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A first-year rabbinical student at the Jewish Theological Seminary once approached me in order
to critique my teaching methods. He wanted to know why | allowed the reactions of the students
to predominate in class discussions. He preferred to hear my reactions to the text as the
teacher/expert and not those of his amateur classmates. “We could be moving faster through
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the material,” he argued, “if only you lectured more.” It became clear to me that listening to his
classmates engaged in a debate about a text’s meaning thwarted his ability to emerge with the
interpretation at the end of a class session and made him struggle too much in his search for
clarity. No doubt, our classroom dialogues left him frustrated. In response to his question |
asked him to think about the nature of the texts that he was required to prepare each week from
the Babylonian Talmud (Bavli). | then informed him that | would address his concerns within the
classroom as | assumed he was not the only entering student uncomfortable with my
pedagogical approach.

When | opened up conversation in class the next day on the character of the Bavli, my students
articulated their impression of it as a unique document unlike any literary work produced during
its time or thereafter. Certainly, there was no document the students could remember studying
that was similar to it. They recognized that its unusual character was born from the distinct style
of dialogue utilized by its redactors to weave together an array of disparate sources from
different time periods. These redactors created a text in which voices of different generations
were presented as communicating with one another. The students also acknowledged that in
the Bavli positions were challenged and undermined on a consistent basis; strings of attacks
and counterattacks were the building blocks of each Talmudic passage and they lent a great
deal of instability to the individual points of view proposed throughout its pages. Moreover,
beyond the sheer dialogical nature of the Bavli they also noted how common it was to find within
its argumentative framework ambiguous, tangential, and elliptical statements that disrupted the
linear development they expected to see. Students then noted how surprising it was for a
seminal religious text to exhibit such volatility instead of a well-defined religious vision. Indeed,
their frustrations began with the text itself.

What | wanted my students to recognize was that the Bavli proposed a type of pedagogy within
its passages that demanded analytic thought at a most intense and “laser—sharp” pitch. There
was a consistent attempt on the part of the redactors of the Bavli not only to model a type of
questioning that would consume and deconstruct the objects of its discussions, but that would
also provoke continuous questioning amongst those who studied its contents. Just as the Bavli
continuously talked back to itself, its readers were expected to do the same. They were to be in
dialogue with a text that was already in dialogue with itself and engage each other regarding its
meaning both inside the classroom as well as outside the classroom walls when they each
prepared in a traditional study pair called a havruta. | reminded the students that the Bavli has
set in motion an ideology of hermeneutic debate that has organized and informed the daily life
of the Jewish community for centuries (Steiner 1985). Therefore, | asked my students, “Why
shouldn’t this type of analytical thought, revolving as it does around the model of communal
debate, also inform your preparation and our classroom framework? If a dialogic interpretive
practice is historically at the heart of Jewish identity, why not swim with the tide rather than
against it by adopting pedagogical practices that are consonant with what it represents? Why
shouldn’t teacher and student enter such a dialogue as participants in a process that is as
ancient as the Talmud itself?”

2/6



Reenacting Ancient Pedagogy in the Classroom

My decision to inscribe Talmudic dialectic into my pedagogic practice has been driven by more
than a desire for students to find a way to integrate what they have learned with their own
identities as Jews within the framework of their seminary education. To be sure, my own
successes in the classroom support the observations of a host of contemporary educational
theorists, sociocognitive psychologists, philosophers, and semioticians who have argued that
there is a strong relationship between the social aspect of education and the production of
knowledge. For example, John Dewey (1971) underscored that what makes education
intrinsically moral is its social dimension. For Dewey, the classroom was a community of inquiry;
the social interactions that were natural to the school environment were necessary to the
educational process. Parker Palmer (2007) has argued that our knowledge of the world requires
an interactive community that gathers around a subject in a complex and dialogical manner.
Sociocognitive psychologists, including Lev Vygotsky and Irving Sigel, have noted that while
knowledge is developed individually, most of what we learn is achieved communally, within
patterns of relationships. Knowledge is not merely transmitted from one individual to another,
that is, from teacher to student. Rather, it emerges from a shared interpersonal engagement
around jointly understood problems. Cognitive development depends upon interactive
processes (Hausfather 1996: Kozulin 1998; Sigel 1993; Sigel and Kelly 1988; Wertsch 1985).
The semioticians Yu. M. Lotman and Mikhail Bakhtin, who posit that every text possesses a
“dialogic function,” treat all texts as contributions to a dialogue that continuously invites further
response and, therefore, as “members” (so to speak) of the learning community (Lotman 1988;
Katz 2006; Kress and Lehman 2003; Wertsch and Smolka 1993). In other words, the text and
the individual are seen by them as existing in a relationship with the same cognitive
development sequelae as those of relationships among people. No doubt, the observations of
these scholars only heighten the significance of the contributions made by the redactors of the
Talmud over fifteen hundred years ago to our sense of what qualifies as good teaching and
what good teaching accomplishes. Once the attainment of knowledge becomes a social
process, as the rabbis initially proposed, it never becomes something absolute or universal
(Foster, et. al., 2006, 78). Rather, it evolves over time in a continuous and multidirectional
fashion.

It is also the case that a dialogical style of teaching invites diversity, creates conflict, promotes
disorder, and embraces ambiguity within the classroom setting. A teacher can be contradicted,
multiple interpretations can coexist, and there can, at times, be more confusion than clarity, just
as my student felt during the first few weeks of our class. However, the reality is far different.
Students eventually learn that the subject of our discussion is not confined by what the teacher
has to say about it (Palmer 2007, 120). Within this context they develop the confidence to assert
their own opinions. They learn to listen and to accept the ideas of others because they have
watched their teacher reframe her own observations based on their input. The notion of an
expert and an amateur sitting across from one another disintegrates.
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But more important is the fact that ambiguous texts and diverse interpretations, while
disorienting, sharpen the interpretive sensibilities of the students. Elizabeth Shanks Alexander
(2002) has argued in her comments on bSuk 51b—-52a that the ambiguity characteristic of the
literary art of the Bavli intentionally creates dramatic tension on the part of its readers
heightening their curiosity and prompting them to engage the text more deeply. The same
occurs in the classroom when one student’s question complicates rather than clarifies an
observation made by another. Such discrepancies provoke more questions and more
discussion. And whether some conclusion is actually reached or several acceptable answers
are put forth by the students the twists and turns in the discussion reflect the difficulty we all
face in trying to conceptualize vast ideas that are often at the root of theological study.

Indeed, the Bavli’'s text is uniquely structured in a way that reflects a commitment to the
interpersonal construction of knowledge. Its pedagogy makes me the fortunate recipient of a
teaching task where the nature of what | teach coheres with the culture in which | teach it at the
Jewish Theological Seminary. But this type of Talmudic pedagogy has also forced me to look
beyond the idea that teaching is about the construction of a neat cognitive scaffolding. Without
sacrificing rigor in the name of “classroom conversation” | have come to realize that there is a
redeeming value in the confusion that ensues when a group of students try to help one another
make sense of an idea. The joint effort required transforms them into an active community of
learners where | become part of the circle that they helped me to construct. They confirm the
benefits of an ancient pedagogy that, because of its interactive nature, has the ability to take me
and them by surprise at any moment with an array of existential applications and interpretive
illuminations.
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