
About This Book
Start with this premise: Judaism offers at least two (and 
usually many more) answers to every question.

We collected thirteen questions about God. Then 
we found a bunch of 
rabbinical students, young 
Jewish teachers, and other 
new voices in the Jewish 
world. We asked them the 
questions, and they gave us 
their answers. Sometimes 
they agreed. Sometimes they 
didn’t. Some of their answers 
are really traditional. Some 
of them are off-the-wall. All 
of their answers are Jewish 
answers to Jewish questions.

God: Jewish Choices for Struggling with the Ultimate 
is mostly a collection of their best work.

Each of the thirteen questions is a chapter in this book. 
Each chapter begins with a scenario or a problem that 
sets up the big question. Then you get to read the three 
or four best answers from our authors. (You can learn 
more about the authors in the section at the end of 
the book.) Last, there’s some sort of task that asks you 
to reflect on what you’ve read and figure out what you 
think and feel about it.

Huge Ideas
God: Jewish Choices for Struggling with the Ultimate 
is built around these Huge Ideas. (Some people call 
them “enduring understandings.”):

1. Unlike any other subject we teach, God is a 

subject we enable rather than transmit. Our job is 

to facilitate students’ development of a workable 

understanding of God without imposing a belief 

in God we find reasonable.

2. The best path to coming to an understanding 

about God is not presenting a narrative but rather 

offering a series of questions and a series of viable 

Jewish answers from which to choose. One comes 

to a personal theology through making choices.

3. The job of a God curriculum is to provide contexts 

in which students can come to “write their 

own theology” and come to formulate working 

understandings of God’s role in their lives.
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Using the Book
Each chapter of God: Jewish Choices for Struggling with the Ultimate has three discrete pieces. As a whole, they are 
designed to (a) spark engaging and robust classroom conversations, and (b) help students develop their own personal 
theology. Though they work together to achieve these goals, it is useful to understand each piece on its own.

1. Set Induction
The first page of every chapter has three parts. At the top is the title 
of the chapter. The title identifies the main idea of the chapter using 
simple English (ie “Conversations with God”) or using the philosophic 
term for the theological issue at hand (“Cosmogony” or “Theodicy”).

For the most part, the content of this first page is a set induction. 
It introduces the theological conversation, usually using a scenario 
or case study. Also, it usually attempts to take an abstract issue 
(“Does prayer work?”) and make it tangible, accessible, and relevant 
(“Should I pray for someone who is sick?”).

Following this brief section of text are a few thinking questions. 
These are designed to help students identify the essential questions 
addressed by the chapter, and prepare them to think about 
their own beliefs. These are not straight-forward, easy-to-answer 
questions. These are questions for reflection and class discussion.

To use this page, read the scenario out loud to the class, or have 
students volunteer to read. (In a large class, you may want to have 
students work in small groups or in hevruta.) Then, ask students to 
consider the questions. You may want to have them first think to 
themselves, jotting down their own ideas or answers on the bottom 
of the page, in the margins, or in a journal. Then, ask students to 
share their answers with the class as a whole. Keep in mind that the 
point of this set induction page is to help students understand the 
central question (ie “Does God respond to human prayer?” or “Does 
prayer work?”) and begin pondering the possible responses. Even 
if students are ready to give their own answers to these questions, 
encourage them to have an open mind as they work through the 
responses on the following pages.

2. Some Answers
The heart of each chapter is a set of three or four responses to the 
chapter’s theological question. In every chapter, this section begins 
with the phrase, “We asked…” and the question at hand. Then, we 
present the responses. Every response is attributed to an author, and 
every response has a thought question following it. The thought 
question is meant to identify the main point of the response, and it 
often begins with the phrase, “According to…”



There are a few ways to use this part of the book. You may want to simply read all the responses out-loud, having a different 
student read each response. After each one, you can ask the thought question, and invite responses from students. You 
might also ask students to read the responses to themselves, and then try to restate the authors’ main points in their own 
words.

In many cases, it may be useful to compare the three or four responses. On what points do the authors agree? On what 
points do they disagree? This sort of activity will be especially useful with those chapters where the differences between 
the responses might be difficult to unpack. (The “Cosmogony” chapter is a good example.) In other cases, the differences 
between the responses will be extremely clear. (The “Afterlife” chapter is a good example.)

