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It is a sad but pointed commentary on the religious situation in
Israel that the idea behind the Tali schools could only have
come from the American Jewish scene. Only the cultural milieu
found there could have generated the educational and religious
models that have become the basis of this positive approach to
liberal and tolerant Jewish religious living and education.
(Hoffman, 1984)
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The state-religious schools were dogmatic and imposed religious behavior on children and
their families. They didn’t deal with Jewish tradition in its historical context and they couldn’t
cope with the pluralistic nature of a broad spectrum of interests in Jewish culture. (Hoffman,
1984).
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. secular schools, while often excelling in general studies, see little if any value in
introducing the serious study of rabbinical texts or religious thought, and fail to foster any
deep sense of identification with the Jewish people, its history, traditions, customs or values.
(Levine, 1995: p. 260)
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The state-secular schools didn’t take Jewish tradition seriously. They lacked a Jewish
experiential element, and were basically Western public schools in Hebrew (Hoffman, 1984).
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Jews have always had to address the question of their relationship to the world
around...asking whether they should adopt, reject or selectively accept its influences. Each
age proposed different solutions, but the large majority almost always advocated a synthesis,
to a greater or lesser extent...Tragically, such responses have been all too rare in Israel, and
the loss of a serious Jewish identification and commitment in the lives of most Israelis bears
witness to our failure...it can be said that the attempt to establish a school of this kind was but
another effort on the part of Jews to grapple with one of the central problems of their
existence in this modern age: is it possible to maintain a firm Jewish identity in a pluralistic
world? Is the almost total assimilation of many modern Jews to the norms and dictates of
Western culture inevitable under present circumstances? Is it necessary for the individual to
isolate himself within a Jewish ghetto in order to maintain his Jewishness? Or is it possible to
combine the best of world culture with our Jewish tradition and, as a result, emerge all the
stronger?...We cannot expect the younger generation to serve in the army, remain in Israel,
and contribute meaningfully to its society without supplying it with the knowledge and
commitment to reinforce it in its tasks, without elucidating the meaning of the state of Israel
and its significance in Jewish life.

Attempts to translate Jewish tradition into terms of appropriate for our times, namely to
create a Jewish Paideia, has been sporadic and limited. This indeed is the greatest challenge
culturally and spiritually facing our people, no less important than political and security
concerns. Without a modern Jewish Paideia ,... our people will rapidly become, at best a body
without a soul, and at worst bereft of both. ..Time is running out, but its far from too late.
Israeli society has at its disposal the means with which to address and deal with these issues.
The question is only do we care enough to act, and to act with the necessary speed and scope.
What were some of our objectives in establishing a Masorti school in Israel? for the present
we will focus on four spheres:

- First and foremost, the school's task was to provide a deep and comprehensive knowledge of
Jewish tradition and culture ... Israel cannot afford to offer its children a comprehensive and
sophisticated education in mathematics, science, computer while at the same time presenting
a superficial and shallow program of studies in Judaica ....

- Experiencing Judaism is vitally important to the child learning about his heritage. Jewish
tradition is based on both the knowledge of our literary sources as well on living experiences
and contact with traditional practices ...

- The curriculum of our school is not characterized primarily by the amount of material
covered, but by its qualitative value and mode of presentation....

