is hardening into a perma-

nent aristocracy? 

Sandel: I favor affirmative action that takes account of both race 

and class. But it is a mistake to think that any college admissions 

policy can be the primary way of dealing with the inequalities 

of income, wealth, and social esteem that have deepened over 

Affirmative action has been an effective tool 

for broadening the racial, ethnic, and geographic 

diversity of higher education. This is an 

important achievement, and it enriches 

the classroom experience. But affirmative action 

has not functioned as an effective tool 

of upward mobility with regard to class. 

the last four decades. To deal with these inequalities, we have to 

reconfigure the structure of the economy, reconstruct civil soci-

ety, and reframe the terms of public discourse. We should focus 

less on arming people for meritocratic competition and focus 

more on making life better for everyone who contributes to the 

common good, whatever their academic credentials.

Stephens: There’s also a matter of social esteem, the so-called 

prestige economy. There aren’t many institutions in the United 

States today, in the way that there are in Germany, where one 

can acquire social esteem without the benefit of elite higher 

education. So what, educationally, are some of the systems we 

might be able to expand or develop that would advance the pos-

sibility of gaining social prestige without participating in the 

meritocracy as we’ve now devised it?

Sandel: The fundamental challenge is to question and reconfigure 

the prestige economy, as you’ve called it. Education is one part 

but not the only part of that problem. An economist at Brook-

ings, Isabel Sawhill, calculated U.S. federal support for helping 

students attend higher education. Several years ago, it was $164 

billion a year, while the amount the federal government spent on 

vocational and technical training institutions was $1.1 billion. 

This reflects the fact that we woefully underinvest in those forms 

of learning on which the majority of our fellow citizens depend 

to prepare themselves for the world of work and, for that mat-

ter, citizenship. In addition, the credentialing function of higher 

education has begun to crowd out the intrinsic mission of higher 

education, which is to cultivate the love of learning, to develop 

critical thinking, and to enable students to explore fundamental 

questions about what’s worth caring about and why.

Stephens: Let’s look at the specifically Jewish angle. Meritocracy was 

one of the great blessings for the American Jewish community. 
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Not everyone, but a striking percentage of Jewish parents were 

able to send their children to elite universities. This ability gave 

them entry into areas of public and private life that had previously 

been closed to them. The ideal of intellectual merit as the premier 

criterion for success and advancement created an elite in society 

that by many measures was disproportionately Jewish. In a system 

where status and intellectual merit are less tightly linked, what 

does that mean, if anything, for Jewish life in the United States?

Sandel: I don’t think this would alter the character of Jewish life. 

But it’s important to understand the meaning of the term “merit.” 

When we speak of merit as a value, we’re making a strong 

claim; we’re saying that insofar as chances are equal, the win-

ners deserve their winnings. This is the assumption we need to 

reconsider. The principle of equality of opportunity is import-

ant; no one should be held back by poverty or prejudice. I think 

this is the principle, Bret, that you rightly care about. But it is 

important to recognize that equality of opportunity is a reme-

dial ideal. It is not a sufficient condition for a just society. Mer-

itocracy, understood as a principle of deservingness, has a dark 

side. It corrodes the common good. It teaches those who land 

on top that their success is their own doing and the measure of 

their merit. And, by implication, that those who struggle must 

deserve their fate, too. This feature of meritocracy — the atti-

tude toward success that it cultivates — leads to hubris among 

the winners and to humiliation and resentment among those 

left behind. And this is precisely the condition that has led to 

the polarization we see today. One of the most potent sources 

of the populist backlash against elites is the sense, among 

many working people without a college education, that elites 

look down on them. 

Stephens: There are various ways in which the prestige economy 

can be challenged. One of them you seem to be suggesting is 

that elites need to recapture the concept of noblesse oblige. 

Which is the moral education of elites that inarguably has been 

missing for the past several decades. 

Sandel: We need to educate the successful to notice the luck and 

good fortune that helped them on their way, and to appreciate 

their indebtedness. This recognition can prompt a certain humil-

ity, the ability to look at those who struggle and say, “There, but 

for the grace of God or the accident of fate, go I. That could be 

me.” So this is to agree with your point about the moral educa-

tion of elites. 

Stephens: On your point about the insufficiency of equality of 

opportunity, is the answer what now goes by the name of equity?

Sandel: I would put it this way: Beyond equality of opportunity, 

we need a broad democratic equality of condition. Democracy 

and a healthy civic life do not require perfect equality. But 

they do require public places and common spaces that gather 

people together in the course of our everyday lives, so that we 

This feature of meritocracy — the attitude 

toward success that it cultivates — leads to 

hubris among the winners and to humiliation 

and resentment among those left behind. 

And this is precisely the condition that has led 

to the polarization we see today. 
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encounter one another across differences of class, race, ethnicity, 

religion, and political conviction. It’s this equality of condition 

that has been deeply undermined by the inequalities of income 

and wealth that have unfolded over the past four decades. A 

broad democratic equality of condition would seek to rebuild 

the civic infrastructure of a shared common life. This is why 

equality of opportunity, understood as a fair race to the top, is 

not enough.

Stephens: Ron Daniels, the president of Johns Hopkins, wrote 

a book on what universities owe democracy. One of the cases 

he makes powerfully is the case against legacy admissions. 

What else can an institution like yours do to advance the aim 

attempted by ending legacy-based admissions? 

Sandel: I favor the abolition of legacy admissions. But we also need 

to reorient the curriculum of higher education away from tech-

nocratic, supposedly “value neutral” social sciences and toward a 

broader ethical and civic education. I think it’s important that all 

students be exposed to great works of philosophy and literature. 

But I also think it’s important that they be challenged to relate 

the conceptions of justice, civic virtue, and the common good 

debated and articulated by philosophers in the past to contem-

porary issues that raise philosophical questions. 

Stephens: What do you think that Jewish education has to offer to 

this conversation? 

Sandel: Jewish education at its best can prompt a spirit of criti-

cal inquiry, interpretive debate, and humility. It can cultivate an 

appreciation of the possibility that we are not self-made and 

self-sufficient, despite what a market-driven meritocratic culture 

teaches us. So much of our public culture, especially among the 

privileged ranks of our society, teaches us that we are self-made 

and self-sufficient, that everything we achieve is our own doing. 

Engaging with Jewish texts, Talmudic debates, and biblical sto-

ries can induce a certain humility. It can recall a covenantal 

idea of community, belonging, and obligation — an idea that 

exceeds our will, our doing, our mastery, and our dominion over 

the world and our fate.

Stephens: That’s a beautiful place to conclude the conversation.
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Merit — excellence worthy of recognition — no longer holds 

the same place in American life. Not that the country has turned 

wholly against merit. We worship it in professional sports. We cheer 

it on Jeopardy! We respect it when a neighbor’s child gets into MIT. 

And we remunerate it munificently in many walks of life. 

But Americans are paying increasing attention to a broader set of 

social and moral considerations, not all of which sit easily with our 

celebration of merit. We also value inclusion, diversity, background, 

“lived experience,” representation, participation, feelings, equity, 

and social justice, to name a few. And we worry, understandably, 

that meritocracy can easily slip into a self-perpetuating, self-dealing 

de facto aristocracy where the accident of one’s birth matters a lot 

more to one’s chances in life — in terms of family stability, qual-

ity of education, social and professional connections, and future 

income — than do effort, initiative, and talent. 

There is something to be said for these concerns, particularly 

in a democracy that believes its highest purpose is the well-being 

of the many, not the advancement of the gifted few. And there are 

rich veins in Jewish tradition to reinforce that belief. Intellectual 

brilliance is not synonymous with moral worth. The clever can be 

mean. The successful can be callow. Office superstars can be miser-

able parents or spouses. Conversely, society’s ostensible losers — at 

least when it comes to educational achievement, economic fortune, 

or social prestige — can still teach us a lot about effort, dignity, 

decency, and common sense. 

One way to meet the promise of a free and equal country is 

to devalue the currency of merit before it can buy too much. It’s 

a concept that a growing number of Americans — and American 

Jews — seem eager to embrace. 



But is it the wisest way? It’s a question we need to ask more insis-

tently as the assault on meritocracy gains ground.

ew S APIR readers  may remember, 

if they ever knew, the names of G. Harrold 

Carswell and Roman Hruska. Carswell was 

a federal judge from Florida who, in 1970, 

was nominated by Richard Nixon to the 

Supreme Court. Hruska was a Republican 

senator from Nebraska. When Carswell 

was criticized for being a mediocre jurist, Hruska offered a memo-

rable defense.

