
Being a Jewish Teacher means Teaching about God
No matter what we teach as Jewish teachers we are teach-
ing about God. “Jewish” comes with questions—and most of 
those questions wind up asking about God. Moses always 
leads to “Did God really write the Torah?” Jewish history 
always leads to “Why do bad things happen to good people?” 
Jewish ethics always winds up asking “Does God really care 
about what I do?” “Jewish holidays invoke “Is the Bible true?” 
Whether or not God is in the syllabus, God will always be part 
of the Judaism we teach, “Jewish” works that way. The simple 
truth is that if we are Jewish teachers, we need to be prepared 
to deal with God. We need not believe in God. We need not 
have resolved all of our own God questions, but we need to 
be prepared to deal with God. We can honestly teach about 
God when we are unsure. It is actually easy to teach about 
God honestly even if we don’t believe. The only things that are 
unacceptable are being overtly uncomfortable or unwilling to 
deal with God.

God is Always a Question
When we are discussing God (and not just mentioning God) 
in our teaching, we need to remember that God is always a 
question. No matter what you believe, no matter what the 
text or textbook states, your students (no matter how young) 
will come at you with God questions. Sometimes they ques-
tions about the mechanics of the way God operates; some-
times they are questions about truth—about the reality of 
things said about God. Students will ask, “How does God 
know what I am going to do when I am not sure?” And they 
will ask, “Do bad people really get punished?”

The first step in teaching about God is to invite and honor 
these questions. Wondering is the first step to learning about 
God. Whether you are specifically teaching about God, or God 
just comes up, the celebration of questions is important.

“I don’t know,” Is an Acceptable Place to Start
Students can and will come up with questions that throw you. 
That is their nature (and their purpose). Don’t let it bother you. 
Here are the most important tools you always have available.

1. Good question! I need to think about that one before I 
try to answer it. I will get back to you next class session.

2. I don’t know, but I will do some research and bring 
some answers to class next session.

If you actually come back and deal with the question—you 
have made the question and the questioner truly significant.

So where do you find answers? You can read, but going to 
your rabbi or your educator is probably faster. You could 
search the internet, but taking a poll of your friends or fellow 
teachers might pay off better; because in the long run you 
want answers for your class, not an answer.
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“Answers” are better than “Just One Answer”
We live in a time when no one can impose ideas and 
beliefs about God. God as a subject is not “one plus one 
equals two.” More than ever, today, absolute truth in is the 
eye of the beholder (or at least we believe it is). When it 
comes to God, the job of the teacher is not to teach his 
or her truth, but to provide a context in which students 
can resolve their truth. Maimonides could write “A Guide 
for the Perplexed,” today we must create “A Process for the 
Perplexed.” What our students need from us is two things. 
First a set of possible solutions out of which they can find 
or begin to find an answer; Second a classroom process 
that allows them to explore their possible answers and 
begin to test out the answers that work for them. This is 
an age to choose your own theology.

This kind of teaching about God looks something like 
this:

The class is studying Noah’s ark. Roger asks the proverbial 
question, “Did this really happen?” 

1. The teacher responds, “Different people have 
different answers to the question.” She goes to 
her cupboard and takes out a folder that says 
“Noah’s Ark Truth Question.” She is a hyper-orga-
nized teacher. Any other teacher would create this 
process on the spot, or agree with the class to look 
at this question next week. Our hyper-organized 
teacher takes out four placards:

a. The Noah story is true as written.

b. The Iran/Iraq region has many floods. The 
Noah story came out of a memory.

c. The Noah story was created to teach a lesson.

d. The Noah story is made up of many flood 
stories that were put together.

2. The teacher says to her class, “People believe many 
things about the truth of the Noah story. Here are 
four different opinions. I am going to put each one 
of them in a corner. She then reads and explains 
each of the signs. She tapes one in each corner and 
says, “I want you to go to the corner that is closest 
to what you believe. Then take a chair and sit down 
there.” Once the students have taken their new 
seats, the teacher gives the next direction, “Talk in 
a group about why you think your answer is best.”

3. The teacher then conducts a discussion where 
members of each group are given the chance to 
explain why they have chosen their corner. They 
also get a chance to ask questions of the other 
groups (and even debate a little bit).

