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THOUGHTS ON NEW MODELS FOR JEWISH EDUCATION 
 
by Noah Aronson 
 
 If a teacher or parent tells a child that they HAVE to do something or NEED to feel something a 
certain way, what’s the first thing that child does?  --- So, obviously telling a child that he or she  
needs to feel a certain way about Judaism will inevitably have the same effect.  This problem 
only gets compounded in a religious school setting because nine-out-of-ten children we’re 
teaching are being forced to be there by their parents to be.   
 
I must admit that I certainly wasn’t the child at the front of the classroom begging my teachers 
to teach me how to chant the v’ahavta! It took me many years of pushing Judaism away for me 
to eventually find my way back, slowly.  It wasn’t until I started creating my own personal 
relationship with God and then with Judaism that I truly began to love and appreciate all the 
beauty that Judaism has to offer.  And, just to be clear, there are still many aspects of Judaism 
that I haven’t fully gotten behind yet and it may take me many more years to feel comfortable 
with them (i.e., I still have issues with the idea of “chosen-ness,” but that’s a conversation for 
another time!). 
 
So, presented with this understanding that children will run away from the exact things that we 
encourage them to do, we need to find ways to empower them to create their own personal 
relationship with the texts and values that we, as educators, have been entrusted to teach 
them. 
 
For me, my pathway back to Judaism came from a redefinition of God.  Once I stopped seeing 
God as a, for lack of a better analogy, “parental figure” (which never really worked for me 
anyway), I began to explore the idea of God as a spiritual energy:  an all-pervasive creative force 
that creates and sustains all living things.  For me, this definition felt right and then allowed me 
to reexamine through a new lens the prayers that I had been mindlessly reciting all my life. I 
began to pick and choose the prayers that fit for me, and would, at first, ignore the texts that 
didn’t fit into my new-found definition of God. Surprisingly, little by little, texts that had in the 
past frustrated me began to be sources of comfort and wonder in my life. 
 
I mention all of this not to expound on my journey or my personal beliefs, but to illustrate how 
each of us finds our own path that suit our individual sentiment.  This, to me, may be one of the 
most valuable lessons that we can pass on to the next generation.  Our religion encourages us 
to ask questions and praises the curious mind.  For those thirsty enough, Judaism has an 
endless spring of wisdom that we can use to enrich and enlighten our lives.   
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So, this is my new model.  When I teach, I don’t ask questions expecting answers.  I present 
material and try to teach the students to ask the questions.  Once children can learn to ask the 
right questions, then, I believe, their journey to individualized Jewish identity truly begins. 
 
 
Noah Aronson is an energetic and soulful composer/performer. While studying Jazz 
Composition at Berklee College of Music in Boston, Noah was Composer-in-Residence at Temple 
Beth Elohim in Wellesley, MA. He teaches in synagogues around the country and has performed 
with Josh Nelson, Dan Nichols and Craig Taubman. In September 2011, Noah will rejoin the 
Temple Beth Elohim for a year-long residency and has the privilege of serving as the Assistant 
Music Director for the URJ Biennial in December. 
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