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IN QUEST OF TRADITION FOR JEWISH
EDUCATION

These are the days of "the dia-
logue," when direct confrontation
with those who hold different points
of view is encouraged. For it is
hoped that through the process of
frank exchange of opinion we
would more easily arrive at those
ideas which unite us, accentuate
that which we hold in common,
and thus make it easier for all of
us to solve the vexing problems
which face us.

From this vantage point, it has
been most stimulating and enlight-
ening — even challenging — to
read Dr. Samuel Blumenfield's
series of provocative essays* on
American Jewry and Jewish educa-
tion and on a number of personali-
ties who were evidently his mentors.
Dr. Blumenfield is identified with
the so-called Kelall Yisrael educa-
tionalists in this country. He is the
American head of the Department
of Education and Culture of the
Jewish Agency — which attempts
to serve all groups within the
American Jewish community. Yet,

out of the interesting melange of
essays, which he has written over
the years, there emerges an educa-
tional philosophy which is, on the
face of it, by and large, surprising-
ly traditional—in the historic sense.
Over and over again, whether dis-
cussing the status of American
Jewry, Jewish education, the He-
brew language, Israel or Zionism,
he calls for a return to "tradition."
Even his "chief," Yitzchak Har-
kavy, head of the Jerusalem office
of the Department, refers in the
Introduction to the wonderful syn-
thesis Blumenfield represents of
"traditional Judaism" and an in-
terest in modern Zionism. As a
most dramatic instance of the au-
thor's constant call for a "return
to tradition," I quote the closing
sentence of a long and learned
essay on "The Study of Torah and
Education in the Course of the
Ages" which is replete with quota-
tions from the Bible, Talmud, and
even some She'elot and Teshuvoh
(itself a surprising phenomenon) :

* Chevrah Ve'chinukh Beyahadut America, by Samuel M. Blumenfield (Tel
Aviv: Neumann, 1965).
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"Since 'Talmud Torah"—the study
of Torah — has been converted by
the modern Jew to mean 'Jewish
education,' it is incumbent upon all
those who are concerned with this
education to infuse it with that
spirit of sacrifice, devotion and
holiness which characterized 'Tal-
mud Torah'" (p. 74).

Upon closer scrutiny, it devel-
opes that the author does not spell
out in any detail just what he
means by "tradition," beyond his
inspired dedication to it. Nor does
he indicate to what course of
practical action this "tradition" im-
pels us and him, beyond some broad
general, inspirational objective. As
a matter of fact, it is hard to find
an appreciable number of concrete
solutions to the many problems he
analyzes so brilliantly, beyond gen-
eral exhortations to "return to tra-
dition." But that we shall leave for
later — after examining this in-
teresting work in greater detail.

As noted, the 28 essays in the
volume represent a collection of
the Hebrew essays the author has
written over the years in various
periodicals, most of them general
or secular. They are here brought
up to date for the express purpose
of providing for teachers in Israel
and others a picture of American
Jewry and its educational goals and
practices. The essays are divided
into four sections: "American
Jewry Seeks its Ways," "Jewish
Education—Theory and Practice,"
Mentors in Educational Thought"
and "Personalities."

The first Iwo groups form homo-
geneous units and spell out the
problems projected rather fully —
sometimes with undue repetition,

which is understandable in a col-
lection of essays written over many
years. The sum total of these es-
says is a sometimes pessimistic
critique of the state of American
Jewry and its educational set-up.
Blumenfield bemoans the fact that
American Jewry has no inner de-
dication to spiritual values, no real
interest in a proper educational
system for its youth, no authorita ;

tive voice to speak for it and no
pioneering sense to chart new hori-
zons. Its educational system has
moved too far away from "tradi-
tion," represents excessive concen-
tration on language study, is far
too pragmatic, and given over —
in the main — to the study of sta-
tistics and an over-emphasis on ex-
perimentation. In a word, it is no
more than a "chinuch yalduti — a
childish education." It merits and
needs a drastic re-appraisal and a
complete over-hauling.

The other two groups of essays
are more heterogeneous. The sec-
tion on "Mentors in Educational
Thought" is a curious conglomera-
tion, to say the least. It was na-
tural that Dr. Blumenfield who has
written a book on Rashi, "The Mas-
ter of Troyes," should include an
essay on him. He also has a most
illuminating essay on "The Edu-
cational System of Maimonides."
These two essays are learned,
thorough and — again — written
more or less in traditional vein.
There follow an essay on Ahad
Ha'am, who seems to be the au-
thor's major mentor—although he
does differ with all of his conclu
sions—and three on general educa-
tors, the "giants" of our times:
John Dewey, William Heard Kil-
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patrick and Robert Hutchins.
The latter three essays are bril-

