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INTRODUCTION TO JUDAISM COURSE HANDBOOK 2010 


BRUCHIM HA’BA’IM – WELCOME
Who’s it for?

Welcome to the Introduction to Judaism program.

For some, this is the start of a re-acquaintance with their Judaism. Some come to class to anticipate their kids’ Bat/Bar Mitzvah ceremonies or their own adult celebration. For others it is one plank in the preparation period which anticipates conversion. From time to time, non-Jews use the course to further their understanding of their own religion and their dealings with the Jewish community. Whatever your personal goal, learning about Judaism is a great pastime and we hope that this will be a year-long process which launches further curiosity about topics of particular interest.

Where do we start?

Please bring with you to each lesson:
· writing equipment and a file for holding your book list, syllabus, handouts provided by faculty, notices and other stuff you collect along the way
· Rabbi Wayne Dosick’s “Living Judaism” – marked with notes and questions. (ideally one copy per participant – available at TBI)
· kippot for men and also for  women who would like to try this tradition
· As indicated on the topic schedule: Gates of Prayer (weekly & shabbat prayer book), or “Mishkan T’filah”when it appears, Haggadah, TaNaKh (full Jewish bible), Gates of Repentance (High Holidays red prayer book) or other texts 
· you might find having a designated Intro tote or bag a useful way to be ready and store the books you are currently reading etc together at home
· A personal Journal – for reflections, questions, interesting quotes etc… 
What will we manage to learn?

The schedule will provide the list of topics in any year. Clearly, we can only cover in our sessions a fragment of the richness of Jewish tradition. But don’t worry, this is just a stepping-off place on your Jewish journey. 
You will see specific weekly required pre-reading assignments that serve as a foundation for each session. The success of the program relies on all participants (including Jews-by-birth) reading the required texts thoughtfully, making notes and thinking of questions to ask along the way (please feel free to write them in your books!).  
A note on learning as an adult:

Remember that adult learning may feel very different from your past memories of Sunday or Day school. For those with little formal schooling, this may feel daunting. But don’t feel anxious. There is no intelligence quotient for being a successful and honourable Jew (or believer in any tradition).  You begin where you are. You make progress according to your enthusiasm, the time you set aside to read and study, the extent to which you reflect upon issues raised in the class. But you need to be responsible for the learning curve. Don’t become a dependent student. Take the challenge of searching out answers for yourself. If you really need something answered before it crops up on the class schedule which you received, then take it up with class teachers or your rabbi (after class) or seek the information yourself. Empower yourself to be a courageous, mature age learner and be proud of your achievements.
A note on the diversity within our class:

It will be evident from the introductory paragraph above and from looking around the classroom that our class includes people with a wide variety of backgrounds, ages and personalities. One of the biggest challenges of the class is to balance the needs of this diverse group of learners. Some of your class mates grew up as Jews and went to Jewish day schools until the end of high school. Others are new to Judaism and have only read a handful of books about it. Some Jews-by-birth grew up in orthodox homes. Others grew up in Progressive homes or even Jewish homes with minimal or no Jewish involvement. Some who seek to become Jews have read extremely widely.  
It should be self-evident that all class members need to respect each other. Sometimes an apparently simple or obvious question will reveal a surprising and even transformative answer. Please understand that sometimes complex questions need to wait until after class because they go beyond the scope of an introductory course. 

How do I find the answers to my questions?

You have lots of resources at your disposal:

· your own rabbi or minister (note that Christians are often interested in the Jewish roots of their faith for theological reasons and staff of Jewish day schools also explore the milieu of the schools in which they teach)
· the faculty who teach the course

· other class members who might have particular expertise in one topic or another. Note that, subject to your permission, a contact sheet will be available to each class member for the purpose of phone or email conversation. You will be able to network the group for social fun and you might call each other with questions between lessons and invite each other for Shabbat, festivals etc etc. Please be especially mindful of singles in the group who will be very appreciative to be included.
· the libraries of your congregations and the TBI library in the Friedlander Beit Midrash.
· Makor Jewish Community Library in Beth Weizmann in Hawthorn Road, a subscription library with an excellent AV collection

· the Jewish Museum, a subscription will cover your membership

· the myriad of websites (but beware! See the recommended reading list for recommended sites, particularly www.myjewishlearning.com )
· the Australian Jewish News (AJN) which can readily be purchased or sent to your home if you have a subscription. It is highly recommended that you read the AJN regularly to get a feel for the Australian Jewish Community as well as a range of Jewish views on local and world events.
· friends, family and colleagues

How can I be sure I am making progress?

Take the help that is available at the pace which feels comfortable for you. Weigh the help of others for its depth of knowledge, its agenda or bias and also its degree of Progressive content. In very few weeks you will be able to discern a great deal about the help of friends, family, co-workers and others in the class. Develop your Jewish instincts and follow them. Check with Rabbis and teachers if you are not sure about your navigation of Jewish issues early on.
What is the basis of the progress I make?