- Every educational institution must also relate to the values embedded in Jewish tradition.
These values ought to inform the life of the school and its curriculum ...(Levine, 1983).1°
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In the Conservative movement in the U.S., it was our duty to tell our members that “we think
you should observe Shabbat”, or other kinds of Jewish observance. Since our idea became
part of the state schools here, we could not do that. We could not impose a specific pattern of
behavior on pupils and their families. We can say however, that “we think Jewish tradition is
important”, and that we teach Judaism through the religious experiences that we create, such
as prayer. But we can’t turn children against their parents. (Hoffman, 1984)
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The general lesson that we try to convey to the pupils is that you can make changes [in
tradition], but that to change you must first know the principles on which tradition is based...
Our aim is to produce well-educated, committed Jews and Israeli citizens. We hope they’ll
choose to be observant, but if they don’t, this should not be regarded as a failure of the
schools. We want them to be able to make an informed choice, not to be conformed because
they have been indoctrinated. We want them to understand and appreciate Judaism by having
studied and experienced it. We hope to cultivate the kind of commitment that allows for
tolerance and consideration of other views. (Hoffman, 1984)
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In response to the findings of the Shenhar Commission study,... the Minister of Education
invited the Masorti Movement, along with the Reform Movement, to help teach Judaism in
the Israeli public school system. However, Prime Minister Rabin and Minister of Education
Rubenstein are being challenged on the implementation of this program. It is crucial that we ...
as concerned Conservative Jews, respond immediately with letters to Prime Minister Rabin
in support of the action of the Minister of Education. It is imperative that we let Prime
Minister Rabin know our feelings and reassure Minister Amnon Rubenstein that he has our
support.133
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The third mission of this institute has to stress the larger mission of this institution in bringing
mainstream Masorti Judaism to Israel... What does it mean to mainstream? It means to go
beyond the confines of our religious institutions in Israeli society... I remind you that the
ultra-Orthodox political party, Shas, built its political base through a school system “El
Hama’ayan”. The Schechter Institute believed that we would have to build a school system
which would reach large numbers of Israelis, and so it invested heavily in TALI schools. Not
that every lIsraeli who is in a TALI school is a member of the Conservative Movement. But
the truth is, if we didn’t reach those Israelis through TALI, we’d never get a chance of driving
them closer... If there is a failure in TALI it is that we haven’t expanded it quickly enough,
but it is one of the effective ways of reaching the larger Israeli public with a hope of drawing
them closer to the ideology and tactics of Conservative Judaism...191
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For some time now, | have been formulating my personal views on the merits and benefits of
the Tali program and | am proud that we, of the Masorti Movement, were the initiators and
financiers of this project. However, | have been particularly surprised, and at times disturbed,
at the modus operandi of Keren Tali and the Tali schools and their relationship to the Masorti
Movement at large. Since the Tali programs are actually carried out in the government
schools, we must be wary of our status and make sure not to arouse particular feelings of
opposition and intervention within the Ministry of Education and the individual parent bodies.
However, all amutot do give credit to the sponsors of their programs. 220
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Unless | can personally see a definite change in the attitude of Keren Tali, | would find it
difficult to set the Tali program in the highest priority (of the Masorti Movement). The
National Board of the Masorti Movement has continued unofficially to complain about many
of the above but | feel the time has now come to bring it out into the open (Ibid).
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Keren Tali was not mentioned as a major supporter in helping to form individual Tali
schools... the mention of Keren Tali would naturally have given the opportunity to say that
the Masorti movement in Israel is the major financial supporter of Keren Tali,.. what would
have been wrong in indicating that many of the families are in fact affiliated with the Masorti
movement? Are we so paranoid about the independence of the school that we are afraid to say
who the parent body is? Time has come "to come out of the closet". 221
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One of the guiding principles in all the Tali schools is that of gender equality... which the Tali

Education Fund professionals inculcate into the consciousness of the teachers and, through

them, that of the pupils. Sometimes this is a fairly lengthy process. Preconceptions, prejudices
and old and... longtime traditions are very hard to eradicate. As for the religious affiliation of
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C.R,226 | must add that our principle is that we do not bar anybody from teaching at
Schechter or performing any other staff duties, provided that in their professional work they
express total commitment to the pluralist and liberal principles which underlie the Masorti
philosophy and are part and parcel of it.227
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The question we asked is a simple one, and requires a direct answer. Are we rid of "Shelo
asoni ashau"? If we return to the H. school today, do we find that the situation has been
remedied?228
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In a conversation | held this week with the school principal at H., ... she indicated to me that
after she held a series of educational sessions with her teaching staff on Jewish tradition and
prayer, an explicit instruction was issued by her not to continue in the reciting of the blessing
‘Blessed art Thou that has not created me a women'. As you wisely indicated, although this
was one small blessing, it was an enormous psychological barrier which warranted
fundamental treatment to be carried out slowly and delicately.?2°
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Although many Masorti people were involved in setting up Tali at the local level, the
movement and Tali have no official relationship or even an unofficial one approximating the
link between Mafdal and the Dati school network. In fact, there are a number of schools
which have rejected any connection to local Masorti rabbis and congregations and there is at
least one Tali school in Jerusalem which is dominated by the Reform movement here. There
wae even a time when the unofficial policy of the TALI Fund was to downplay if not deny
any connection to the Masorti movement.

Despite all of our efforts, it is not unfair to say that with rare exception, the people hired by
the ministry and even by the Fund are not necessarily Masorti Jews... they don’t, as a result,
share our sense of mission.

As a result of this situation, we have a number of colleagues who feel that Tali never was and
never should be a concern of the Masorti Movement.

I do not mean to burst the bubble but... actually, 1 do. Because we are taking credit for
something which is not working and not ours. And that does not make sense.?31
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The [Reform] movement would like to increase its participation in
the Tali school system ...Until now, the Conservative movement in
Israel has been much more involved in the Tali program and in
teacher training and Tali officials perceive it to be a basically