liant and fortify the author's basic
philosophy of education which is
an interesting synthesis of em-
phasis on the spiritual values of
the past and modernism in tech-
nique and method. He points up
the ambivalence with which many
of us who labor to win over mod-
ern youth to the Jewish way of life
are plagued. Of necessity, we are
forced to follow Rabbi Meir's
pungent contention vis-a-vis his
teacher, Elisha ben Abuyah: "To-
cho akhalti u'kelipato zarakti" — I
have taken the essence, but dis-
carded the shell. While we may re-
ject the major premises of Dewey's
and Kilpatrick's philosophy, we
have gained much by adapting their
methodology to Jewish education.
Blumenfield contends, for instance,
that Dewey's accent on doing fol-
lows our own dictum of lo hami-
drash ikkar, ela ;hama'aseh and
that his passion for democracy im-
pels and encourages us to develop
our own system of values; and that
Kilpatrick's insistence upon the
child and his needs as the crucial
factors in education has represented
a genuine bulwark to the educa-
tional philosophy of the Hebrew
Day School. Hutchins' emphasis on
the classic curriculum and on "eter-
nal" ideas is, of course, right up
"our alley."

In the last groups of essays, he
pays tribute to his teachers and
colleagues who inspired him with
a passion for the Hebrew language,
for Bretz Israel and the field ot
education: Haim Greenberg, H. A.
Friedland, Nissan Turoff, Mena-
chem Ribalow, Ephraim Lisitzky,

Yechezkel Kaufman, Mordecai M.
Kaplan and Zalman Shazar. If
there are any central common
themes in these essays—not covered
in the others—they are: the em-
phasis of these teachers on values
of the spirit (as they interpreted
them), and the importance of build-
ing up proper teacher-pupil rela-
tionships. In almost every case he
shows how the teacher's concern
and love for his pupil provides the
greatest motivation for the latter's
personal and professional growth.
Beyond these "new" themes, there
is further corroboration of his ma-
jor thesis, or variations on it, as,
for instance, his dramatic projec-
tion of Haim Greenberg's moving
argument that "Hebraic concepts"
are more crucial in the education
of our youth than the Hebrew lan-
guage (his famous address at the
Zionist Congress), and of Yechez-
kel Kaufman's diatribe against the
child-centeredness of progressive
education and his contention that
the teacher must be a catalyst of
ideas and values.

All the essays are written in a
fine Hebrew style, in language re-
plete with Biblical and Talmudic
idiom. The author quotes the Tal-
mud and other classical Jewish
sources freely. His learning has
been broad and impressive and he
supports his thesis with variegated
authorities and sources. The volume
is a learned one, as it is a stimulat-
ing and provocative one.

Yet, as noted above, it is rather
difficult to put one's finger on what
Blumenfield really stands for and
what he wants—when all is said
and done. Perhaps he has been,
like so many in our age, too eclec-
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tic in his studies and thinking, and
is groping, like the rest of us, for
real solutions instead of "pat" ones.
Perhaps he was drawn away too
early in his life and studies from
those who continued the Mesorah
to which he pays such passionate
tribute. Judging him from this vol-
ume alone — and I know this is
too facile a process for a man of
Blumenfield's calibre and perhaps
even a bit unfair since this is not an
autobiography — it means that he
has made a tremendous leap all the
way from Maimonides to Achad
Ha'am, skipping the generations
between them. I looked in vain for
some reference, for instance, to the
Baalei HaMussar and the other
great Roshei Yeshiva who were as
much men of Chinukh as some of
the others about whom he writes.
I know, further, that Dr. Blumen-
field is not a Yeshivische Mensch
and, frankly, I would not raise this
point had I not discerned in him a
real desire to achieve for himself
what he senses to be the wish of
American Jewry: lehachazir et
ateret hamasoret leyoshnah — "to
restore the crown of 'tradition' to
its pristine glory (p. 36).

My quandary is multiplied ten-
fold when I note further his deep
and abiding interest in religious
living and values. He quotes ex-
tensively from many non-Jewish
thinkers who make a plea for the
return of the Jews to religion and
even chides Hutchins for leaving
out the Bible from his list of uni-
versal classics. He seems to believe
intensely in the thesis of W. A.
Irvin, whose "The Intellectual Ad-
venture of Ancient Man" he quotes,
to wit: "There is no denying that

the concept of the selection of Is-
rael is based on reality . . . and it
is an historical truth that Israel
was the people of the Lord" (p.
25). Moreover, he argues again
and again that the separation of
Church and State in America only
makes it easier for us to abide by
our own religious values; and that
the American concept of cultural
pluralism actually promotes the
growth of Judaism. He seems to
believe, too, that the trend away
from progressive education towards
the acceptance of known religious
ideals is a boon to Jewish educa-
tion. Or, note his biting critique of
American Zionism — in which he
is firmly moored—calling on it to
re-base itself in its religious con-
text; or his insistence that some of
our Israeli friends are neglecting
the age-old values of our people.
Blumenfield really puzzles me.

