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5e: A Jewish Perspective


Lesson 2 of 2: Are Science and Judaism compatible?

Aim of the lesson 

For the students to have examined:

· Whether science and Judaism can be compatible

· The theory of Rabbi Joseph Soloveitchik –“The Two Adams” and whether this “works” in reconciling apparent clashes between science and the Torah. 

· Some examples of the way Jewish thinking approaches challenging texts and that there is a variety of interpretation within Jewish scholarship. 

Differentiation / Extension

Activities for more able students are given in 5e_r2 reflections of Jewish Thinkers.
Alternative suggestions for both less and more able students are given in the Main Activities.

Assessment

Informal during discussions.

Duration 1 Hour

Timings

Starter: 15 minutes –presenting, and briefly considering, important questions.

Main Activities: 40 minutes – discussions.

Plenary: 15 minutes –Summarising various Jewish approaches.

Intended Age 16 –18.

Previous Knowledge needed by teacher

As background for both teachers and students, a brief summary of what Judaism is/believes would be helpful for reference. (see resource 5e_r1 Judaism in a nutshell) Alternatively, the Judaism section in the BBC “Belief File” video series made for schools could substitute for less able students. Good web sites are the “Judaism 101” section found at www.jewfaq.org or the “Basics” section found at www.torah.org 

Previous Knowledge needed by students

The same as above would be useful but not essential.

Background Reading

Books used or referenced for further research:

· Pentateuch (Torah) Jerusalem Publications Society translation

· Tradition in An Untraditional Age, Jonathan Sacks

· Radical Then Radical Now, Jonathan Sacks

· The Jam Packed Bible (http://www.aj6.org), Raphael Zarum

· Messengers of God, Elie Wiesel

· Halakhic Man, Joseph Soloveitchik 

· Challenge, Carmell and Domb

· "The Complete Idiot's Guide to Understanding Judaism" and “The Complete Idiot's Guide To Understanding Jewish History and Culture” both by Rabbi Benjamin Blech, published by Alpha Books.
ICT Opportunites

Websites for further research: 

· http://www.aj6.org/jpbo 

· http://www.chabad.org  
Resources

5e_srs2 Reflections of Jewish Thinkers (more able students)

Genesis chapter 1 and chapter 2 verses 7, 8 and 15.
Introduction / Starter activity

Some Questions to ask:

1. Are we unique?

2. Is the lack of scientific detail in the Bible meant to teach us something – is that a lesson in itself?

According to the Torah, man was created in a different way from the rest of creation - there are different explanations and interpretations of that Torah text.

Main Activities

Review the idea that God created man “in his own image” as the last act of creation. (Genesis, Chapter I, verse 26). Some scientists may well argue that man is NOT inherently different from the rest of the animal kingdom, just  further evolved.   But the first Chapter implies that men and women are separate from all other animals. 

There have been many different discussions of this apparent clash in Jewish thought from the most ancient writings up to the present day.

The bulk of the lesson could be spent on either or both of the following two activities:

Two ideas for discussion:

The first is for students on a lower level of understanding, whether man is near to being a “god” - king-like, or whether he is just one step up from an insect.  The second explores the dual nature of man, based on the teachings of Rav Soloveitchik. (Pronounced: sollovay-chick)

Here is the record of one discussion between learned Rabbis recorded in the Talmud (Oral Law, a collection of teachings put together in Babylonia in the 6-7th centuries BCE) on why Mankind was created last:

 “Our rabbis taught: Adam was created last of all beings….so that if man becomes too proud we can remind him that even gnats preceded him in the order of Creation. Alternatively, it was so he could partake of the banquet (that is the world that had been created up to then.)  He can be compared to a king who first builds a palace, decorates it, prepares a banquet, and only then invites a guest to come in…”
Activity

Students could be asked (in pairs) to think of examples in which ways animals differ from humans.  Do some – or all – animals

· Laugh?

· Cry?

· Feel guilty?

· Worry?

· Have a conscience?

· Show curiosity?

· Compare themselves to others?

· Suffer depression?

· Make each other laugh, cry, any of the above?

· Do humans have a soul? 

· Do animals have a soul?

N.B.  There is much debate within Judaism on this matter!  Genesis 1.27 which says that  humankind alone  was created “in God’s image” – is usually  understood as meaning  animals do not have a soul – or if they do they have a more “primitive,” less developed soul than humans.   Traditional Judaism expresses a view that humans share with God a knowledge of right and wrong, and unlike animals can make moral choices.

