THEY TALK OF EDUCATION

We were enjoying a post-prandial chat over a glass of Russian tea, when inevitably the discussion veered towards the eternal “Jewish Question.”  The company comprised – besides myself as an interested listener – our genial host, a veteran communal worker; his charming lady, a former secular school-teacher; the bland Mr Isaacs, a lifelong member of a Talmud Torah Education Committee; Dr Pinkasovitch, an American Jewish education expert; Mr Moriyahu, a visitor from Israel.  The mood of the company was rapidly becoming hyper-critical.

“Everything is wrong with our community!” declared our host warmly, gulping down a hot mouthful in his excitement and wiping tears from his eyes.  “Religion is going down the drain of materialism.  Morals are deteriorating.  Social life has become one uninterrupted round of pleasure and luxury.  No depths, no idealism!”  He paused, looked at his wife for approval, and resumed his sipping.

Arresting her glass half-way from the small table to her lips, she commented, “The fault is to be laid squarely at the door of Jewish education.  The whole system is askew.  The curriculum is antediluvian; teachers are untrained and underpaid; as for text-books, they were already old-fashioned when we were young.  And methods, well…! she did not finish her sentence, but waved her unoccupied arm meaningfully, as if to say: “They are just hopeless!”

Mr Isaacs was leaning back comfortably in his easy chair, his rotund face and expanding middle showing signs of obvious enjoyment.  “Otherwise we are alright!” he chuckled.  “But joking apart,” he quickly went on, becoming more serious, “I think teachers, under most trying circumstances, are performing miracles.”

The host frowned.  “Miracles” he snapped.  “Pshaw!”  Take my own boy.  Six years, four evenings a week and Sunday mornings, at Cheder, and what does he know?  Next to nothing. He can’t even find his way about the Siddur and what he reads he scarcely understands.  On the day after his Barmitzvah he promptly parted company with his Rebbe, and there is your miracle! Hey Presto!”

Mr. Isaacs was obviously unimpressed.  He thoughtfully took two or three sips and asked: “Is it fair to generalise?”  He then proceeded to prove that it was not.  “My own boy and girl,” he continued, “are making excellent progress.  They both read fluently,” he emphasised his argument by counting his points on his fingers – “and they follow the synagogue service with ease.  They translate from the Hebrew considerable parts of the Prayer Book and the Chumash and, what is more, they will shortly be starting on Rashi and Mishnah.”

The hostess put down her empty glass and took up the cudgels. “What you say, Mr. Isaacs, merely proves that your children are bright.” Then she drove home the argument: “I recently visited some Hebrew classes in connection with J.N.F. educational work.  You know the kind of thing:  Trying to interest the children in Israel by means of tree-planting projects, book publications and so on.  With the teacher’s permission I asked the class who Herzl was.  I might as well have asked for the identify of Ashur-bani-pal.  I enquired how many Israeli lirot there were in an English pound.  Not a hand was raised in reply.  You may imagine the reaction to the question what ‘Gadna’ was!”  Dr. Pinkasovitch, who had so far seemed to be studying fortunes in his tea cup, looked up and smiled faintly.  “I doubt,” he said, “whether many an adult would know, not even a yeshivah bachur!”

At this point Mr. Moriyahu, bright-eyed, slim and olive-complexioned, leaned forward, with his left elbow, on his knee and interposed: “In fairness to your children in England it should be said that very few Israeli boys and girls could answer questions on the life of the Jews in England.  I have seen,” he continued earnestly, in astonishingly good English, “some of your educational work, and I have been amazed by the standards.  True,” he admitted, rolling his ‘r’ I should have liked to see more spoken Hebrew being taught in your schools, because I regard that as a vital link with Israel, but intelligent teaching of Chumash, Neviim and Siddur, could achieve this purpose in large measure.”

The host, who was a firm believer in modern Hebrew, agreed that this would make lessons more interesting, but doubted whether it would bring Israel sufficiently into the education picture. “Why,” he confessed, “I know children who have never even seen a map of the new State!”  The company looked at one another with varying expressions of surprise, and the hostess gave it as her conviction that Talmud Torah classes could not cope.  “Our only hope,” she said with a note of finality “is the Jewish Day School. That is where our future rests.”

Dr. Pinkasovitch cryptically remarked: “I devoutly wish you were right.”  Mr Moriyahu was obviously surprised by the statement.  “Don’t you agree?” he asked.

“I am afraid,” replied Dr. Pinkasovitch, “that Day Schools alone will not solve your problem.  I speak with some experience.”  The hostess was visibly upset.  “But surely…” she began.  Dr Pinkasovitch went on: “Need I remind you that no community in the world to-day is more Jewishly education conscious than that of the U.S.A.”

To this there was a general murmur of agreement and the speaker warmed up to his theme; “Within one generation there has literally taken place a complete revolution in both theory and practice.  Education has been effectively centralised and co-ordinated as never before.  We have our Education Boards, our Directors and Inspectors.  Many new buildings have sprung up in all the large cities, specifically erected for used as Day Schools or, as we call them, Yeshivot Ketanot.  The production of modern text-books has reached near perfection.  Teacher training has attained heights of efficiency of which our fathers and grandfathers only dreamed.”  He paused a moment, and Mr Moriyahu : “It would seem that conditions in U.S.A. rival those in Israel.” 