Reverting to my main difficulties
with Blumenfield, what does he
really mean by "tradition" and
what road must we take to "renew
it as of old"? Does he give us any-
thing more than "pat" solutions?

Certainly, there is little more
than a vague hope in his suggestion
to help Israeli youth come back to
spiritual—if not religious—values
and build that cultural bridge be-
tween Israel and America when he
suggests a kind of Jewish Unesco
"to achieve concrete and lasting re-
lationships between cultural, reli-
gious and educational institutions
in Israel and America" (p. 37).
How would this function and how
would it do the job?

In an attempt to solve the prob-
lems he painfully perceives in his
three fields of major interest—Jew-
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ish education, the Hebrew language
and Eretz Israel — he suggests a
three-way synthesis or mizug: "The
task of the educator is, then, to
restore to Jewish education its val-
ues of Judaism. The content must
be Torat Yisroel and Tarbut Yis-
roel, even if we have to change the
form in consonance with the spirit
of the times and the 'taste' of our
modern age. This is our 'three-fold
cord': an education with its roots
in the past, recognizing the present,
and full of ideals for the future"
(pp. 79-80, italics mine).

While reading these moving lines,
I marked in the margin: "But
how?"—and decided that Blumen-
field was by-passing the issue, be-
ing content merely to state the
problems and express a vague wish
for their solution. Then I came
across this passage: "Just as the
Jewish educator saw it as his duty
to emphasize religious ideals and
traditional customs in the secularist
and nationalist periods, so he must
accentuate, in the present atmos-
phere of sectarianism and the tend-
ency towards separation into reli-
gious 'streams,' the concept of the
unity of the people and its mission
for the revival of Hebrew and Is-
rael reborn without indulging in
theological and ideological differ-
ences" (p. 104—italics mine)! At
this point I realized—with all due
respect to Blumenfield's learning,
the challenge and stimulation, and
even enjoyment, he provided me

through this interesting volume —
where he really stood and where I
could not go along with him. Like
all my good friends in what I call
the "general" field of Jewish educa-
tion, he wants the Jewish school to
be all things to all people, which
will only lead to lowest common
denominator chinukh, and not the
genuine "hachzarat he-atarah le-
yoshnah" for which he himself
pines.

The dialogue has ended. I am
the richer and the wiser for it; but
whether we can work out a com-
mon approach and method to solve
the problems which face us both,
I earnestly question. A crucial and
basic definition of "tradition" di-
vides us considerably.

One personal note in closing.
Blumenfield's book was especially
meaningful to me, since, like him,
I spent many years at Teachers Col-
lege at Columbia University and
came under the influence of the
"giants" and the intellectually
stimulating forces he describes. His
problems were, in many ways, my
own. He seems to have harmonized
the eclectic stream of ideas which
made an impact on him. I hope I
have also. It is a pity, however,
that our understanding of "tradi-
tion" seems to place us at opposite
poles. I have a feeling that he en-
vies me my finding my peace in the
mesorah of old, the anchor of
all Jewish generations.
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The Passover Plot, by DR. HUGH J. SCHONFIELD ( New York:
Bernard Geis Associates, 1966).

Reviewed by Victor Solomon

According to Schonfield, the
founder of Christianity was party
to a big hoax.

He arranged to be arrested the
night before Passover and cruci-
fied on the following day. He knew
that the Roman crucifiers respected
the requirement of the Jewish faith
that the executed be interred before
the onset of the Sabbath. Thus,
"Jesus of Nazareth, the man who
plotted his own execution . . . con-
trived to be given a mandrake po-
tion instead of vinegar to put him
into a death-like trance." He even
arranged for Joseph of Arimathea
to cut him down from the cross,
nurse him back to health and
"stage" the resurrection three days
later. But a Roman soldier unwit-
tingly spoiled the game with a
spear thrust into the side of the
anesthetized Messiah.

Fiction fans will enjoy this
thriller. Imagine, Ellery Queen,
Jewish style, with notes, references,

bibliography and index thrown in
for the sake of "scholarship." Much
of what Dr. Schonfield writes
makes sense; most of what he re-
lates is nonsense, especially the
central theme of the "Passover
Plot" which crumbles like a frail
Matzoh betwecn the hammer of
Jewish trodition and the anvil of
historical fact.

