The Roots of Judaism


Subject: Global Studies I

Benchmark: Eldridge Street Synagogue

Standards: 2A, 2B, 2C

TOPIC: The Roots of Judaism

MAJOR IDEA: Judaism is one of the earliest monotheistic religions and marks a shift in the ways and places that people worshipped their gods.  By looking at Eldridge Street Synagogue we can find connections to the founding and early practices of Judaism, the Torah as the main source of Jewish law and evidence of the ongoing practice of and commitment to Judaism in the world today.

SUGGESTED AIMS:

· What is monotheism?

· Who were the founders of Judaism?  What types of lives did they lead?

· What is a covenant and how has this been an important part of Judaism?

· How is Jewish law recorded and taught?  

· How has Judaism survived to today?  What have been some of the hardships of the Jews?

VISUAL EXAMPLES:

· The Bimah and Arc at Eldridge Street

SUGGESTED ACTIVITIES:

· Ask students to generate a list of what they know (or think they know) about Jewish teachings and Jewish people.  This list will help to bring out any stereotypes about Judaism and Jewish people so that you can recognize them for the stereotypes that they are.  Also this list will allow the class to look at ways that Jewish people really do behave (dress, eat, worship, etc..) and find the origins of these behaviors in the Torah.  How are some of these behaviors carried out at Eldridge Street Synagogue?  What are the Jewish laws that you can observe in practice there? Students might compare the Ten Commandments to the Code of Hammarabi and discuss the roots of the laws that we follow today in American society.  

· Compare monotheism to polytheism.  Ask students first to create their own Pantheon of ten gods and goddesses who each serve a different focus.  Ask the students to draw each god or goddess complete with some symbol of their function (for example, the god of love might carry a love potion with him).  Once students have created their pantheon, explain to them that there came a time in early civilizations when having multiple gods and goddesses became a source of division among peoples (much like rooting for your favorite football team), so some religions evolved in which one god held all the functions formerly carried out by the many gods.  How would you combine all the aspects of your ten pantheon gods into one image?  It would be difficult to express all of the aspects of this new god visually, so in the early monotheistic cultures, there often evolved a taboo against visually representing god or saying his or her name.  Instead god is often represented as an all-powerful force.  This taboo still exists today for many Jewish people who do not spell out the word god, but instead write g-d.  Are there representations of god in the ornament and iconography of Eldridge Street Synagogue?  Why or why not?

· Ask students to create their own monotheistic god.  If this god’s job was to create laws and practices that would lead to a successful society, what would the characteristics of their god be?  Would their god be loving or punishing?  Gentle or harsh?  Like a person or different from a human?  Could their god be all of these seemingly dichotomous things at the same time?  Explore how Jewish teachings describe and define god.  In what ways is the god of the Jews two opposite things at once?  What are the ways that the characteristics of this god led the Jews to create a successful society?

· Look at photographs of Eldridge Street Synagogue to see the ways that numerology is used in the façade of the building.  The three patriarchs, four matriarchs and twelve tribes of Israel are represented numerically.  Research the history of these people and groups to understand more about the history of Judaism.  The historical novel The Red Tent, can be useful in bringing some of these historical figures to life for students.  It is important to note that these early Jews were nomadic peoples not yet settled in cities.  

· Jewish people have survived incredible hardship throughout their existence.  One thing that has kept them going is their belief that they are god’s chosen people and that through a covenant with god made by Abraham, they would always be with god.  Ask students to explore some of the beliefs that keep them going in hard times.  How is the idea that God is with them a part of the way students think today?  Why is it important for human beings to believe that they are not alone?  Have students ever lost heart or felt sure that a promise made to them had been broken?  How did this impact their psyche?

RESOURCES:

· http://www.jewfaq.org/ - Judaism 101 is a great resource for all sorts of facts about Jewish religion and culture.

HOMEWORK:
· Take a walk through the Lower East Side to discover that the neighborhood still retains its character as a point of entry neighborhood for new immigrants to the United States.  Ask students to imagine this neighborhood when it was primarily a Jewish neighborhood and compare that historical vision to today.  Ask students to look carefully for remnants of past Jewish immigrants in the built environment of the Lower East Side and record their findings.  

· Ask students to research the push and pull factors that led Jews to immigrate to the United States.  What were some of the hardships that led Jews to leave their homes for a new place?  What were the advantages of the United States?  How do these hardships faced by Jews in the 18th, 19th and 20th centuries compare to some other hardships faced by Jews over time?  Be sure to explore the early persecutions of the Jews such as the Babylonian captivity and enslavement in Egypt.  

· What parts of Eldridge Street Synagogue teach us about the ways that Jewish people practice their religion?  What is the significance of various parts of the building including the arc, the bimah, and the women’s gallery?  Does the Torah define how followers of Judaism should worship?  Does the Torah define the structure or component of a synagogue?  Assign each student one feature of the building to define for the class and research why it is necessary in the building.  Is it there because of a religious teaching, or just because of architectural style or fashion?  Ask students to write a short reflection paragraph on the ways that their place of worship is physically arranged to facilitate their religious practice.
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The Bimah (reader’s platform).
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The Ark

PAGE  
4
1/18/2003

