Case Study: TorahQuest at Adat Shalom

Adar 7, 5763/ February 9, 2003

Parashat Tetzaveh

Overview

A team of three TorahQuest guides (Rabbi Shai Gluskin, Ilana Streit and Hugh Seid) came to Adat Shalom Reconstructionist Congregation in Bethesda, Maryland, to facilitate an interactive Torah study component for the synagogue’s family education program. Approximately 150 people – 6th and 7th grade children and their families – participated in the activity. Children and adults engaged with the weekly Torah portion by reading text aloud and creating interpretive responses in the media of their choice. These responses became the nodes of a “physical web of commentary,” connected by paper streamers and string. TorahQuest guides facilitated the creation of this tactile, on-site web, and they also catalogued the creations using a digital camera and a laptop computer outfitted with the TorahQuest database. The classroom became a physical metaphor for an electronic Internet “home page,” and the streamers and string represented the links to other “Web pages” which contained the creations of the group.

Afterwards, TorahQuest posted the commentaries and photographs of the activities on its Web site, www.torahquest.org, to highlight the events of the day and to invite ongoing commentary. This is the first time that TorahQuest has created a database-driven Web site to showcase the work of participants at a TorahQuest event. As of June 27, 2003DATE, the web site had received over 320 hits, and several respondents have added their own commentaries on the Torah portion through the Web.

This successful program highlights both (1) the ability of TorahQuest to engage people of all ages in the classic mode of Torah commentary and (2) the potential of TorahQuest to be a repository for gathering grassroots commentary and facilitating ongoing collaboration, as a 21st century Talmud. In short, TorahQuest has shown itself to be a vital methodology and tool for linking modern American Jews with Torah and with each other’s creative Torah commentary.

The Scene

Following the Jewish custom of standing to honor the entrance of a teacher of Torah, the room of parents, teachers and TorahQuest guides stood as 75 students in the 6th and 7th grades at Adat Shalom’s Torah School entered the social hall.

Rabbi Shai Gluskin then gave all of the participants – parents and students – their charge: to read the week’s Torah portion and respond to whatever piece of the text they connected with. 

Parents and children sat in family groupings of two to four people, equipped with the Torah text in Hebrew and English and a list of suggested ways to read a text that lead to producing creative commentary. These methods include:

· Have one person read it and the other(s) act it out. This is particularly useful if you’re getting bored, confused or annoyed.

· As you read, write down every question you can come up with relating to what you are reading.

· Notice what you notice. What jumps out at you this time?

Ask yourself:

· What is missing in the text?

· What does the text teach?

· What should the text teach?

At the center of the room were two kinds of resources. Several tables held paper, markers, modeling clay, pieces of cloth, and various other arts and crafts supplies. At one table were texts, including the Encyclopedia Judaica, modern feminist commentary, translations of Biblical texts, and questions about the week’s Torah portion to spark creative inquiry. The layout of materials encouraged each commentator to find whatever he or she needs to bring out a personal response to the text.

The Result: New Commentaries

Adat Shalom participants’ responses to the Torah portion reflect the variety of skills and interests of the group as well as the different sections of the text:

· Together, a mother and son wrote a Poem of the Ner Tamid.

· A participant created a breastplate of decision-making based on the text from Exodus, but with a new twist: whereas in the Biblical text the breastplate includes twelve stones, one for each of the sons of Jacob, this one includes thirteen, with a note explaining that it is for Jacob’s daughter Dina, who is not mentioned here.

· Several people read about the priestly garments and used their sewing skills to replicate these garments. This led to an impromptu “High Priest fashion show,” documented with the digital camera.

Further Impact

The following Shabbat, Rabbi Fred Scherlinder Dobb based his sermon on the questions and commentaries that had been created by the students and families at the TorahQuest event. Through this venue and the specially created Web site, Adat Shalom parents and children are becoming known as teachers of Torah by their entire synagogue community, and by the larger Jewish community in the area. 
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