4. The teacher ends this part of the class by saying, 

“We all don’t have to believe the same thing. Each 
of these beliefs, each corner, is a legitimate Jewish 
belief. We have to live with different class members 
having different truths.”

5. The class then makes a big deal out of wanting to 
know what the teacher believes. Her job is not to 
keep it secret, but not to impose or recommend 
it either. Her job is to tell the truth. If she used to 
believe one thing then came to believe in another, 
that story can be told. If she is unsure, but is caught 
somewhere between a couple, that can be told. 
And, if she has a strong belief, she can express 
it—if she limits it by saying, “Here is what I believe, 
but I’ll bet you other teachers have other beliefs.”

This is not the only way of doing this kind of teaching. 
Here are two others:

1. Call up a few friends. Ask them what they believe. 
Introduce the lesson as Barbara’s opinion. Jon’s 
opinion, etc.

2. Do it live. Ask the class, “Who has an answer. Write 
each answer on a giant Post-It™. When a student 
repeats a previous opinion, add their name to the 
bottom. 

Do the same kind of “corner” exercise with either of these 
sets of choices.

Stories are a Great Way of Teaching about God
A story is a truth embedded into a slice-of-life. It doesn’t 
matter whether or not a story really happened—it still 
has a truth. Stories are one of the best ways to talk about 
God ideas because their slice-of-life often makes ab-
stractions concrete. Talking about God is almost always 
abstract. Let’s look at an example. One big idea that is 
current today is that “God is a source of healing.” That 
could mean a number of things. If we were doing cor-
ners we would have. (a) Belief helps people get well. (b) 
God does things that make people better. (c) Somehow 
people sometimes get better when odds are against it. 
(d) Medicine helps people get better. Here is another way 
of doing it.

1. The teacher tells the story “Malka’s soup.” In the 
story a Rebbe is sick. The Rebbe tells his son that 
only Malka, a poor woman, has a soup that will 
heal him. Malka has only salt and water in her 
house, so she mixes them and asks God to add “all 
the flavor’s of paradise” to her soup. She also cries 
into the soup. The soup makes the Rebbe better.

2. The teacher first asks, “What do you think Malka’s 
soup actually tasted like?” Some students answer, 
“Salt water.” Others answer various ways, some kind 



of amazing flavor. This question asks (in a covert 
way) “Did Malka’s prayer get answered?”

3. The teacher then asks a number of questions: 
“What do you think this story is teaching about 
healing?” “What about the soup helped the Rebbe 
to get better?” And finally, “Do you think the lesson 
of this story is a true lesson?” or “Can things like this 
really happen?”

In discussing this story, in using it as an example, students 
get a chance to shape and express their views about 
God’s role in healing and perhaps their feelings about 
miracles.

One note we need to make here is that in facilitating 
these discussions the teacher has two roles. The first is to 
clarify each student’s statement. That can often be done 
by restating each student answer in simpler and shorter 
words. For example, if a student says, “Well, ummm… 
God may have little to do directly with. I mean God didn’t 
change the soup or anything. But, well…err….God did 
give wisdom to people and ummmm…the Rabbi’s doctor 
actually gave him medicine and the pills and not the soup 
made him well. But, the soup didn’t hurt him or anything.” 
Here the teacher can say, “God gave a person the capac-
ity to be a doctor and the doctor made the Rebbe well.” 
In restating the teacher can both validate the student’s 
statement—in essence asking “Did I hear you correctly?” 
Also the teacher can clarify and sharpen what the student 
says and make it more available for class discussion.

The second major teacher role is to question each stu-
dent’s statement. This is not to refute their beliefs or to 
reject them, but to help them dig deeper in their thinking 
and to enable them to clarify these belief’s further. So 
to the student who answered that God empowered the 
doctor to heal the Rabbi, the teacher might ask: “What 
else did God do for the Rabbi?” This invites conversations 
about psychology, medicine, and lots of other things.