It is a confusing thing to find your way around the Jewish world and its tradition to begin with. You’ll get there. But remember, that you must have completed at least one book from each section of the reading list before the class begins. It is imperative that you complete one survey history text in detail, so that whatever topic crops up, you will have a place in your emerging Jewish framework of knowledge to place the new information. The book list is available on the TBI website or from the synagogue office. 
Keep notes, mind maps, dot points or whatever works for you, as you go through the books you choose.  For a helpful timeline, keep referring back to p. 358-374 in Dosick’s book.
Candidates for conversion will later use the notes they make to “swat” for their knowledge tests. Open and closed book tests are a further stepping stone to your decision to go forward for interview with the Beth Din, as is your obligation to learn to read Hebrew accurately. Your own sponsoring rabbi will have reviewed all these procedures for you in anticipation of commencing formal classes in the Intro program. Please note that the Intro Class is not the key which instantly opens the door to completion of conversion. It is simply one of the many stages required for preparation. Students who undertake Jewish study may be preparing themselves, but completion of the course in no way automatically entitles students to status as a ger tzeddek – a sincere and committed Jew by choice.
Other important components of the journey to becoming a Jew by choice include: a significant involvement in the community through regular service attendance (Shabbat evening, morning and all festivals) & regular participation in programs/classes taking place at your congregation and beyond; periodic meetings with your sponsoring rabbi to address spiritual growth in a smaller setting; serious consideration and  adoption of a range of Jewish life practices; exploring places of Jewish interest locally (such as other congregations, the Jewish Museum, Jewish shops and bakeries), nationally (such as interstate synagogues & museums) and internationally wherever possible (such as historic Jewish communities around the world and especially the State of Israel). 

How can I be prepared for class?

At the outset, copy the details of the syllabus into your diary and note particularly lesson venues, Jewish festivals and events which need to be observed. You may need to request time off from work in advance for festivals that fall on weekdays. 
The link between the weekly topics and reading list is crystal clear. At the very least it is imperative that you read the assigned passages from Rabbi Dosick’s “Living Judaism” and any other readings (such as biblical passages) that are listed as required in the syllabus. Ideally each student should have his/her own copy of Dosick’s book (this includes couples) so that each student can mark/highlight and write questions or comments in the book as he/she goes. These questions can be brought up at an appropriate time during class or after class with the instructor or your rabbi. 

Remember, you are fitting pieces into a vast puzzle called Judaism. It is also important to remember that each telling of a topic will reflect the personality, passion and academic involvement of the teacher. Learn from all teachers and be aware that some topics which are central to Jewish understanding will be criss-crossed in many ways in the course of your study cycle.
Is your home set for Jewish Life?

You will need a base kit and can add as you go along. Remember that all the Judaica shops and synagogues which hold book stocks will happily hold a gift list for you if you have an engagement, wedding, strategic birthday, graduation etc coming up.

You will need as a minimum

· Gates of prayer (blue)* (Mishkan T’filah by August 2010)
· Gates of Repentance (red)*
· Haggadot that your family uses so you can keep up with the page turning*
· kippot
· a mezuzah containing a clearly legible parchment 
· a full Jewish bible (JPS Tanakh is an excellent modern English translation)* 

· a couple of reference books about observance of Shabbat and festivals

· a good Jewish cook book

· a JNF Blue Box* and whichever other tzedakah boxes will remind you to support good causes on a regular basis

· either AJN or access on internet to www.JewishAustralia.com
· the JCCV*, JNF or other reputable Australian Jewish diary

· Temple Time or your synagogue’s newsletter to keep up to date with your own community, register for functions etc 
· ritual items for Shabbat: bread board and knife, candlesticks, kiddush cup, home Shabbat service booklets*, havdalah set

· pesach plate, Elijah’s cup, triple matzah cover for Pesach
· chanukiyah for Channukah
· other items which you take a fancy to as your tastes broaden and you tick off the basics

*available at the TBI office.

What’s the go in class?

Please be on time. We start at 7.30 promptly and conclude at  about 9.30. Tea, coffee and bikkies are provided at the break.

Each week, pick up your name tag. Identify yourself all the time, even late in the semester. Not even the best of teachers can recall the names of all students and their partners from week to week at the end of long days and neither can your classmates. Please return your names tags to the Resource Box at the end of each session. Borrow a kippah if you have forgotten yours and return it to the box at the end of class. (Keep one in the car glove box, too.)
Sign in on the attendance register please and also anticipate vacations, so we know you are NOT ill. Then, absences will be assumed to be of consequence if you are not in class for two successive weeks. Please note that the attendance of students for conversion is tracked by the office each week. That attendance requirement apart, we are also concerned to know if you are having a hard time, have lost or are changing jobs, have been unwell or lost a loved one. Get used to letting your communities know the news and get into the habit of bringing the rabbis into your lives. We want to be there for you.

Men, please cover your heads. Women may feel free to try wearing a head cover in class and experiment with this tradition.
Be ready to share any important Jewish experiences of the previous week, any good books, films, plays or other stuff which might be of interest to others.

Be ready to review what went on in the previous week’s class. That won’t always be possible if there is a change of teacher, but we will try and bridge the continuity questions wherever possible.
Take your cue from other students and the teachers: if you are not satisfied with the answer to a question and one “follow up” still does not do the trick, please wait till the break to resolve the confusion with the teacher, unless there is general group desire to further explore an issue. As has already been stated, try and be sensitive to the range of levels of background, learning styles and personalities of all your classmates. 

In the event of concern, approach the tutor gently in the break or at the end of class. If you cannot get a resolution, please approach the co-ordinator. An email is a good place to start. Rabbi Fred Morgan can be contacted on rabbi.fred.morgan@tbi.org.au. When there is something which needs further intervention, your own sponsoring rabbi is often the best port of call and will be notified of the concern by the co-ordinator.

The “go” in class is to have great Jewish experiences and use the time well.  b’Hatzlacha – every good luck for a successful year of study in the Intro Class. 
Created & written by Rabbi Aviva Kipen. 
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