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A response to “Professor Isaac Chavel responds to Rabbi Jack Bieler” 

https://kavvanah.wordpress.com/2016/11/13/prof-isaac-chavel-responds-to-rabbi-jack-

bieler/?utm_content=buffer6a35e&utm_medium=social&utm_source=plus.google.com&utm_campaign

=buffer  

Dear Professor Chavel,  

 I am very appreciative of your kind words about my book, and thoughtful, considered response 

to the interview that appeared on Professor Alan Brill’s “The Book of Doctrines and Opinions” blog.  In 

the interests of furthering the discussion, I would like to address some of the important points that you 

and explain how I view at least some of these issues from an idealistically educational, rather than 

realistic, “facts-on-the-ground” perspective. 

 My jumping-off point is the considerable anecdotal evidence that Professor Brill himself has 

addressed in the past—(The Book of Docrtines and Opinions: Notes on Jewish Theology and Spirituality, 

http://kavvanah.wordpress.com/2012/12/24/post-orthodoxy/ ), i.e., that a significant number of young 

people brought up in Orthodox homes and receiving what is deemed excellent Jewish educations, are 

becoming disaffected to various degrees from the observant community. I have argued elsewhere that 

young Jews should be approached by all facets of the Jewish community as “potential converts” in the 

sense that one can never be sure whether they will remain meaningfully attached to their religion. 

Therefore, I argue that during the time that these young people are still firmly ensconced within the 

community and its institutions, they must pro-actively be supplied with substantive, memorable and 

evocative reasons for why Jewish life and observance is meaningful and worth the various sacrifices that 

it will inevitably entail, including some of those that you have listed, i.e., real estate, food, schooling, 

social capital and emotional engagement.  

While parents may be understandably preoccupied with trying to earn enough to meet the stiff 

economic challenges that observant life imposes on a family, this should not discourage day schools, 

synagogues and camps, led by individuals who share a robust vision of how observant life can be viable 

for their young charges for years to come, to attempt to make a difference, at least for some, if not for 

all young Jews.  I believe that for Modern Orthodoxy to be viable over the long haul, students need a 

grounding not only in Judaic studies, but also in perspectives that allow for a greater understanding of 

the human psyche and condition and the values that Judaism proposes inform the “good life.”. You 

suggest that “philosophical/spiritual aspects” of Judaism are currently taught and shared; I do not 

believe that this is sufficiently the case. You further state that the “philosophically driven life” is a 

“luxury.” I would argue that it is a sine qua non for Modern Orthodox Judaism. 

You note that various humanities departments at universities are, to my mind unfortunately, 

“dwindling,” and those that remain have become politicized to the point where they no longer offer the 

type of broad, classical education that once was the case.  While the Jewish community for good reason 

will not be able to constructively influence university curriculum and undergraduate and graduate 

student preferences, except perhaps at institutions of higher learning that are under Orthodox Jewish 

auspices, what transpires in Orthodox Jewish day schools, the synagogue, youth groups, summer camps, 

and within the family, are all still subject to the preferences and influences of Jewish leadership and its 

representative constituencies. Those day schools that define their raison d’etre as gaining for their 

students admission to the finest universities, “prep-education” in your words, will per force attempt to 

prepare them for the rigorous intellectual demands as well as at least somewhat explore the challenges 
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of living observantly on campus. But I believe that this has effectively allowed universities to determine 

general studies curricula on the day school level, i.e., the number and nature of AP exams and 

Achievement tests that students take, competition for high scores on standardized tests, the types of 

literature that is studied, etc., without also being concerned and using as a frame-of-reference what 

might be in the long-range best interests of the overall Jewish community and modern Orthodox 

students, in particular. This is not to say that such considerations ought to be ignored; day schools are 

consumer-driven and will lose “market share” if they cannot compete in terms of where graduates 

attend. I am calling for not only trying to address these standards, but also additionally considering the 

development of the soul of the child and his future as an observant individual. 

Ironically, on the other side of the curriculum, there are day schools that exclusively gear their 

Judaic studies offerings to make their students desirable to certain Yeshivot and Seminaries in Israel, 

thereby competing for the most talented students and culling positive parental satisfaction with the 

school. But I have felt that by doing this to the exclusion of thinking hard about how a student might be 

best served religiously going forward when he lives his life in the Diaspora, which at least currently, is 

what the majority of day school graduates are choosing to do, is allowing Israeli institutions to drive 

what is done here on the high school level, once again not necessarily serving students for the better in 

“the long term.”   

You state that Jewish tradition has been powerfully influenced by Avraham Avinu and the 

Exodus from Egypt. I would only note that what drove Avraham was a seminal idea based upon 

recognizing the Existence of God and the Attributes that He Represents, while the Exodus culminated at 

Sinai where not only a set of practices, but also grand concepts that were imparted to the Jewish people 

via the Torah. I wonder how many young Jews who study in day schools, have an understanding of God 

and what belief in Him may imply (see Beth Hait’s much-discussed article “One Topic Day Schools 

Avoid—God” http://www.thejewishweek.com/editorial-opinion/opinion/one-topic-day-schools-avoid-

god ), as well as how Mitzvot also signify supreme values and ideas (I would offer a similar critique of the 

subject matter of synagogue sermons and classes. Your suggestion that someone should analyze the 

reading material that is given out on Shabbat morning is very appealing to me.) 

Finally, while I agree that day school Judaic (and general) studies educators are “overwhelmed” 

in many cases by their class loads and number of daily preparations, I nevertheless feel that via focused 

professional preparation before they enter the classroom (which of course begs the question as to how 

many Judaic studies educators have seriously studied education in general, and religious education in 

particular prior to stepping into the classroom), and rigorous in-service programming, both during the 

school year as well as over the course of summers, the impact upon students to remain observant over 

the course of their lives could be significantly enhanced.  

Sincerely,  

Yaakov Bieler 
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