The most amazing thing about
"The Passover Plot" is the fact
that a scholar like Dr. Schonfield
who has written popular works like
The Authentic New Testament,
Secrets of the Dead Sea Scrolls
and Jesus, a Biography, could pre-
pare such a potpourri of peculiar
pedantry, and preposterous inani-
ties — more of a seething pot than
a sensible plot. All of this only
serves to remind the informed
reader that even scholars and "spe-
cialists" are not above error. To
paraphrase the hero-plotter of Dr.
Schonfield's book, "Forgive him
for he knows not what he writes!"
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David, King of Israel, by HENRY BIBERFIELD (Cleveland-Jerus-
alem-New York: The Spero Foundation, 1963).

Reviewed by Pesach Schindler

Scripture, in the main, abstains
from direct character analysis. The
recorded actions of the Biblical per-
son imply his personality. This ob-
jective characteristic underscores
the universal and classic dimension
of the text. It remains for man to
delve and discover, search and
surmise, drosh vekabel sachar. This
quest for truth and integrity in
sacred text (via the endless strug-
gle of hafokh bah vehafokh bah)
provides man with the clue to his
own existential search (since, de-
kula bah). In this search is em-
bodied the timeless objective-sub-
jective tension of man's confronta-
tion with himself and the resultant
problem: Who is Man?

In accepting this challenge the
author performs the additional
service of accentuating the general
neglect of close analytic study of
Biblical narrative in our schools.
Fundamental and eternal concepts
which transcend person, time and
place and are the crucial com-
ponents in the transfer of learning
are more often than not, buried in
a mass of factual details.

Against this background we may
evaluate Henry Biberfield's study
of David, King of Israel. Employ-
ing Peshat, close reading of the
text, and modern biblical scholar-
ship, the author also draws from
m idrashic materials. The funda-
mental theme of "the unique and
ultimate harmony of idea and phy-
sical reality achieved in the person

of King David" is convincingly
developed. The mystical relation-
ship of David to the Messianic
idea becomes evident, since only
in the Messianic days will this
harmony be reinstated within the
total society of man.

In a most absorbing and incisive
manner Biberfield weaves most of
the various threads in David's life
into an integrated fabric, while
stripping away the superficial, the
mythical and conjectural. Thus,
the David-Goliath confrontation is
set into the broad context of the
conflict between two opposing
civilizations rather than a physical
tournament between two uneven
gladiators. Similarly, Samuel's tor-
tuous quest for Saul's replacement
is contrasted, by implication, with
subsequent turbulent events
throughout Jewish and world his-
tory whenever succession to the
throne became an issue. The uni-
versal component is thus accent-
uated throughout the David drama.

The general level of interpreta-
tion is high, but certain crucial
areas suffer neglect. Thus, silence
on the Jonathan-David relationship
is puzzling The brief comments
concerning the shocking Bathsheba-
Uriah-David affair are in distinct
contrast to the thorough and in-
volved treatment of the other as-
pects of David's character Finally,
the painful question relating to the
justice and equity of Saul's tragic
life in comparison with that of
David's relative good fortune in
light of their respective crimes and
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punishment, is not directly con-
fronted by the author. Thus, while
the ultimate destiny of Israel is

linked with David, modern man in-
tuitively identifies with Saul, his
Jobian quintessence.

The Dynamics of Emancipation,
(Boston: Beacon Press, 1965).

Reviewed by
Bertrand G. Fink

Dr. Nahum N. Glatzer has at-
tempted to present the great issues,
intellectual trends and movements,
the Zeitgeist of modern Judaism
through a broad anthology of its
writings.

It is almost axiomatic that in
such anthologies the material will
range from the excellent to the
mediocre—from the brilliant to the
trivial, but these selections repre-
sent a unique exception—they are
virtually all superlative. This re-
viewer only laments the dearth of
written material by our outstanding
orthodox leaders—forcing Glatzer
to make the selections of orthodox
spokesmen rather scanty.

In his introduction Glatzer states
that the variety of expressions of
opinion, commitment, and ideas in
the volume are indicative of the
vitality and dynamism that he hopes
justifies his title. Never before in
Jewish history, he asserts, have
there been so many threats to the

edited by NAHUM N. GLATZER

survival of Judaism — and never
before has there been such diver-
sity of opinion in response to the
crisis.

The subtle combination of uni-
versalism and separation which was
manifest in Jewish thinking and
which characterized the very exist-
ence of the Jew in earlier periods
is no longer a reality.

Needless to say, he continues,
separation in some form is indis-
pensable to all who would remain
Jews—the form and the means of
this separation and the extent of
adherence to tradition varies from
"the abnegation of Judaism, or its
reduction to a bare minimum of
ethnic descent or cultural back-
ground" to the "small but deter-
mined group of Jews [that] per-
petuates the pre-modern isolation
of Judaism in order to be able to
lead a life guided entirely by the
Law (halakhah). . . ." It is the
spectrum of this variation which is
covered so extensively in this vol-
ume.
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