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At the end of  February, MTEI graduates had a wonderful opportunity to study with 

Rabbi Art Green,  who is the Founder and Rector of the Boston Hebrew College 

Rabbinical School, among many of his other accomplishments. Art’s recent book 

Judaism’s 10 Best Ideas (Jewish Lights Press, 2014) was the focus of the study session.  

 

For this session we tried a new approach. We set ourselves up as a kind of “book club” in 

which each of the participants acquired a copy of this short and inexpensive book and 

read it in advance of our conference call. This gave the participants the opportunity to ask 

Art questions and make comments about the book. It led to a lively and interactive 

session and a chance to go “backstage” with the author. 

 

Art has described this as his most accessible and popular book. After a long career 

writing for scholarly contexts and for people interested in contemporary Jewish theology, 

here he attempted something different:  to lay out in clear and readable form some of the 

great Jewish concepts, ideas that, if not unique, are certainly deeply characteristic of 

Judaism. There are chapters called “T’zelem Elohim,” “Shabbat,” “Torah,” and 

“Halakhah,” for example. In each he tried to give the particular perspective of Judaism 

about topics such as ethics, religious discipline, and God. 

 

This is a book aimed at people learning about Judaism from an adult point of view. Some 

may be people thinking about or engaging in a conversion process. Others may be people 

looking to find an access point to Judaism, such as college students out on their own for 

the first time. And in the case of our group this is a book that can be used to teach such 

groups of individuals. 

 

Many of us were struck by the fact that the opening chapter of the book is “Simhah—

Joy.” It was a surprising way to begin a book introducing people to Judaism. Perhaps the 

chapter on God or Torah seemed more predictable. In his view the message of joy is one 

that is deeply ingrained in Judaism and should be celebrated. A similar point of view is to 

be found in his chapter entitled “L’Hayyim—To Life.” 

 

But Art talked about his struggle with what should go first. He expressed the idea that he 

wanted people who may have preconceptions about Judaism based on little knowledge to 

understand that contrary to the way “Old Testament” religion is sometimes portrayed, in 

his view Judaism is essentially a life-affirming, this-world-oriented religion that is not 

burdened by a theology rooted in the notion of “original sin,” as has been characteristic of 

Christianity.  

 

And even some of the more attractive “Eastern” religions that have drawn adherents from 

the West in recent years, view the world as a burden to be overcome and to be liberated 

from. 

 



Participants seemed very taken with the book and felt that it was applicable and important 

for people beyond the original intended audience. A number of comments suggested that 

the MTEI alums were interested in sharing the book with their teachers and studying the 

ideas of the book in the spirit of MTEI professional development. We encouraged 

everyone to be in touch with Art to share their experiences of teaching or using the book 

and pointing out any curricular innovations that they developed as tools for teaching the 

book.  

 

Inexpensive and short, the book for all its popular qualities has the big advantage of being 

rooted in the authority of one of the most esteemed Judaica scholars and rabbis or our 

time. It was an illuminating experience for all of us to have the chance to spend some 

time with Art discussing his latest book. And we encourage other MTEI grads to look for 

it.  

 

(By the way, for those interested in looking at some of Art’s scholarly work the Jewish 

Publication Society is honoring him with a collection of some of his important writing in 

their “JPS Scholar of Distinction” series.  This volume called The Heart of the Matter: 

Studies in Jewish Mysticism and Theology has a publication date of April 1
st
) 

 

 