“Even if he were mediocre, there are a lot of mediocre judges 

and people and lawyers,” the Nebraskan said. “They are entitled to 

a little representation, aren’t they, and a little chance? We can’t have 

all Brandeises and Frankfurters and Cardozos.”

The defense of mediocrity became an instant laugh line. And 

the implication of “Brandeises and Frankfurters and Cardozos” was 

lost on nobody. Hruska was accused of antisemitism and Carswell’s 

nomination was defeated in the Senate. In the America of the day, 

Jewish names were bywords for intellectual and professional merit. 

And that kind of merit won the day. 

The Merit of 
Meritocracy

bret stephens
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Some critics of the current meritocracy claim that all they want 

is a better meritocracy — one that harnesses a much broader range 

of talent, perspective, and experience to the overarching goal of 

excellence in every field. 

Yet this laudable attempt to expand opportunity to previ-

ously marginalized groups has been a feature of American life for 

decades. It happens every day in the civil service and the military, 

in media and the arts, schools and universities, corporations and 

nonprofits, charities and houses of worship — basically wherever 

possible. None of this ought to be controversial (even if the means 

of achieving it are), provided that the clear goal is the inclusion of 

a wide variety of people into institutions that uphold standards 

and produce excellence, rather than inclusion at the expense of 

standards and excellence. 

That is not what is happening today. Instead, we are moving, at 

head-turning speed, into a world where excellence is becoming a sec-

ondary goal at best, and where normal standards and expectations 

aren’t merely being adjusted or eased but rather are overthrown and 

erased. A few examples:

· As of 2022, more than two-thirds of colleges and universi-

ties — including Harvard and the University of California  

system — have eliminated the SAT and other standardized tests 

as part of their admissions requirements. A frequent justifica-

tion: Women and some minority groups tend to underperform 

on the exams. Now there are calls to do away with LSAT exams 

for law schools and MCATs for medical schools, for precisely 

the same reason.

· In October 2020, the San Diego Unified School Dis-

trict — the second-largest in California — ended traditional 

grading policies as part of an effort to “combat racism.” The 

problem was that too many minority students were getting 

failing grades. Among other changes, students would no 

longer be penalized for turning in late assignments, while 

classroom behavior would “count towards a student’s citi-

zen grade, not their academic grade,” according to a local 

news report.

· In May 2020, the National Board of Medical Examiners per-

manently canceled the Clinical Skills Exam as part of the 

United States Medical Licensure Examination. The move 

came following pressure from medical students. There’s now 

a growing movement to abolish state bar exams as require-

ments for the practice of law. As one article in the California 

Law Review explained, the bar exam is a “system of oppression” 

that was “designed to keep ‘undesirable’ (read: non-white, non-

male) lawyers out of the profession.”

· In recent years, the question of whether math education is 

racist has taken center stage in school districts nationwide. 

A Gates Foundation–funded program for middle-schoolers 

emphasizes the importance of “Dismantling Racism in Math-

ematics Instruction,” so that teachers may “shift their instruc-

tional beliefs and practices toward antiracist math education.” 

One goal in this overall effort is ending the practice of “track-

ing” — putting children of different abilities into different 

We are moving, at head-turning speed, 

into a world where excellence is becoming 

a secondary goal at best, and where 

normal standards and expectations aren’t 

merely being adjusted or eased but rather 

are overthrown and erased. 
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classes — on the grounds that it is part and parcel of a culture 

of “white supremacy.” 

· Also in recent years, there has been a concerted effort to disman-

tle gifted-and-talented programs for younger children in public 

schools, and to abolish or alter the entrance requirements for 

academically selective public schools. One proposed change, as 

described in the New York Times, is to “establish variable passing 

scores so that economically disadvantaged, Latino or Black dis-

tricts face somewhat lower bars than a wealthy majority-white 

district on the Upper West Side.”

· A 1999 paper by Tema Okun, which has since become a land-

mark in antiracist pedagogy, lists the following as “characteris-

tics of white supremacy culture”: “Perfectionism . . . tendency to 

identify what is wrong”; “Sense of Urgency . . . makes it difficult 

to take time to be inclusive”; “Worship of the Written Word . . . the 

organization does not take into account or value other ways 

in which information gets shared”; “Individualism . . . desire for 

individual recognition and credit”; and “Objectivity . . . requiring 

people to think in a linear fashion and ignoring or invalidating 

those who think in other ways.” 

There are scores of similar examples. The common thread is 

that if standardized tests and other objective and uniform mea-

sures of performance lead to disparate outcomes not only among 

individuals but also between groups, then they must be the result 

of a “white-supremacy culture.” This, in turn, must be dismantled 

completely and replaced with “antiracist” systems that emphasize 

subjective criteria and equality of outcome.

How does this theory account for the fact that Jews and Asian 

Americans — two groups that historically have been victims of 

white-supremacy culture — tend to overachieve on those suppos-

edly racist measures? It doesn’t. And will the assault on meritoc-

racy help its intended beneficiaries? It won’t.



The truth regarding that last point was brought home to me in a 

conversation last year with an eminent surgeon (himself a mem-

ber of a minority group) at a university-affiliated hospital. He was 

lamenting an effort, being pushed by medical students, to eliminate 

class rankings in medical school. “If I’m performing a surgery with 

a younger doctor who was at the top of his class, then I don’t care 

whether he’s Hispanic, Asian, white, or black,” he said. “But if I can’t 

see his rank, that’s when bias is going to come creeping back. You 

can’t afford incompetence when a life is on the line.” 

The surgeon was making the commonsense point that prejudice 

is what happens in the absence of objective standards of judgment, 

not because of them. Grades may not be measures of a person’s 

character or future potential. But they are reliable indicators of 

current ability and competence in a specific field — a window into 

a person’s mind, regardless of the color of skin. Close that window 

and the invidious stereotypes return. 

Implicit in his observation were two additional points. 

The first: The assault on meritocracy isn’t child’s play. In many 

places, personal safety is at stake. Would meritocracy’s critics want 

their children cared for by second-rate physicians and nurses? Or want 

them to travel in planes designed by careless engineers and flown by 

ill-trained pilots? Or wish them deployed to military units led by inept 

officers? A defining feature of our time is a creeping incompetence in 

nearly every walk of life, due to the erosion of basic skills such as crit-

ical thinking, numeracy, even literacy — with 130 million American 

adults incapable of reading above a sixth-grade level.

The real-world alternative to meritocracy isn’t a more vibrant 

and diverse democracy. It’s pervasive and occasionally catastrophic 

mediocrity.

The second: People at every level of life usually want quality. 

One way or another, the surgeon was going to enter the OR with 

the best younger colleagues he could find. Patients will seek out 
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physicians with excellent reviews. Employers look for new hires well 

suited for the jobs being offered. Consumers will look for trusted 

brands and services. When institutions are well run, they create for-

mal structures in which excellence is made visible through trans-

parent and verifiable criteria. When they are badly run, people find 

ways to get around an institution’s incompetence. Those most able 

to do so usually have financial means, inside knowledge, and good 

connections. Left behind is everyone else, a reality known to any-

one who has lived in a developing country or a socialist one.

This is the tragic, if predictable, result of the anti-meritocratic 

agenda. Erasing formal standards — in the form of grades, rank-

ings, admissions requirements, job qualifications, professional cer-

tifications, and so on — doesn’t make the underlying standards go 

away. It simply makes them more difficult to meet. Expectations 

become unclear. Incentives to work hard disappear, particularly for 

those who are (falsely) assumed to be incapable of meeting those 

standards. Subjective criteria in admissions, hiring, and promo-

tions foster resentments — including racial resentments — among 

those who feel they have been unfairly excluded or rejected. (Any-

one who doubts this should read the complaint, filed on behalf of 

Asian-American students, in the case of Students for Fair Admis-

sions v. Harvard, now before the Supreme Court.) The subjectivity 

and unabashed tokenism also spark corrosive inner doubts among 

those who suspect they are unqualified for the positions they hold.

The real-world alternative to meritocracy 

isn’t a more vibrant and diverse democracy. 

It’s pervasive and occasionally catastrophic 

mediocrity.

