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Introduction:
Possible Encounters Between Pluralism
and Jewish Education

Michael Gillis, Michal Muszkat-Barkan, Alex Pomson

The present volume seeks to mark out some of the educational dilemmas,
possible educational aims as well as some of the costs and benefits that
arise from the encounter between Jewish education and pluralism.

The contemporary Jewish world offers a wide variety of aims for Jewish
education according to the range of possible descriptions of “the educated
Jew.” Aims vary according to different definitions of the problems and
challenges of Jewish education. Accompanying these varied aims is
a multiplicity of educational methods that seek to ensure continuity,
solidarity, the preservation of tradition, autonomy, innovation, creativity,
particular loyalty or universal belonging. Together with the formation
of these objectives there is a growing awareness among both educators
and researchers of the presence, alongside each other, of a plurality of
philosophies and ideologies. The impact of this awareness on educational
practice, however, remains unclear.

The use of the term “pluralism” has become widespread in the context
of Jewish education. We have, however, insufficient tools with which
to analyze and conceptualize Jewish education that is characterized
as pluralistic. The articles in this volume are a contribution to our
understanding as researchers and educators and to the development of a
language which can deepen the educational and research discourse.

Some see in pluralism a matter of principle arising from values such
as tolerance, a critical attitude, human dignity and a commitment to a
concept of truth which is not unitary. Others do not consider pluralism a
fundamental value-ideal but rather a practical necessity in the encounter
with a reality in which there is no longer a single binding conception of
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Judaism or Jewishness. Whether pluralism is embraced as an ideal or
adopted as a necessary practical response to reality, the plurality present in
the Jewish world has great significance for deciding educational objectives
and agendas. At the same time this discussion cannot ignore the view of
those who consider pluralism to be an obstacle to the search for truth, a
force that undermines authority, a threat to Jewish continuity and a source
of educational confusion.

A number of articles in this volume contain reflections on the idea of
pluralism, making conceptual distinctions between pluralism and related
themes such as tolerance and relativism. Important as these distinctions
are, these concepts form a family of values which emerged in modern times
in Europe as the continent tired of the bloody conflicts arising from the
divisions in Christianity after the Reformation. This was a lengthy process
that expressed itself in different ways in different places. Neither was it
a linear process of inevitable progress from intolerance to tolerance and
from monolithic dogmatism to pluralism. From time to time orthodoxies
and catholic expressions of religion reasserted themselves and continue to
do so to this day as they resist the idea of any limitation on the universal
validity of their truth.

While we associate these processes with modernity they have their roots
deep in the history of Christianity which from its earliest development
distinguished what was due unto Caesar and what unto God, thus leaving
a space that was outside religious concern. The Jewish tradition did not
include such a space except as a temporary accommodation with exile and
the rule of the nations.

Jews arrived late in these intellectual processes as they belatedly
took possession of the gains of the Enlightenment taking advantage of
their newly won Emancipation in Western Europe and then in the newly
established United States. Jews had everything to gain by redefining
themselves in terms of the new order (Schweid, 1981: 13). The state and
the public arena were places for human beings to be bound together by
what all human beings share. Distinct religious identities became a matter
for private commitments and those of voluntary communities. To aspire
to the universal acceptance of one religion or to persecute those seen as
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religiously deviant was contrary to the spirit of the age. This position
expressed itself first as tolerance.

Many thinkers refer to the “paradox of tolerance™: tolerance requires
seeing the other’s view as false or even harmful, that it ought to be curbed,
having the power to curb it and yet nevertheless not exercising this power.
The paradox is that tolerance is a value that requires me not to intervene to
prevent what | know to be wrong. So I am morally impelled to tolerate that
which I am morally bound to find unacceptable. Philosophers respond to
this paradox in their different ways (Raphael, 1988; Raz, 1988). Tolerance,
however, is not merely a philosophical position but a disposition and
orientation which cannot be isolated from a social reality. Modern
states have created a reality in which many people sense intuitively that
intolerance of the views of others is inherently harmful and is likely to
damage the social fabric which allows for general peace and prosperity.
They do not see themselves as reining in a desire to assert their personal
truth in order, paradoxically, to allow the assertion of the falsehood of the
other. This disposition is far from universal but it is part of the dominant
ideology of the democratic state.

In some countries, such as France, where modernity eventually brought
a fierce cultural struggle against hegemonic religion, the resulting
anticlericalism led to the rendering of religion and religious voices as
irrelevant to the public sphere. Elsewhere religion continued to have a
significant voice but this required some form of pluralism. If the liberal
democratic state had respect for religion it had to have respect for religions
in the plural. It is assumed that potentially all religious traditions have
a positive contribution to make and their diverse presence in the state is
seen as desirable. Again the philosopher may ponder the precise coherence
of this pluralism but, for many, pluralism, like tolerance, becomes a
predisposition and a preference which is functional in the modern state. On
state occasions representatives of all faiths and denominations are invited,
not merely as a statement of tolerance, but because each is seen as a vital
and productive part of the overall fabric of society. In recent times the most
strident dogmatic voice against this pluralism has been that of the so-called
new atheists who would like to see all such representatives banished from
the public sphere. There are, however, also religious groups for whom



