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hat is Jewish identity, and what defines it? There never seems 
to be a satisfactory answer to this question. In this modern 
age, we have all sorts of technology and information at our 
fingertips, but when it comes to questions of family, God, 

the soul, the Jewish nation even, technology cannot provide sufficient 
answers or construct our identity as Jews for us. Nor can it ease that 
longing to experience God in all aspects of our lives, or give us guidance 
when challenges arise. 

As Jews of the Diaspora, we exist between the opposing forces of a 
society that constantly pushes us to assimilate and the desire to preserve 
our Jewish heritage. Our own struggles with constructing a Jewish identity 
can cause us to worry that we are not educating our children properly 
and, in some cases, this is all too true.

While there are many things I hope to improve in the field of Jewish 
education, our relationship to Hebrew is chief among them. Average 
American Jews do not grow up speaking Hebrew, nor engage with it much 
after Bar/Bat Mitzvah age. If we are lucky, they hear it in services during 
prayer. Yet the average American Jew does not understand the words of 
our liturgy, let alone all the powerful, mystical details and the beauty that 
is contained in the very letters themselves. I cannot even begin to express 
the frustration I feel when planning a service, a song session, or even a 
lesson for religious school and the first bit of feedback I receive is “too 
much Hebrew.”

A Richer Experience

For centuries – despite not being a spoken language – Hebrew was 
the linguistic glue that gave Jews a sense of connectedness and Jewish 
identity. Hebrew is the language of the Torah – a uniquely Jewish book 
and something that all Jews have in common, no matter where we live 
in the world. If we do not engage with Hebrew and learn to have at least 
some degree of fluency with it, our relationship to Torah changes, and 
even becomes shallow.

An absence of Hebrew knowledge and fluency deprives both younger 
and older generations of the richness of our tradition. There are very few 
places where Hebrew and English meet linguistically, and, as a seminary 
student who has spent most of her first year translating copious amounts 
of liturgy, I can personally attest to the amount of detail and nuance 
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that is lost in translation. It pains me in particular to think of our young generations living with such a lack of 
knowledge – of connection to our history. That said, it also excites me to think of how much richer the Bnai 
Mitzvah experience would be if our children were more fluent in Hebrew. 

Hebrew would become a tool and a resource for them, rather than yet another obstacle between them and 
an expensive party. Nor, as many of my contemporaries have asserted, should Bnai Mitzvah celebrations be 
seen as the end point in the journey of Jewish education, but, rather, a beginning. I strongly believe that if our 
children had a better grasp of the Hebrew language (and thus were able to engage with Judaism on a deeper 
level) that would inspire them to become more involved in their Jewish communities beyond their Bar or Bat 
Mitzvah.

Providing a Strong, Meaningful, and Nuanced Connection

There is another reason, perhaps even more compelling, for better Hebrew fluency: Israel. Before the founding 
of the State of Israel, the number of Jews outside the Land of Israel was overwhelmingly greater than the 
number living there; the founding of the Jewish State changed that ratio dramatically. In the wake of Statehood 
and the institution of Hebrew as a national language of Israel, a distinct gap formed between Israelis and the 
Diaspora. If American Jews are missing out on the richness of Jewish liturgy and Torah because of a lack of 
Hebrew, they are most certainly missing out on a strong, meaningful, and nuanced connection to Israel and 
Israeli culture. 

Certainly, Hebrew as a national language of the Jewish state has repercussions (conscious or unconscious) 
when it comes to a modern Jewish identity. For better or for worse, whether or not we aspire to make aliyah, 
agree with the decisions of the Knesset, support or detest the occupation of the West Bank, Israel – because 
it is the Jewish State – is the face that we as the Jewish people present to the rest of the world. In any culture 
or society, language is either the major access point or barrier to anyone wishing to participate in it, and Israel 
is no exception. Especially with our young generations, we need to make sure that the gap between Israel and 
the Diaspora does not become a rift that spells the end of the Jewish community at large. Organizations such 
as Birthright Israel are making heroic efforts to close the gap, but that alone is not enough. Therefore, gaining 
Hebrew fluency is essential.    

Fluency in Practical Modern Hebrew 

Of course, tackling the subject of education reform when it comes to Hebrew literacy and fluency is a rather 
daunting task. Though the idea of better Hebrew fluency is by no means a new one, I find that – with few 
exceptions – the way most religious schools function does not reflect that as a clear goal. Therefore, we need 
to set up the expectation that our children will be fluent with practical, modern Hebrew speaking, reading, and 
writing skills when they leave religious school, and our curricula need to be reconstructed to actually reflect 
that goal. 

Numerous scientific studies support the idea that children absorb and learn language from birth, so there is no 
reason to wait till our children are in fifth or sixth grade to start the process of learning Hebrew. Of course, the 
exposure needs to be age-appropriate, but we can start as early as kindergarten. For example, singing songs or 
repeating simple verses in Hebrew develops an instinctual feel for the language that can then be reinforced by 
more academic means (such as reading and writing) at the appropriate age.  
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The outcome: our children become more comfortable and familiar with Hebrew, and they now have a basis 
they can build upon for the rest of their lives. With Hebrew as the gateway to Jewish tradition, our children are 
much more likely to realize and understand the importance of Judaism in their lives and less likely to run from 
the doors of our synagogues once their Bnai Mitzvah are done. 

Pirkei Avot 2:2 tells us:

 It is not incumbent upon you to finish the task, but neither are you free to desist from it.  Total reform of 
our education system when it comes to Hebrew literacy and fluency will not be achieved in our lifetime, but 
neither can we avoid the task for fear of not completing it. 

Hebrew is a gift to us; it is the language of our ancestors, crucial to constructing and preserving Jewish identity 
and culture in the twenty-first century. Therefore, it is incumbent upon us to pass it on to our children. w