In many cases, the authors quote Jewish texts or philosophers. If you have the time—and if it fits your particular teaching 
style and the sort of learning to which your students are accustomed—it may be helpful to examine the actual texts or the 
actual writings of the philosophers. For example, in the “Cosmogony” chapter, two of the authors quote Adon Olam. This 
would be an excellent opportunity to study the actual text of Adon Olam.

When you finish with this section of the chapter, your students should be able to identify three or four possible responses to 
the theological question. They should be able to articulate these answers in their own words, and they may even be ready to 
identify one or two with which they agree.

3. Synthesis Activity
The last page of each chapter—the one with the gridlines and the 
white text in the black box—is a synthesis activity. It is designed to 
have students think about the three or four responses they just read 
and to use them as their guide in developing their own answer(s) to 
the theological question. As a culmination of their synthesis of these 
ideas, students are asked to somehow articulate their own theology, 
usually by creating something concrete, like an email to a newspaper 
reporter (Chapter 4), a diagram (Chapter 3), or a letter to a famous 
author (Chapter 10).

These activities are designed to help students to find their own 
response to the theological question, and to illustrate to them 
how their response might manifest itself in a real-world situation. 
Furthermore, the activities should result in observable outcomes 
that exhibit to you, the teacher, that students have grappled 
with the issue at hand, and that they have reached some level of 
understanding.

In many cases, the pages of the book itself provide ample room for 
your students to write their response.

Some other ideas:

A. Create an online blog to which students can post their 

responses to the synthesis activities. Most free blogging 

software (Blogger, Vox, Wordpress) feature controls that allow 

a moderator (in this case, the teacher) to pre-screen all posts and comments to the blog. Blogs are useful because they 

allow for multiple posts by multiple authors, and they allow an easy way for students to share their work with parents 

and friends.

B. At the beginning of the semester, give each student a composition notebook or a cool notepad. (Or ask students to 

bring their own small, blank notebook or notepad.) Make these notebooks your students’  “God journals” and ask them 

to record all their synthesis assignments inside. Make sure students know beforehand if you plan on collecting their 

notebooks and reading their work.

C. Create giant “Talmud pages” out of pieces of poster board or butcher paper. Post some text in the middle, or a 

theological question. Then ask students to record their “commentary” in the margins on all sides.



Other Things to Think About

God Language
In this book we’ve avoided gendered English language whenever possible. We think this is truest to the Jewish idea that 
God is without gender (or God is “beyond” gender).

At the same time, we’ve allowed the authors of the responses to use whatever nouns and pronouns they prefer when 
referring to God.

This can be an opportunity to talk about God language with your students. You can direct them to pages 8-9, where we 
explicitly discuss the issue. You might also want to talk about your own choices regarding God language (Do you use the 
pronouns “He” or “She”?) and the choices made by the editors of your synagogue’s siddur and/or Humash.

I Don’t Know
One secret to successfully using this book is comfort with the words, “I don’t know.” Teenagers are not necessarily 
comfortable with things that cannot be answered, but they are even more likely to feel uncomfortable when adults 
(especially teachers) try to have all the answers to every question. (As one educator we know likes to put it, “Teens have a 
low threshold for B.S.”)

Your students will be more comfortable with their own uncertainty (and more ready to accept your authority as teacher/
moderator) if you are prepared to answer their questions with the phrase, “I don’t know.” When it comes to God, no one has 
all the answers. We have (a) what we know; (b) what we believe, and (c) what confuses us or that with which we are unsure.

The goal here is to be comfortable with the conversations, not to have clear and powerful answers to each question.

The Authors
The author bios at the back of the book can be a powerful tool. On the 
simplest level, they put a little bit of a human face on the responses in the 
book. Furthermore, reading the bios may help your students to understand 
that lots of different types of Jews have lots of different theological outlooks. 
For example, the most “traditional” response to the question, “Is the Bible 
true?” is from Sadie, a student at HUC-JIR, the Reform movement’s seminary. 
(Two much more “modern” or “theologically flexible” answers come from 
Conservative rabbinical students.) Your students should realize that labels 
like “Reform,” “Conservative,” “liberal,” or “traditional” might be useful, but they 
aren’t always accurate descriptors of someone’s beliefs.

Josh Barkin is the editor of God: Jewish Choices for Struggling with the 
Ultimate. He is also the Director of School Services at Torah Aura Productions. He 
can be reached by email <josh@torahaura.com> or by phone (323) 923-6026.
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