One of the most famous Rabbis in the twentieth century was Rav Soloveitchik, who lived in America.   He developed a theory called “The Two Adams”. Despite being a very great spiritual leader he was very interested in technology and scientific advances – and disagreed very strongly with those who said scientific study was in some way opposed to religion.  He celebrated science as an aspect of man’s progress.

Activity

To understand his theory students need to read Chapter 1 again of Genesis, verses 27 and 28, and also Chapter 2, verses 7, 8,15. 

The Creation story appears to be told twice.  Students should attempt a close textual reading – and make a list of the differences and similarities between them. 

A further question to consider: 

Why might there be two accounts of the same event?

Translations will vary, but the sense of two very different accounts should emerge.

(Answers should include different names of God, in “His own image”, the first account creates man and woman together, he is told to “fill the earth” and conquer it, be master of everything else. The second account describes man as a living “soul”, he is alone, and his task is to “care” for the earth and tend it, he is put in the garden by God.)

There are many interpretations as to why the story is told twice, but Rav (Rabbi) Soloveitchik understood it this way – as having an ethico-religious message.  He knew that some religious people took a “literalist” view of the Creation story – that everything happened literally, and others a “compatibilist” view – the idea that that the Big Bang  Theory and God creating the world can co-exist – but he argued it  differently. He wrote:

 “If the Torah spoke at length about the creation of the world ….it did so not to reveal cosmogonic secrets and metaphysical mysteries but rather in order to teach us “halakha.” (Hebrew for Jewish law, or way of living.)

So what is his understanding?  That the story is told twice to describe two different Adams, a split in the human personality. 

He understands the two Adams as ideal types. Adam One (of the first chapter) is a creative, outgoing ‘scientist’, working in a team or community.  He is intelligent, exploring the universe, his task being to control it and to “master” it, to advance. Adam Two (from the second chapter) explores the universe slowly, retreating into himself, trying to understand it, searching for “answers” from above.  Whereas Adam 1 was created in God’s image, Adam 2 was formed from “the dust of the earth.”  Adam 1 feels strong and positive, is confident and forward-thinking. Adam 2 is thoughtful, finding life mysterious, wanting to communicate with God.

Try – perhaps in pairs - to think of some life examples of Adam 1 or Adam 2 – say studying chemistry, comforting a friend, trekking to Nepal, listening to music,  mending a bike,  telling your best friend about your deepest fears. Are they “Adam 1 or  Adam 2 “moments?

 complete repetition of previous paragraph
Question; which one – Adam 1 or Adam 2 - do you think is the more “religious?”

We tend to think the answer should be Adam 2.  BUT Rav Soloveitchik answers that we are – or should be both.  Both are “ideal” types.  We need to be both striving and progressive and should pursue science in order to improve our world, but also be reflective, humble and moral in what we are doing.

Science must be moral, too. Chief Rabbi Jonathan Sacks agrees with Rav Soloveitchik when he says that when we read the Creation story – or the accounts of miracles in the Torah, the right question to ask is NOT “Did this happen or not?” but “How must I live?”  

He writes in “Radical, Then, Radical Now” that he can summarise the history of the West in three sentences.

 “In the beginning people believed in many gods.

Monotheism came and reduced them to one.

Science came and reduced them to none.”

He argues that science is concerned with what “is”, and that Judaism is concerned with what “should be.” He goes on to say that “Valuing science at the expense of ethics, we have unparalleled knowledge of what is, and unprecedented doubts about what ought to be.”

Discussion point: Do you agree? Have we allowed our priorities to go astray in the pursuit of one “knowledge” over “understanding”?

If time and interest allows 5e_srs2_Reflections of Jewish Thinkers may be suitable for research for more able students:

Plenary

The Jewish approach is that there are many approaches! 

One is that that the Torah is eternal for Jews, and that scientific views can change.  Contradictions/difficulties will eventually be resolved or seen to be apparent difficulties which are not real once you have understood the true nature of the Torah.

There are ways of harmonising Torah and science:

That they are trying to explain different areas of life and exist side by side.

Judaism has always shown curiosity about the world and that the most ancient texts discuss all aspects of science, including medicine and astronomy.
Many Jews have made a great contribution to science, especially in the twentieth century.
The Torah and other books of the Bible stress the ultimate order – and also of the mystery of the Universe:

· As the Book of Isaiah says: “Have you not known?  Have you not heard?

· Has it not been told to you from the beginning?

· It is He (God) who sits above the circle of the earth, and its inhabitants are like grasshoppers” (Isaiah 40 v21)
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