It isn’t easy to quantify the consequences of all this, in part 

because many of the changes are relatively new, in part because 

it’s hard to disentangle the effects of the Covid pandemic from 

the effects of new policies. Anecdotally, one hears constantly from 

experienced doctors, attorneys, professors, grade-school teachers, 

newspaper editors, book publishers, and others lamenting the 

broad and steep decline in the aptitude, attitude, and demeanor 

of their younger colleagues. The basic complaint: a mix of incom-

petence, incuriosity, hypersensitivity, and relentless political activ-

ism — everything, that is, except the qualities needed to sustain 

excellence in the long term.

Maybe there is a touch of “kids these days” in this criticism. And 

maybe things will change as today’s twentysomethings realize that 

most institutions don’t exist to perform a social justice function, 

don’t thrive on in-house struggle sessions, and don’t have a future if 

they are better at serving the moral demands of their younger staff 

than the practical needs of their customers.

Still, it’s hard to shake the feeling that thousands of American insti-

tutions are being irrevocably damaged by the new anti-meritocratic 

dispensation. By and large, these institutions — whether the New 

York public-school system or Yale Law School, the Washington Post 

or the American Medical Association — serve important civic func-

tions, have altruistic intentions, and are led by people with sensibili-

ties that are liberal, in both the classical and contemporary sense of 

the word. It remains to be seen whether the intolerant solipsists now 

coming to positions of power will do as well.



If the assault on meritocracy is bad for its intended beneficiaries, 

what about its potential victims — that is, those who used to dom-

inate the American meritocracy? More bluntly, what does it mean 

for the Jews?

Up to a point, there is a paradoxical case for optimism. Until 
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recently, the history of Jewish success in America was rarely one of 

simply moving in, then up, and thence to the top of great institu-

tions. As often, it has also been a story of being shunned by those 

institutions. In a preview of the present, Harvard introduced 

murky admissions criteria in the 1920s when its antisemitic pres-

ident, A. Lawrence Lowell, feared that talented Jewish students 

(22 percent of the incoming class in 1922) were overwhelming 

the university and diminishing its WASP character. By 1933, the 

entering class was only 10 percent Jewish.

Yet the Jews who, instead of attending Harvard, wound up in 

schools such as City College went on to greater glories. Their 

names include Jonas Salk, Leon Lederman, A.M. Rosenthal, and 

Irving Kristol. Instead of joining the party, these upstarts chose 

to “be the party,” as Liel Leibovitz astutely observed in the “Con-

tinuity” issue of sapir. The history of 20th-century meritocracy is, 

in many ways, at least as much a story about how America joined 

its Jews — in such places as the studios of Hollywood, the magnet 

schools of New York, the labs at Los Alamos, the newsroom of the 

New York Times, the trading floors of Salomon Brothers, the head-

quarters of Oracle, Dell, Google, and Facebook — as it is a story of 

how Jews joined America. Being kept at arm’s length from the old 

meritocracy allowed us to create our own.

Today, American Jews sit, for the most part, comfortably within 

the meritocracies they did so much to create and nurture. There 

are, however, signs of disquiet, departures, and new beginnings — in 

parental revolts against “antiracist” pedagogies at elite private 

schools (now turning into groups such as Parents Unite and the 

Jewish Institute for Liberal Values); in Ilya Shapiro’s bold resigna-

tion, after his near-cancellation, from Georgetown Law School; in 

media platforms such as Bari Weiss’s Common Sense on Substack; 

in publishing ventures such as Adam Bellow’s Wicked Son; in 

supplemental educational programs such as the Tikvah summer 

fellowships. Similar efforts will surely follow in the general flight 

from creeping (or galloping) institutional mediocrity, groupthink, 

and cowardice. Over time, a new cultural ecosystem will be created 

in which independent-minded people, Jewish or not, will flourish.

Still, underscore the words “over time.”

Promising as it may be, the University of Austin isn’t about to 

overtake Princeton as the most desirable destination for the cleverest 

teens. Yale Law School will still attract the sharpest aspiring lawyers, 

however censorious, vindictive, and politically correct its students and 

faculty have become. The DEI complex, with its ever-growing list of 

demands for change and its ever-growing army of in-house personnel 

and outside consultants, is not soon going to be stripped out of cor-

porate or academic life. The “woke” factor may eventually cool as its 

excesses become more obvious. But the reigning assumptions of the 

anti-meritocracy will probably become embedded in our institutions 

in ways that will be hard to shake. Just as America (for better and 

worse) never got over the cultural revolution of the Sixties, we are not 

going to be getting over the current revolution, either.

So what’s to be done?



The challenges are many but can be summed up in one question: 

How do we create a new meritocracy that can capture the pres-

tige — and hence the allure — of the old one, without incurring pro-

hibitive costs?

It would be nice if the institutions that formerly counted as the 

meritocracy found their way back to rewarding merit as they once did. 

They probably won’t, and efforts to make them do so will have mixed 

results at best. It would also be nice if greater competition could be 

introduced into the system, with new universities or new media com-

panies becoming peer competitors with the old ones. But the upfront 

price tag and long-term risks for those kinds of ventures are daunting.

Other ideas? Since sapir is a journal with a specifically Jew-

ish focus, here are some mostly Jewish-themed proposals, which in 

turn might help revive meritocracy for all Americans.
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1. Why not a real “Jewish Nobel”? The Genesis Prize was supposed 

to be that. Yet the recipients have mainly been people who have no 

need for either the money or the honor (Michael Bloomberg), have 

done nothing particularly Jewish to earn it (Anish Kapoor), or have 

spurned it outright (Natalie Portman).

But what if there were a million- or even multimillion-dollar prize 

that could transform the lives of lesser-known Jewish figures — not 

just scientists, scholars, and writers, but also social entrepreneurs, 

rabbis, and educators — whose best work might yet lie ahead of 

them? What if the prize were structured, like MacArthur “genius” 

grants, as a long-term investment in the people and their work? In 

that case, the payoff would be threefold: Prizewinners would garner 

a long-term benefit, the prize would gain immediate prestige, and 

the payoff to society would unfold over many years.

2. How about an Israel-based version of a super-selective Rhodes 

Scholarship, with an eye on cultivating extraordinary future lead-

ers from the Diaspora? The idea comes from the essay Natan 

Sharansky and Gil Troy wrote for sapir’s “Aspiration” issue, which 

suggested a program in which “everyone [lives] in one renovated 

mansion.” Also required would be an endowment not only to 

administer the program and take generous financial care of its 

scholars, but also to fund a small but world-class faculty for a year-

long, coherent course of study in ethics, history, politics, theology, 

languages, and archeology, among other subjects.

This wouldn’t be cheap, but neither should it be beyond the 

means of a few dedicated philanthropists. By fundamentally trans-

forming the lives of a select number of exceptionally promising 

young Jews, it could have a long-term payoff no smaller than that 

of an effort like Birthright, which aims at touching, albeit briefly, 

the lives of hundreds of thousands.

3. Might it not also be possible to nurture Jewish excellence by 

endowing 100 professorships at private Israeli universities to 

attract top-flight American scholars? Many of these academics 

find less and less to like about their own institutions. A few, such 

as Princeton’s Joshua Katz, have already been stampeded off their 

campuses for transparently political reasons. 

It doesn’t have to be in Israel. The flight of talented scholars 

from radical academia is an old story, and many of those schol-

ars have found homes in innovative think tanks across the coun-

try. Some of them, such as RAND, have their own well-regarded 

graduate schools, offering another escape to good scholars at 

odds with today’s universities. Other think tanks, backed by 

intelligent philanthropy, might consider establishing their own 

graduate schools.

4. Civil disagreement about civic issues is an essential ingredi-

ent in democratic society. Yet outside the niche world of debate 

tournaments and Intelligence Squared, there’s not enough of it 

in American public life. What more could be done to create a 

culture of great debaters at an early age, just as the old Soviet 

Union created a culture of great chess players? Is there a mod-

ern-day Julius Rosenwald who would subsidize debate clubs in 

every low-income public school in a major urban area? 

The goal would not simply be to marry a competitive spirit 

with mastery of a given subject. It would also be a way of remind-

ing Americans that to disagree well, they must first understand 

How do we create a new meritocracy 

that can capture the prestige — and hence 

the allure—of the old one, without 

incurring prohibitive costs?
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well. Such a venture might undermine the culture of moral certi-

tude that has overtaken so many of America’s institutions.