Answering Questions
Sometimes, in contradistinction to everything else we 
have said, a teacher just needs to answer a question. 
These are cases where the job of the teacher is to expand 
logic or to connect dots. I once had a student ask me, 
“Why do I have to go to Hebrew school?” I chose not to 
answer that one. I told him, “Discuss that one with your 
parents. They chose for you to be here.” With five minutes 
to go in the period the same student asked, “Didn’t God 
create all people equal?” Knowing that it was only a set up 
question, I said, “That’s one belief.” “He then asked, “Then 
how did God create Hitler?” Because I was a guest teacher, 
and didn’t have a next session to pick it up, I explained a 
little bit about freewill and then said, “The reason you par-
ents make you go to Hebrew school is to help you learn 

how not to turn into Hitler.” I believe the “free will” answer 
gave him what he needed at that moment in his thinking. 
His face said that. Sometimes when a student is stuck, a 
little bit of information or clarified thinking helps.

The Bottom Line: Discussion
More than specific techniques or tools, what our students 
most need from us as teachers in a setting in which to ex-
plore their God thoughts and a chance to begin to clarify 
their own theology. While there are many ways of doing 
this, the most valuable things we have to offer are our 
attention, our comfort, and our willingness to both listen 
and share. It is not (except on rare occasions) the answers 
we have to offer that will enable our students to find a 
way of believing in God that works for them, but their 
own going reflection and exploration. When it comes to 
God, our job is to invite our students to join in our own 
reflection.
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Curricular Principles
•	 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.

•	 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	answers	from	which	to	choose.	One	comes	to	a	personal	theology	through	making	choices.

•	 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.

God: Jewish Choices for  
Struggling with the Ultimate
Edited by Josh Barkin
grades 7–12. 12–15 lessons

It’s a topic that’s so scary it’s hard to write on your curriculum. It has 
teachers shaking in their boots.

Teaching about God.  
To teenagers.

And though it might be scary for 
us to teach, it’s also an important 
part of any young adult’s Jewish 
education. This book will help your 
students, and it will calm your 
teachers.

Judaism’s approach to the Divine 
is not a black and white matter. 
Finding belief is not about 
answering simple yes-or-no 
questions. God is about asking tough questions, finding that there’s 
usually more than one “Jewish” answer, and trying to make a choice that 
fits.

That’s why we asked forty rabbinical students, new voices in Jewish 
thought, and young Jewish educators to answer some big questions about 
God. They identify as Conservative, Reform, Renewal, Modern Orthodox, 
Reconstuctionist, and non-denominational. They’re traditionalists and 
iconoclasts, activists and authors. This book is a compendium of their 
answers. Carefully edited and organized to be a text for the Jewish 
classroom, God: Jewish Choices for Struggling with the Ultimate 
is a resource for helping every student clarify and expand his or her own 
beliefs. And it’s a resource for 7th-12th grade teachers to talk safely with 
their students about a tough topic.

God: Jewish Choices for Struggling with the Ultimate [Item #17270] ....$9.95

BJL: God
grades 2–3. eight four-page lessons

The eight BJL God folders translates God into concepts and 
practices students can embrace. Rooted in stories, BJL God 
invites families to join their children in living core values of 
the Jewish tradition. BJL God makes God easy to talk about. 
Rooted in biblical stories, folk tales, and Jewish practices, BJL 
God opens up discussions about God. @ Home activities invite parents to become 
partners in the process.

BJL God [Item #15407] ................................................................................. $5.95
BJL God Teacher’s Guide [Item #15408] ........................................................$11.95

I Have Some Questions About God
Rabbis Bradley Shavit Artson, Ed Feinstein, Elyse Frishman, Joshua 
Hammerman, Jeffrey K. Salkin and Sybil Sheridan.  
Edited by Joel Lurie Grishaver
grades 3–4. twelve to twenty-four lessons
Children want to talk about God. They have lots of  questions. 
Parents and teachers are often afraid to talk about God 
because they have their own questions. This book was 
written to let teachers and parents feel comfortable having 
the conversations that their children are seeking.

Six wonderful rabbis wrote answers to twelve questions, 
many in the form of stories. Exercises expand the process 
and encourage children to reflect and share, looking at their 
experiences of God in the world. Beautifully illustratoned by Michelle Noiset, this is a 
collection of wonderful stories and hands-on experiences.

I Have Some Questions About God is a full-color 128-page textbook. Also 
available is a teacher’s guide.

I Have Some Questions About God  [Item #35025] ........................................$11.95
four or more copies .....................................................................................$10.95
Teachers’ Guide [Item #35026] .....................................................................$22.95

Torah Aura Productions: God Materials