Doctor Pinkasovith nodded and proceeded: “Hebrew teachers enjoy a status unknown in England. Prospects of advancement have never been so glittering. Pedagogical writing flourishes. Teachers can now consult, and contribute to, educational journals, Pamphlets, monographs, books and manuals. Research is being carried out at postgraduate level in all fields of Jewish education and has already far outstripped that of secular education. Yet, are we getting the results? Or dividends sufficient to justify the colossal investment in cash, brain and brawn?” 

The host spoke for the rest: “Are there doubts in your mind?” Dr. Pinkasovitch looked quizzically at his questioner, rose from his seat and strode to the opposite side of the room, where he remained a while, lost in thought. He looked through the window and, as if addressing an invisible audience said :

“Forty per cent of Jewish students think nothing of attending university lectures and laboratories on Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur, while eighty per cent of adolescent Jewish youth no longer fast on Yom Kippur. Two-thirds have developed a totally negative attitude towards Judaism and one half sees no objection to mixed marriages.”

Mr Isaacs looked dubious. “Are you not slightly exaggerating?” Dr  Pinkasovitch turned his face slowly towards him and shook his head. 

“Unfortunately, not,” he said. “The majority of American intellectual Jewish youth abandoned Judaism on attaining maturity. Forty-two per cent of the Jewish student population actually believe that antisemitism is caused by the Jews themselves. The position is, in fact, so serious that educationists are already referring to these youngsters as another lost generation.”

The Hostess was convinced that these students could not have attended Jewish Day Schools. But Dr. Pinkasovtich soon disillusioned her.

“The tragedy is,” he explained, a worried look coming into his eyes, “that more than two-thirds of these have been educated in such establishments.”  Mr. Moriyahu spoke up for the poor students: 

“Nevertheless,” he maintained, “I must hand it to them.  Their educational standards are surprisingly high.  These youngsters are brought up on Hebrew as a living language and, judging from the performance of American tourists in Israel, most of them speak Hebrew with amazing fluency: indeed, they are the envy of colleagues from other countries.”

Mr Isaacs scratched his chin contemplatively for a moment, then came out with a novel idea;

“You know, I have often wondered whether, after all, we should not go back to Yiddish as a medium of instruction.”  The others scrutinised his face to assure themselves he was not pulling their let.  “There is something to be said for the claim,” he persevered, “that from Yiddish you really do learn Yidishkeit.”

Dr. Pinkasovitch apparently did not think he was being funny, and replied: “I am sorry to disillusion you.  Vast numbers of these unfortunates are, in fact, graduates of Yiddish schools.”  This obviously shook everyone and for a moment nobody spoke.  

The host broke the silence; “I suppose even Day schools or Yiddish schools without the parental home cannot achieve the impossible.”  Dr Pinkasovitch needed.  “As everywhere else,” he conceded, “the American Jewish home lacks religious inspiration.  No-one practices Judaism – with of course, the few exceptions.  Observance is confined to Barmitzvah and wedding celebrations, which are nothing but a transparent excuse for social exhibitionism, and, you may think it incredible, but I have known parents to spend as much as ten-thousand dollars on a single Barmitzvah celebration.”  There was an audible gasp and Mr. Moriyahu could not help remarking, half jocularly, half in earnest: “If only this useless expense had gone to the J.P.A.!  Israel might by now have become self-supporting.”  But Dr. Pinkasovitch had more with which to shock them:

“Of late, a new educational influence has been creeping in.  It has become the vogue to present the Barmitzvah boy with a book of biographies containing photographs and life stories of famous Jewish heroes whom, presumably, the boy is invited to emulate.”

The hostess thought this a jolly good idea and so did the others., until Dr. Pinkasovitch informed them that, cheek by jowl with historical giants like Maimonides, Rashi, the Besht, are printed photographs of modern boxers and film-stars.  “What good,” he asked, “are Day schools, then?”

Mr. Isaacs could not answer, but he came out with another bright suggestion: “Perhaps our only hope is in emigration to Israel.”

This roused the Israeli visitor, Mr. Moriyahu. “Please do not scrap the diaspora so readily,” he pleaded.  “Chissul Haggolah” (ending the Jewish dispersion by transplanting all Jews to Israel) was once a fashionable slogan in Israel – a la Arthur Koestler.  It is so no longer.  The diaspora is as necessary to Israel as Israel is to the diaspora.  We in the new State are very anxious that our young people should learn much more about their coreligionists abroad and appreciate their significance in our history.  Far too many Sabras do not care, nay, they even despise the diaspora Jew.”


At this the hostess was horrified.  “How revolting,” she exclaimed, and Mr. Moriyahu shocked her still more by adding:

“The Eichmann trial shed some lurid light on the Sabra’s attitude to world Jewry.  He expressed not a dram of sympathy for the six million victims of Nazi brutality and he gave no indication that he was even remotely interested in the trail. A friend of mine teaching in a large secondary school confessed that his pupils invariably skipped the news about the trial and turned to the sports column.”

Mr. Isaacs had always been a model of optimism on Jewish education.  For a moment he was silent.  Then he cried out cheerfully:

“If this is the position in Israel and in America, we have no reason to be pessimistic about our own effort in this tight little island of ours.  After all, we are noticeably succeeding in raising a generation of loyal, pious and knowledgeable Jews and Jewesses.  The signs are numerous and unmistakeable.   Lo alman Yisroel!”
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