The list is hardly exhaustive, and the proposals surely have their 

flaws. They are meant only as conversation starters. But the cen-

tral fact is that we will not be able to save a decent meritocracy 

if we do not start to work on remaking the cultural landscape, 

one small or midsized project at a time. Think of such projects 

as the lifeboats that ferried survivors from the Titanic to the Car-

pathia — inadequate in number and size, but lifesavers all the 

same. The tragedy is that so many of these efforts are starting so 

late. (The Carpathia, incidentally, was later sunk by a torpedo in 

World War I. Perhaps the true meaning of the metaphor is that 

no ship, and no meritocracy, is ever entirely safe from dangers 

beneath the surface.)



We inhabit a culture that has become dangerously cavalier about the 

enduring sources of its strength and the reasons for its global appeal.

It’s a culture that disdains the ideals of the American found-

ing as mere covers for white supremacy. It’s a culture that claims 

that reason and open inquiry and scholarly rigor are tools of racist 

oppression. It’s a culture that hungers for the fruits of science and 

technology while objecting to the social and intellectual condi-

tions in which science and technology can flourish. It’s a culture 

with a crippling combination of a guilty conscience and weakness 

of will, which leaves it unable to champion its own virtues and 

unwilling to pay the full price for its purported sins. 

It’s also a culture that lacks the courage of any of its half-

felt convictions. Few people really want to throw the meritoc-

racy entirely overboard in order to elevate — as Senator Hruska 

would — the mediocre among us, whatever the justification. And 

few people really want to make a forthright case for a meritocracy 

that distributes its benefits unequally because talents are distrib-

uted unequally. We are unmoored and adrift.

Right now, we are drifting toward the rapids. It’s going to take 

clear thinking, enterprise, and moral courage to move us elsewhere. 

Wouldn’t it be nice if there were still real meritocrats among us 

who could do the job?

June 23, 2022 
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DEPARTURES  
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One of the hallmarks of Sapir is its connection between theory and prac-

tice. We ask our authors not simply to make arguments but also to offer 

policy prescriptions. With this issue, we are debuting a new ongoing fea-

ture that we hope will be another bridge between ideas and reality: Shivim 

Panim (referencing the 70 faces of the Torah), in which two leading Jewish 

thinkers apply Jewish wisdom to ethical dilemmas faced in Jewish com-

munal life. The dilemmas are real, as are the people who pose them. We 

invite you to send your own queries to us at info@sapirjournal.org. 



Rabba Yaffa Epstein serves as the director of the Wexner Heritage 

Program, at the Wexner Foundation. Beginning in Fall 2022, she will 

serve as the senior scholar and educator in residence at the Jewish 

Education Project.

Rabbi David Wolpe is the Max Webb Senior Rabbi of Sinai Temple 

in Los Angeles and the author, most recently, of David: The Divided 

Heart. He is a senior adviser at Maimonides Fund.

Shivim Panim
with 
rabba yaffa epstein 

& rabbi david wolpe

What do we gain — and what do we lose — by paying students to 

learn Torah? There is an ancient discomfort with this question. But 

the rabbis also understood, as do we, that behavioral conditioning 

and providing sustenance is an effective way of moving people toward 

proper behavior. The search for how to live a meaningful life is a 

uniquely human pursuit and a worthy yet challenging one. Within a 

society that offers many paths to constructing meaning, perhaps offer-

ing purposeful incentives can aid a person in the exploration of Torah 

study, enabling him to pursue a lifetime of inspired learning? With the 

assumption that a goal of Jewish education is to move people toward 

a love of learning, is it reasonable to entice the student along the way 

with a treat, a modest stipend, that recognizes that the entryway to 

Torah is not always straight and linear? 

rabbi ben berger
Vice President, Jewish Education and Experience, Hillel International

Rabba Epstein: Torah is the great gift of the Jewish people. It simul-

taneously provides connection to our collective past, guidelines for 

building a meaningful life in our present, and a road map for creating 

a just, moral, and thriving future. It unifies the Jewish people across 

time and space, political differences, denominational splits, and class 

distinctions. 

Our questioner is struggling with an age-old quandary: What 

should the relationship be between the sacredness of Torah and 

the utility of money?
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The Mishna in Tractate Avot 4:5 enjoins us to not make the 

Torah a crown for self-aggrandizement, or a tool with which to dig. 

This is understood to mean that we should not use the Torah to 

make a living. Maimonides wrote an extended comment on this 

Mishna, in which he repeatedly emphasized how problematic it is 

to use the Torah for self-advancement or profit. He then codifies 

this position in his legal code, the Mishneh Torah. 

Rabbi Yosef Karo, the prominent halakhic authority, comments 

that while the law should indeed follow Maimonides, the world 

that we are living in does not allow for this position. Instead, we 

must pay great sages and promising students for their hours of 

study. While this may cause some desecration to the Torah, the risk 

of not doing so is too great, for people will not be able to learn, and 

the Torah will be forgotten by the Jewish people. 

There is a strong voice in the Jewish community today that feels 

similarly to Rabbi Yosef Karo. In order to preserve our precious 

Torah, we must incentivize Jewish educational experiences through 

money, whether through paid learning programs on campuses or by 

offering financial incentives to attend Jewish learning events and 

programs. If Torah is to survive, this argument goes, the Jewish com-

munity needs as many on-ramps as possible to welcome and invite 

those who feel outside of classic Jewish learning communities. 

Let me be clear. Of course, we want more people learning Torah, 

and of course, we want Jewish learning spaces to be warm, welcom-

ing, and inclusive. And certainly, if someone is pursuing an intensive 

fellowship in any field, including the fields of Jewish learning, the 

rabbinate, or Jewish education, we need to compensate him in order 

to free up his time so he can focus on his learning. 

Yet we also need to exercise caution. Are financial incentives the 

only way to entice people into meaningful Jewish learning experi-

ences? Any business person will tell you that people pay for what they 

value and value what they pay for. Getting something for free devalues 

its meaning. How much more so if you’re being paid to take it!

Look at the trends of SoulCycle, Peloton, and CrossFit. All of 

these activities could be done alone and for free, but people elect 

to pay to do them because they offer added value — community, 

meaning, and purpose. People are clear about the value that these 

activities add to their lives. 

Why should learning Torah be different? By paying people to 

learn, we may increase participant numbers and fill seats. But we are 

also sending a message that learning Torah is not something to be 

pursued for its own sake. In fact, we should be teaching the oppo-

site — that the rewards of Torah study speak for themselves. Deep, 

rich Torah study has the capacity to connect us to a thriving, innova-

tive global conversation, to find answers to the real questions we are 

struggling with, and to bring more meaning to our lives. If we allow 

these rewards to be the reason that people attend our classes, and 

join our synagogues, my guess is that they will keep coming back.



Rabbi Wolpe: I don’t oppose paying people to study Torah. It 

would have to be time-limited. But we also live in a world where 

we expect people to do things for money. We also sometimes 

incentivize or disincentivize them to do what is good for them 

with money: We offer benefits, discounts, and tax exemptions to 

encourage some behaviors. And we levy fines or raise taxes (on 

goods like cigarettes) to discourage others. 

In the cheders (schools) of Eastern Europe, it used to be the 

common practice to smear the letters of books with honey when a 

child first began learning, to reinforce the idea that studying Torah 

was sweet and rewarding. The money principle is the adult version 

of this practice, and it is worth trying as an inducement. Moreover, 

although we do not like to think of it this way, what is a scholarship 

to a school or paid employment as a rabbi but a monetary reward 

for Torah study (in addition to many other things)? 

As Rabba Epstein notes, our sages taught us that the Torah should 

not be a spade to shovel with — in other words, it should not be used 
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for other purposes. But there is another principle here: mitoch shelo 

lishma, bah lishma (Sanhedrin 105b): Even though one may start 

studying Torah or performing mitzvot for an irrelevant or unworthy 

reason, in the end the true reason — doing it for its own sake — will 

assert itself. We reward children in the hope they will eventually come 

to realize the intrinsic value of goodness, or study, or sharing. So I say: 

Get your coupon for Torah study — limited time only!

Should we support new initiatives that seek to disrupt the classic 

model of the synagogue? These new models take rituals and learning 

out of synagogues, making Jewish life more accessible, as when JCCs 

hire rabbis to serve their members and the broader community, or 

when young people create Jewish community through educational or 

social cohorts, but not at the local shul. How much should we take into 

consideration the possible damage to synagogue life from supporting 

compelling Jewish communal, religious, and learning institutions that 

are performing some of the roles that used to be solely in the syna-

gogue domain?

laura lauder

Rabbi Wolpe: As a synagogue rabbi, I might be expected to have a 

special sensitivity to this question. And indeed, I do. The erosion of 

synagogue life is at the heart of the dilemma of Jewish continuity. 