Conservative movement program. This may change with the
appointment of Rabbi Michael Marmur as the new dean of Hebrew
Union College in 1997. Under his leadership, the college is now
involved in expending its teacher training program and it intends to
take a much more active role in Tali. ( Tabory, 1998: p. 49) .
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We remind our people that a strong Progressive movement in Israel is in their direct self-
interest. If we can be dominant only in America and nowhere else in the Jewish World; if we
can succeed only in the United States and not in the Jewish state, then our critics are right —
we are nothing but a diaspora phenomenon, largely American, good for a certain moment and
place in time, but not rooted in the soil and the soul of our people, and not anchored against
the winds of vicissitudes of history (Tabory, 2004: p. 294).
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The general "mobility" of modern life often means that parents are not able to send their
children to schools that precisely reflect their notions and patterns of contemporary Jewish
living. They often select schools that represent outlooks that are close, but not identical, to
their own (Goldberg, 1999: p. 86).
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A pluralism which accepts everything as co-legitimate is not pluralism, but the kind of
relativism that leads...to spiritual nihilism. If everything is Kosher, nothing is kosher.
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Religious pluralism borders on religious relativism, if not outright nihilism. It rests on the
assumption that no religion can be true and that it does not really matter what kind of myth
we invoke in order to provide us with a sense of meaning and purpose.
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Why the secularists surrendered so easily in the battle over defining the nature of Judaism.
The answer is obvious. Secular Judaism, unlike religion, does not generate the commitment,
the passion, the confidence, that religion generates in the heart of its adherents. Not enough is
at stake in the personal lives of secular Jews to activate them in conflicts over the nature of
Judaism ... ideological concerns no longer generate the efforts they once did. The passivity of
secular Jews with regard to public issues renders them helpless in the face of the active
religious public on the one hand and the assimilatory pressures of a global postmodern culture
on the other. (Liebman, 1999: p. 47).
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Visions are not commands...They typically change and grow in the process of
being acted upon. Like ordinary itineraries, they change in response to the
experiences to which they lead. Their function is to energize our actions in
certain directions, but they respond to the consequences of the actions they
stimulate. As well, they respond, as do maps, to changes in the environments of
action... visions need to be sensitive to relevant change... (Fox, 2003: p. 9)
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Jews have always had to address the question of their relationship to the world around...
asking whether they should adopt, reject or selectively accept its influences. Each age
proposed different solutions, but the large majority almost always advocated a synthesis, to a
greater or lesser extent... Tragically, such responses have been all too rare in Israel, and the
loss of a serious Jewish identification and commitment in the lives of most Israelis bears
witness to our failure... it can be said that the attempt to establish a school of this kind was
but another effort on the part of Jews to grapple with one of the central problems of their
existence in this modern age: is it possible to maintain a firm Jewish identity in a pluralistic
world? Is the almost total assimilation of many modern Jews to the norms and dictates of
Western culture inevitable under present circumstances? Is it necessary for the individual to
isolate himself within a Jewish ghetto in order to maintain his Jewishness? Or is it possible to
combine the best of world culture with our Jewish tradition and, as a result, emerge all the
stronger?... We cannot expect the younger generation to serve in the army, remain in Israel,
and contribute meaningfully to its society without supplying it with the knowledge and
commitment to reinforce it in its tasks, without elucidating the meaning of the state of Israel
and its significance in Jewish life.

Attempts to translate Jewish tradition into terms appropriate for our times, namely to create a
Jewish Paideia, has been sporadic and limited. This indeed is the greatest challenge culturally
and spiritually facing our people, no less important than political and security concerns.
Without a modern Jewish Paideia,... our people will rapidly become, at best a body without a
soul, and at worst bereft of both.... Time is running out, but its far from too late. Israeli
society has at its disposal the means with which to address and deal with these issues. The
question is only do we care enough to act, and to act with the necessary speed and scope...
(Levine,1983).
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Jewish tradition is based on both the knowledge of our literary sources as well as on living
experiences and contact with traditional practices. The Passover Seder, the High Holy Days,
the festival, and prayer are all an integral part of Jewish life.In order to understand this world
the child must experience these customs and patterns from within, asking himself what they
mean for him (Levine,1983).
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The desire for a homogeneous educational environment often leads parents and
communal leaders to establish their "own kind of school”. Usually, they cannot
do this without taking in ideological outsiders, as students and as teachers. The
result is a series of overlapping cycles that characterize educational efforts of
varying hues: the formulation of new educational philosophies and frameworks,
the limited success in actualizing these philosophies and plans in a manner
protected from neighboring influences and internal discord, and the subsequent
creation of new efforts to find the ever-elusive correct path in the next
generation (Goldberg, 1999, p. 99).
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The learning of the present is not merely a doing of the done thing, an inertial obedience to a
favored ideology. It is an invitation... to create, through reflection, a desired and meaningful
tomorrow... An educational vision offers a map of the current possibilities of action, but it
also develops an itinerary that takes us from where we are, through realistic steps, to a future
illuminated by our purposes. It defines overarching educational goals but also suggests
strategies for approaching them (Fox, 2003: p. 8).
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One of the primary challenges facing Zionism today is not draining
swamps, but creating relations between religious and non-religious
people (Keshet's parent).3?’
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Why do we emphasize vision? Without a guiding purpose, an educational system is bound to

be scattered and incoherent, incapable of consecutive effort, unable either to grasp the

possibilities of effective action or to avoid the obstacles in its path. Lacking a directive guide

to the future, the system becomes repetitive and uninspired, prey to past habit, incapable of

justifying itself to new generations of our youth in the worlds they will inhabit (Fox, 2003: p.

8).
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