There are many things synagogues do not do well. As the product 

of a shul, a day school, and a Jewish summer camp, I think the third 

was the most effective in my own Jewish development. But the syn-

agogue remains home base. First, let’s remember the depth of the 

synagogue’s place in Jewish tradition. It is the modern instantiation 

of the Temple, and Jewish law obligates every community to build a 

synagogue (Shulchan Aruch, Orach Chayim 150:1). 

While new models of communal life will arise, such as Moishe 

House (where Jewish young professionals live together and create 

programs for their peers) or retreat centers, the question remains: 

Which model will be continuously available throughout the life of 

a Jew? What happens when you outgrow the organization or the 

time for the retreat ends? A synagogue is for all ages, at all times. 

No other institution in Jewish life has that comprehensive com-

mitment. 

If other institutions assume the roles of the synagogue, the entire 

financial model of synagogues becomes imperiled. Synagogues don’t 

charge people to attend services, except for High Holidays. Over 

time we have seen High Holiday services spring up for people who 

either go to Shabbat services at synagogues for free or who don’t go 

at all. So synagogues are increasingly unable to survive financially. 

The problem is one of multiple instances of hasagat g’vul, trans-

gressing someone else’s boundary. Especially after Covid and with 

the explosion in remote services, synagogue memberships have 

plummeted. Finances are precarious. Many shuls have closed. The 

situation went from difficult to dire. 

One solution is to fund more partnerships. If other organizations 

wish to assume functions traditionally done by synagogues, let them 

do it in some sort of conjunction with local synagogues. This could 

be a win-win for both parties.

Robert Frost defined home as “the place where, when you have 

to go there, they have to take you in.” The shul has been the home 

to Jewish people for thousands of years. In Israel we see the mosa-

ics of ancient synagogues; across Europe we see the landscape of the 

abandoned synagogues of destroyed communities. New organizations  
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actually raise all ships, and how much more desirable is this when 

our core mission is engaging Jews in Torah. 

 The fear of new ideas and models is rooted in a scarcity mindset, 

a sense that there are not enough resources or people to go around, 

so we can’t afford to take risks. I would argue, however, that finding 

new and creative ways for Jews to connect to their tradition will 

bring more people into the mainstream community rather than 

distancing them, eventually expanding the pie altogether. Indeed, 

many synagogues are also becoming entrepreneurial themselves, 

seeking new ways to reshape and revamp programming from 

within, often inspired by what is happening outside their doors.

Judaism has always held this dichotomy of the old and the new. 

The job of rabbis and educators is to honor both of these pulls, 

grounding themselves in tradition and the wisdom of Jewish text 

while continuing to bring new modalities, voices, and perspectives 

into our millennia-old Jewish conversations.

The Jewish community must support innovation in Jewish prac-

tice, education, and experiences. Whether that innovation is found 

within synagogues’ walls or outside them, the whole community 

benefits from healthy competition, from change, and from new 

ways of thinking about and engaging with Jewish tradition. We can 

trust our rabbis and educators to rise to the occasion and bring 

out the best in themselves and those they serve.

have their role to play, but the shul is the backbone of Judaism. Once 

the synagogues are gone, it will not be easy to bring them back. 

Health care is more reliable than resurrection. 



Rabba Epstein: When it comes to business, Jewish law allows compe-

tition between two residents of a city, or even within a neighborhood 

(Shulchan Aruch, Choshen Mishpat 156:5). Even if you know you will 

take customers away from your fellow, you are allowed to pursue 

your own success. That said, you are not allowed to put your fellow 

completely out of business (Chatam Sofer CM 61).

Today we are seeing an increase in people seeking Jewish experi-

ences outside of the synagogue — b’nai mitzvahs at summer camp, 

independent rabbis who perform lifecycle events, innovative prayer 

experiences, and much more. Are these cases of healthy competition, 

or are they, as Rabbi Wolpe states, a clear case of hasagat g’vul and a 

trend that will put our synagogues out of business?

It is understandable that this phenomenon may feel threaten-

ing to synagogues, which are, as Rabbi Wolpe says, home base for 

the Jewish community. What will happen if people continue to 

look outside synagogues for new experiences? 

But perhaps there is an opportunity here to look at these “dis-

ruptions” a bit differently. 

The Talmud in Baba Batra 21a records a discussion between 

Rava and Rav Dimi about a case of two teachers who live in the 

same neighborhood. The first, who is employed, teaches only a few 

subjects; the second, who is not yet employed, could teach more. 

Should you fire the first and hire the second? Rava says no, because 

without competition, the second teacher will become too comfort-

able and neglect his responsibility. Rav Dimi disagreed, arguing 

for firing the first teacher since “jealousy among teachers increases 

wisdom.” Both of them will work harder, because they now know 

they are in competition with each other! A competitive spirit can 



162               s a p i r   |   v o l u m e  s i x  s u m m e r  2 0 2 2   |   s a p i r               163

n  1990, when Saul Bellow was 75 years old, he 

wrote the story “Something to Remember Me 

By” in the form of an elderly father’s legacy to his 

only child: The author’s dedication “to my chil-

dren and grandchildren” comes after the story’s 

title page, and the fictional son is addressed within the story itself. 

Bellow was by then America’s most decorated writer, winner of three 

National Book Awards, a Pulitzer Prize, France’s Croix de Chevalier 

for Arts and Letters, several Jewish distinctions including the B’nai 

Brith Jewish Heritage Award, and, among many more honors to 

come, the 1976 Nobel Prize in Literature. In bestselling novels such 

as Herzog, Mr. Sammler’s Planet, and Humboldt’s Gift, he had devel-

oped a way of writing fiction from his own point of view, through 

narrators who seem to be a version of himself. 

So he does in this story, details of which correspond to certain 

Saul Bellow:
‘Something to 
Remember Me By’ 

Rediscovered Reading

ruth r. wisse

events in his life. This does not mean that the narrator is the author, 

but that he invites us to associate the two. The story begins: 

When there is too much going on, more than you can bear, you 

may choose to assume that nothing in particular is happening, 

that your life is going round and round like a turntable. Then one 

day you are aware that what you took to be a turntable, smooth, 

flat and even, was in fact a whirlpool, a vortex. My first knowl-

edge of the hidden work of uneventful days goes back to February 

1933. The exact date won’t matter much to you. I like to think, 

however, that you, my only child, will want to hear about this hid-

den work as it relates to me. When you were a small boy you were 

keen on family history. You will quickly understand that I couldn’t 

tell a child what I am about to tell you now. You don’t talk about 

death and vortices to a kid, not nowadays. In my time my parents 

didn’t hesitate to speak of death and the dying. What they seldom 

mentioned was sex. We’ve got it the other way around. 

Understanding “the hidden work of uneventful days”  (a wonderful 

phrase) begins that morning as the narrator-father — then a boy, a 

high-school senior — is about to leave for school. After a breakfast 

of porridge, toast, and tea, he stops in his mother’s sickroom, bend-

ing over her to say, “It’s Louie, going to school.” Coming home after 

school on his way to work, he looks in again to see whether his mother 

might be awake. “During her last days,” the now-aged Louie informs 

us, “she was heavily sedated and rarely said anything.” Though he 

tells us he was an indifferent student, Louie was also very mindful of 

whatever was going on around him. “Now that she could no longer 

sit up to have it washed, my mother’s hair was cut short. This made 

her face more slender, and her lips were sober. Her breathing was dry 

and hard, obstructed.” He observes her well enough to know that he 

would not have her for much longer. 

Unlike formal rites of passage like a bar mitzvah, meant to coin-

cide with biological points of maturation, days like the one the 
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father is about to describe occur without warning. Fiction frames 

its initiation stories around events that decisively transform and 

teach. In fact, Louie casts his account of this day as an ethical 

will, a document that bequeaths values rather than valuables. Eth-

ical wills have a distinguished role in Jewish tradition. They derive 

from Jacob’s deathbed directives to his sons in the Book of Genesis 

and have taken a great many forms through the centuries, from 

the punitive chidings of the 12th-century philosopher Samuel 

Ibn Tibbon to the delightful story-filled notebooks of Glikl of 

Hameln five centuries later. Louie follows in this tradition, writ-

ing this transformative tale as a bequest to his son — and Bellow, 

through him, leaves it to us. What does the adult author think is 

crucial for his son to know? 

The day of the story begins like any other winter school day in 

1933 Chicago — “grimly ordinary.” When Louie goes out, he sees 

two small men with rifles firing at pigeons, “Depression hunters 

and their city game,” securing their food when the police are out 

of sight. Louie is a bookish boy: Had he not had an afterschool 

job, he would have been attending the Senior Discussion Club, 

whose subject that day was “Von Hindenburg’s choice of Hitler 

to form a new government.” This is the first hint of the story’s 

Jewish context: Who else but Jewish boys in a Chicago high school 

would be tracking these events in Europe? Louie also notices the 

cracks in the frozen snow still visible where he and his girlfriend 

Stephanie had been necking the previous night, his hands under 

her raccoon coat, “adolescents kissing without restraint.” Like all 

Bellow’s protagonists, Louie lives intensely and really knows how 

to express himself. 

Louie has an afterschool job delivering wreaths and bouquets 

to all parts of the city. Behrens the florist pays him 50 cents for the 

afternoon; with tips, he could earn as much as a dollar. The deliv-

ery that day was going to take one hour each way, so this was to 

be his only trip. He stuffs his reading material — “the remains of 

a book, the cover gone, the pages held together by binder’s thread 

and flakes of glue” — into his pocket because he needs both hands 

to protect his lilies in the crowded streetcar. How distinctly he 

recalls arriving at his destination, pressing the apartment button 

and being buzzed in to find the door open on the second floor 

with coats piled everywhere, galoshes along the walls, and mourn-

ers drinking! “All whiskey in those days was bootleg, of course.” 

Everyone lets the boy through the crowded passageway, and in the 

empty room behind it lies a girl in a coffin, “older than Stephanie 

. . . all buoyancy gone.” 

After having left his mother back home, he had not expected to 

find an already dead person, much less a girl comparable to the one 

he was kissing the night before. “On the drainboard of the sink was 

a baked ham with sliced bread around the platter, a jar of French’s 

mustard and wooden tongue-depressors to spread it. I saw and I saw 

and I saw.” As if to make the point that there is no escaping reality, 

the dead girl’s mother refuses the florist’s offer to let her put it on 

credit and sternly gives him five dollars plus a 50-cent tip. 

At this point, his work done, the boy ought to go home, but he 

is not quite ready. He returns briefly to his book to look up the 

passage he had been reading the previous night (probably after 

the tryst with Stephanie). When that doesn’t still his restlessness, 

Unlike formal rites of passage like a bar mitzvah, 

meant to coincide with biological points of 

maturation, days like the one the father is 

about to describe occur without warning. 

Fiction frames its initiation stories around 

events that decisively transform and teach. 
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he decides to drop in on his brother-in-law, whose dentistry office 

is in the neighborhood. Finding no one there, he enters the con-

necting office of a doctor (or quack?) who is conducting an early 

version of the kind of sexual research that William Masters and 

Virginia Johnson later made famous. A naked woman, this one 

very much alive, is lying on the examining table, attached to some 

apparatus. The doctor being nowhere around, the boy gallantly 

helps her undo the straps.



There follows the adventure that any horny 17-year-old might have 

imagined for himself — albeit with a different outcome. It would 

be unfair to spoil that episode for prospective readers. Men’s sexual 

humiliation is a universal staple of comedy, and the grown Louie is 

at the right distance from these events to appreciate their humor. 

Enough to say that at the hands of that woman he becomes the 

victim of an expert confidence game and is himself left stark naked. 

Forced to rummage for stray pieces of clothing to shield himself 

against the cold, he finds more women’s clothing than men’s and 

must make his way home in this getup. Failing to locate his brother- 

in-law in the local drugstore or speakeasy he frequents, he must 

resort to pleading for carfare since all his money is gone — along 

with the book and the sheepskin coat his mother had bought him. 

Of these, the book he had picked up from a second-hand bin with 

its front half missing was irreplaceable, for it may have held the  

By the time Louie imagines and then 

executes his homecoming, the reassuringly flat 

turntable of days has become the whirlpool.

wisdom he was after. Lost as well are his dignity and innocence 

instead of the virginity he was hoping to offer up. 

The Depression had made it worth stealing even a boy’s worn 

boots and clothing. Indeed, the story keeps deepening our aware-

ness of that historical moment — Hitler’s investiture in the back-

ground — while seeming only to pursue the boy’s misadventures 

in Chicago. Before giving Louie his carfare, the bartender has him 

escort in return one of the drunks who cannot make it home on his 

own, and this exposes the boy to a kind of misery he would otherwise 

not have known from delivering flowers. The drunk’s two little girls 

help put their father to bed, but they need Louie to cook the pork 

chops in the greased skillet waiting on the stove. 

“All that my upbringing held in horror geysered up, my throat 

filling with it, my guts griping.” Since the elderly Louie is now writ-

ing to his son, he does not have to explain to him that he comes 

from a traditional Jewish family with pronounced Jewish values. At 

the beginning, Jewishness had just been part of the atmosphere, 

but as the boy is exposed to this forbidding part of the non- 

Jewish world where no one else lives by the same rules, the difference 

takes hold of him physically. The ham he merely observes on the 

mourners’ sideboard; the forbidden pork he is obliged to cook turns 

his stomach — but instead of that tired phrase, Bellow gives us so 

much more. 

Louie seems never to have blamed those who fail him in his plight: 

For that matter, I had no sympathy for myself. I confessed that 

I had it coming, a high-minded Jewish schoolboy, too high-and-

mighty to be Orthodox and with his eye on a special destiny. At 

home, inside the house, an archaic rule; outside, the facts of life. 

The facts of life were having their turn. 

Once he is worked over, he realizes what he risked in straying 

from home, but it is too late. Having endured ridicule, irony, and 

a full hour of shame on the streetcar, he faces the reckoning that 
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truly matters. “My mother, with whom I might never speak again, 

used to say that I had a line of pride straight down the bridge of 

my nose, a foolish stripe that she could see. I had no way of antic-

ipating what her death would signify.” What it signifies is that no 

one will ever again envelop him in that same discerning affection. 

 The conclusion of the story holds everything in the balance. 

Will he come home too late? Will he meet with the same ridicule 

on the inside as on the outside? By the time he imagines and 

then executes his homecoming, the reassuringly flat turntable of 

days has become the whirlpool. When he gets off the streetcar for 

the final stretch home, he remembers that Jews cover the mirrors 

when someone dies, so he dutifully avoids his reflection in the 

shopwindows. What lies behind this practice, he wonders: “Will 

the soul of your dead be reflected in a looking glass, or is this cus-

tom a check to the vanity of the living?” 

Here is one of my favorite endings in Jewish literature:

I ran home, approached by the back alley, made no noise on 

the wooden backstairs, reached for the top of the partition, 

placed my foot on the white porcelain doorknob, went over 

the top without noise, and dropped down on our porch. I 

didn’t follow the plan I had laid for avoiding my father. There 

were people sitting at the kitchen table. I went straight in. My 

father rose from his chair and hurried toward me. His fist was 

ready. I took off my tam or woolen beret and when he hit me 

on the head the blow filled me with gratitude. If my mother 

had already died, he would have embraced me instead. 

Millennia of Jewish civilization are stored in that father’s blow. 

A grown young man had no right getting himself into trouble 

when he ought to have been assuming his filial responsibilities. 

He is about to pay the price: The day has shown him what lies 

ahead. Yet if maternal protection is about to be withdrawn, some-

thing harder remains. He would not have welcomed his father’s 

punishment unless his whole sense of himself had been formed 

by that chastisement, whose source is the divinely inspired Law 

of Moses as transmitted from parent to child. It seems clear from 

the way that he wants to instruct his only child that Louie has not 

raised him with the same moral authority. 



One yet unmentioned thread in this story is mysteriously shrouded 

in the boy’s never-to-be-recovered book. Because Louie’s book is 

missing its front part, we are not told who wrote the sentences 

he quotes from it about the human form being “the most perfect 

form to be found on earth,” hence obviously not meant for dissolu-

tion when the body dies. The book’s author is certain that Nature 

would never condone such waste! “Where, then, is the world from 

which the human form comes?” This same boy who is eager to be 

led into worldly temptation apparently also wants assurance of 

life’s higher dimension. 

The quoted passage appears in a lecture Rudolf Steiner deliv-

ered about anthroposophy, a theory that intrigued Bellow, though 

he never became an acolyte of the movement. Steiner’s belief that 

Bellow the writer did not succumb to cynicism, 

about either literature or life. Like Louie, he 

thinks that by honestly conveying what is most 

important, how all parts of life hold together 

and include the ineffable, his disclosure 

can help to actively perpetuate civilization.
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our human intellect can have contact with spiritual worlds appealed 

to Bellow in just the way that the adolescent in this story entertains 

these ideas in preparation for the loss of his mother. They also fig-

ure in the novel Humboldt’s Gift, Bellow’s homage to his late friend, 

the poet and writer Delmore Schwartz. Had he wanted us to think 

about anthroposophy itself, Bellow would have led us to it directly 

instead of having half the book torn away. All he wants from it is 

what he gives us here — a spiritual corrective. 

The grown Louie writes: “You, my only child, are only too famil-

iar with my lifelong absorption in or craze for further worlds” (my 

emphasis). I stress those words because Bellow himself integrates 

so many areas of life and thought into his fiction that it is easy 

to overlook his reach for transcendence. This lifelong absorption 

began for him in childhood when he recited the daily morning 

prayers with his father and brothers. In adolescence, he began 

exploring the subject eclectically in books. He did not bring the 

subject into his fiction until he was already the “great American 

writer.” Nor, to my knowledge, did he ever ascribe this belief in 

an afterlife to any Jewish or formal religious source. It always 

remained semi-obscured, as it does here, while forming an indis-

pensable part of his legacy. 

In addressing his son, Louie thinks him “too well educated, 

respectably rational” to believe, as he himself does, in the con-

tinuum of spirit and nature. Recounting how carelessly he had 

treated his inheritance, Louie is under no illusions about the 

next generation. But Bellow the writer did not succumb to cyni-

cism, about either literature or life. Like Louie, he thinks that by 

honestly conveying what is most important, how all parts of life 

hold together and include the ineffable, his disclosure can help to 

actively perpetuate civilization. 

An ethical will does not flatter its intended beneficiaries but 

tries to leave them something they may otherwise be missing. 

Modern man cannot bring down another set of commandments 

from the mountaintop, and Bellow could not become a rabbinic 

authority. His “Louie” reveals himself as the Jewish boy who had 

to go out into the world to learn to value the deathless love of his 

mother and the steadying hand of his father. If he could not be 

that father, he could at least show that ready fist.
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ight years ago, I was wrapping up a report-

ing trip to eastern Ukraine, where I’d spent a 

few days traversing the Ukrainian and separatist  

pockets of the Donbas. Two days before my arrival, 

the airport of Donetsk was destroyed in the fight-

ing. Rather than give up on the trip, I took a sleeper train from Kyiv. 

That turned out to be a bad idea. When the train was stopped 

for five hours in a forest because of suspected explosives on the 

tracks, the rabbi of Mariupol, Mendy Cohen, sent his driver to res-

cue me from the stranded train. 

After an eventful few days, I needed a way back to Kyiv and 

home. The only route was a six-hour drive through back roads, 

to what was then still called Dnipropetrovs’k — it was officially 

renamed Dnipro in 2016 — the only city in eastern Ukraine with 

a functioning airport and flights to Kyiv. My most trusted con-

tact in Ukraine told me, “When you get to Dnipro, stay overnight 

in the Jewish hotel.” I thought he was joking. “No, seriously, you 

won’t regret it,” he insisted, and I made the booking, despite my 

Postcard from 
Wartime Ukraine

anshel pfeffer

misgivings and mental images of a spartan establishment smell-

ing of fried onions. 

I fell asleep on the long drive to Dnipro. When the driver woke 

me up at our destination, I managed to drag myself and my bags 

out of the car and asked him where the Jewish hotel was.

“Right behind you.” 

I still couldn’t see it. 

“It’s right there,” he repeated and drove off, leaving me agitated 

at being abandoned in the cold evening, outside of what looked 

like a massive office block. 

I walked into the main lobby, and — not for the last time — blessed 

my contact. I had just entered the largest, most opulent Jewish Com-

munity Center in the world: the Menorah Center, brainchild of 

Rabbi Shmuel Kaminetsky and paid for by billionaires Gennadiy 

Bogolyubov and Igor Kolomoisky, both of whom were born and 

raised in Soviet-era Dnipro. 

The Menorah Center was much more than that. The massive 
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complex hosted a yeshiva, various day schools and kindergartens, 

Ukraine’s largest library of Jewish books, a kosher supermarket, a 

medical center, and a five-star business hotel. It was an ostentatious 

display of the vast wealth of the Jewish oligarchs of the city. It was 

also an expression of confidence in the viability of Ukrainian Jewry, 

a community that had been written off by so many other Jews. My 

only regret was that I would have to leave for my flight early the next 

morning, before I had the chance to explore this new Jewish frontier. 

Eight years later, with the Russian invasion of Ukraine in its 

third month, I returned to Dnipro to find out whether Ukrainian 

Jewry still had a future.



This time, travel through Ukraine was even more difficult. The 

airspace was closed. And while trains still valiantly operate, they 

are packed with refugees and the war-wounded. Timetables are 

erratic. But the three-day drive from the Polish border to Dnipro 

was instructive. 

On the first night, I stopped in Lviv. It was a Friday and I went to 

the Tsori Gilad Synagogue. 

In the elegant 1920s building, which had survived both the Nazi 

and Soviet periods, there were two men present, refugees from the 

war-torn east. It wasn’t entirely surprising not to find a minyan for 

Shabbat evening prayers; after all, the curfew was about to start 

soon. What was surprising were the mountains of boxes of matzohs 

and tins of kosher l’pesach noodle soup, which, alongside another 

massive pile of medical supplies, entirely filled the shul’s anteroom. 

During the first two months of the Russia–Ukraine War, syna-

gogues in Lviv, Kyiv and Odesa had become both transit stations for 

Jewish refugees and logistical hubs for aid operations. In my first 

visit reporting on the war, back in March, I had met many of those 

refugees from the war zones in the east. They would briefly stop 

at one of the synagogues for a hot meal and perhaps a few hours 

of sleep, still bewildered and unsure whether they planned to con-

tinue on to Israel, or wait closer, in neighboring Poland, Romania, 

or Moldova. 

On Sunday, after a night in Kyiv, I reached Dnipro, a city of 1 

million people, shortly before the curfew. I imagined that the Meno-

rah Center would have undergone the same transformation from 

synagogue to refugee camp. The hotel at the Menorah Center was 

closed, so I stayed at another nearby. 

I called a local contact to set up a meeting the next morning. 

“There are three minyanim at Menorah,” he told me. “But don’t 

worry, I daven at the latest one at 9:30, so you don’t have to get 

up too early.” I was convinced he was joking. I’d seen what the 

Ukrainian shuls looked like at times of war, and Dnipro was much 

closer to the front lines. 

Once again, my expectations were confounded. In the center’s 

main synagogue were about 40 men (and a few women on the side) 

at morning prayers, as if there wasn’t a war raging nearby. We could 

have been in a shul anywhere in the world. The center’s kosher 

restaurants, hospital, and offices were all bustling. Besides one 

elderly uniformed guard in a booth at the entrance, there wasn’t 

any noticeable security.

Before I continue, a note about anonymity. The community lead-

ership gave me access and spoke with me freely, on the condition 

that I would take no photographs, not identify by name any of the 

Behind the façade of business as usual at 

Menorah, they have organized the convoys 

that have bussed thousands of Jews from 

the east to safety, often under fire. 
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members or employees I spoke with, and not specify the locations 

of any of their operations related to the war. Behind the façade of 

business as usual at Menorah, they have organized the convoys that 

have bussed thousands of Jews from the east to safety, often under 

fire. They have provided these refugees with necessities such as food, 

clothing, and all the other basics of life. And they run a 24-hour 

hotline and operations room that help locate and extricate elderly 

relatives from bomb shelters in devastated towns. 

“The last thing we need right now is PR for all we’re doing,” one 

community leader explains. “It’s no longer just a matter of getting a 

bus driver who is prepared to drive into a bombarded area and use 

dirt roads to bypass roadblocks. There’s a lot of very delicate negoti-

ations involved on both sides, and we’re not going to jeopardize the 

rescue operations or our community here in Dnipro.” 

There’s no shortage of other Jewish organizations, from Israel 

and the West, happy to take credit for rescuing Jews. “Most of them 

have no real involvement or any idea how to operate here,” smiles 

a veteran member of an Israeli agency who has been working with 

Jewish communities in Ukraine for three decades. “They couldn’t 

find Dnipro on a map. But let’s hope they’ll pick up the tab at least, 

because these operations aren’t cheap, and the local Jewish philan-

thropists who would usually pay for this without batting an eyelid 

are all facing bankruptcy.”  



Few Jews who weren’t raised in Ukraine are aware of Dnipro’s exis-

tence, much less that it’s one of the largest Jewish communities in 

Europe. In the wider world, it is Odesa and perhaps Kyiv, with their 

rich histories, that are better known as centers of Jewish life, as are 

the shrines of fabled rabbis in the towns of Uman and Medzhybizh. 

Yet it’s Dnipro that has become the face of Ukrainian Jewry in 

the post-Soviet era. Of Dnipro’s million residents, community offi-

cials believe that as many as 10 percent are Jewish. “But probably a 

third of the city has some kind of Jewish lineage,” says one of them. 

From the late years of the 19th century, when what was then 

Yekaterinoslav became one of the major industrial centers of the 

czarist empire, many of the new factories built in the burgeoning 

city employed the growing Jewish proletariat, offering rare oppor-

tunities for professional training denied to them in other cities. 

Unsurprisingly, it became an early hub of both Russian Zionism 

and Jewish Communism. In the pogroms that followed the failed 

1905 revolution, an armed Jewish self-defense group was active in 

the city. In 1926, Soviet authorities renamed it “Dnipropetrovs’k,” 

but the city quickly acquired the nickname of Zhidopetrovs’k — the 

“Zhido” meaning Jew — which has continued to this day.

On the eve of World War II, more than 100,000 Jews lived in 

Dnipro; some 18,000 of them were murdered during the German 

occupation. But most of the city’s population was evacuated in 

advance to the Urals, and more than three-quarters of the Jews sur-

vived, returning in 1943 when the city was liberated. Dnipro then 

spent the remainder of the Soviet period as a “closed city,” home 

to the USSR’s missile factories along with a large number of Jewish 

scientists, engineers, and administrators. 

Over seven decades of Soviet rule, the number of synagogues 

shrank to just one, and all Jewish organizations were gradually shut 

down by the authorities. But in the dying days of the Soviet Union, 

shortly before Ukraine’s independence, representatives of what was 

left of the community contacted the son of the city’s last rabbi, Levi 

Yitzchak Schneerson, and invited him to come back and fill his 

father’s position. 

That son — Rabbi Menachem Mendel Schneerson — had spent 

his youth in Yekaterinoslav before leaving for Berlin and later the 

United States. By the time the invitation came, he was 90 years old. 

Instead, he sent Rabbi Shmuel Kaminetsky as his emissary. “This is 

my town,” the rebbe instructed Kaminetsky before he left New York. 

He also gave Kaminetsky’s wife advice on the best time of year for 

purchasing potatoes. 
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Kaminetsky has spent the past 32 years charming the newly 

rich Jewish businessmen of Dnipro and making the city Ukraine’s 

Jewish powerhouse. He fully realized that most of the city’s Jews, 

including many children of mixed marriages, would not become 

active members of an ultra-Orthodox community. He set about 

working with any nonreligious Jewish organization, local and inter-

national, that wanted to operate in the city, hosting them in the 

community centers he built. At the same time, he took the rebbe’s 

words to heart and has blocked all Jewish religious streams but 

Chabad from operating in the city. 

Over the years, he built up parallel education networks, rang-

ing from kindergarten to college. One offers a high-level Jewish 

liberal education (its primary school once claimed to be the big-

gest Jewish school in Europe), and the other is much smaller and 

runs along Chabad-Haredi lines, with a program of Torah studies 

and separation of boys and girls. Kaminetsky is the archetype 

of the enterprising Chabad shaliach (emissary), building his own 

institutions while blending himself and his family into the local 

community and culture. 

His headquarters at the Menorah Center started from a desire 

to build a Holocaust museum. But Kaminetsky thought the com-

munity’s focal point should be more forward-looking and pitched 

The Jewish community center, just like the 

Jews within it, was the most optimistic place 

I’d been to in Ukraine since the beginning 

of the war. But I still didn’t have a clear 

answer as to whether they had a future.

the oligarchs Igor Kolomoisky and Gennadiy Bogolyubov on his 

grand design: the largest Jewish Community Center in the world. 

It opened in 2012.



For the first 23 years of Ukraine’s independence, the Jewish com-

munity largely kept out of politics. The historic experience of 

Ukrainian nationalism was, to put it mildly, not a positive one for 

Jews, who were nearly all Russian speakers and didn’t see them-

selves as Ukrainian. 

That changed in 2014. The Maidan revolution of that year ousted 

a Moscow-friendly president. In retaliation, Vladimir Putin sent in 

his army, first to annex Crimea and then to support separatists in 

the Donbas. The Kremlin’s media machine, echoing Soviet propa-

ganda, tried to tar the new Ukrainian government with fascism, 

neo-Nazism, and antisemitism. But Ukrainian Jews weren’t looking 

for a Russian protector. They knew that the extent of antisemitism 

was nowhere near what Putin was claiming. A new generation had 

grown and prospered in independent and democratic Ukraine, 

their Jewishness no longer being an obstacle to achieve success. 

For the first time, Jews felt fully at home within the Ukrainian 

national movement. In no place was this more true than in Dni-

pro, where the new government of Petro Poroshenko appointed 

Kolomoisky as regional governor. While the neighboring regions of 

Donetsk and Luhansk were overrun by separatists, all eyes were on 

Dnipro, the gateway to the east and Ukraine’s industrial heartland. 

Kolomoisky raised and equipped local militias and promised to 

pay cash to anyone capturing a separatist, dead or alive.

The outspoken Kolomoisky, who has a shark tank in his office 

in Dnipro, is not afraid to celebrate both his Jewish and Ukrainian 

identity. That’s how, in a country that was once synonymous with 

the worst of the pogroms, nobody was surprised when a Jewish 

comedian and producer named Volodymyr Zelensky, born in a city 
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just down the road from Dnipro, was elected Ukraine’s president in 

2019, his campaign financed by Kolomoisky.

Despite being much closer to the front lines than Lviv or Odesa, 

Dnipro feels less like a city at war. While much of Ukraine’s economy 

remains shut down, shopping outlets reopened earlier in Dnipro than 

in other cities. Up the street from Menorah, construction continues 

unabated on a new mall owned by a member of the community. 

“People here just get on with their work. That doesn’t mean 

we’re not concerned,” says a member of the community’s board. 

“Ukraine’s survival depends on reviving the economy, and there are 

billions of dollars’ worth of goods stuck in this city that can’t be 

exported because of the Russian blockade.” 

The board member beckons at two men drinking coffee in one 

of the Menorah restaurants. “Both of them are worth hundreds of 

millions each, or at least were worth that before February 24. Their 

families are out of the country, but they haven’t evacuated because 

they need to keep an eye on business here. And they could be wiped 

out in a few months.”

What about an exit strategy? “A lot of members of the community 

have Israeli citizenship as well,” says one of the administrators at 

Menorah. “Those who don’t will be making sure they do as soon as 

possible. In the last few years, many people from Dnipro who had 

emigrated to Israel came back. Prices were cheaper, the weather is 

nicer, and anyone who was born here misses the sight of the Dnieper.”



I left Dnipro for a second time, this time by car, as now the airport 

is bombed out. The Jewish Community Center, just like the Jews 

within it, was the most optimistic place I’d been to in Ukraine since 

the beginning of the war. But I still didn’t have a clear answer as to 

whether they had a future. 

The entire story of the Jewish renaissance in Ukraine over 

the past 30 years simply doesn’t make sense. It flies in the face 

of history that so many Jews would remain in a country where, 

in living memory, their parents and grandparents had suffered so 

much, from every political direction: czarist, Bolshevik, Nazi, and 

Ukrainian nationalist. And yet in Dnipro, it somehow does make 

sense. It’s a city that was built by Jews. A city where Jews are not 

obsessing over their history, because they’re still busy building it. 

And where they have no plans on giving up, at least not yet.

I came to Dnipro wondering whether the Jews of Ukraine had a 

future. It turned out to be the wrong question. The right question 

is whether Ukraine itself can continue to withstand the Russian 

onslaught and prevail. If Ukraine has no future other than as a war-

torn region of separatist and nationalist enclaves, then there’s not 

much future for Jews and non-Jews alike. But if Ukraine survives 

and prospers as an independent nation, the Jews of Ukraine will 

have contributed greatly to that victory. And they may yet have a 

bright future as the most exciting Jewish community in Europe. 
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