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Religions represent ways of belief, alongside
ritual activities practiced by the believers. Our
world today enables us to study different
religions without necessarily having to belong or
be a member of the specific religion, thus
enabling us to study its different beliefs and
development from a non-committed standpoint.
Religions combined with political ideologies
have caused much strife and many wars in the
history of mankind. However, we will also find
that religions speak much about peace and love
of humanity, and seek the well being of society.

My personal experience

I am a descendent of a Jewish family, with a
clear Jewish identity and was born and grew up
in Jerusalem, in an environment where the three
monotheistic  religions have co-existed for
hundreds of years. As I grew up I learned of
Islam and the Arabic language, and got to know
Christianity as I saw it in Jerusalem. The different
religions seemed to me the natural way of living.
There was no homogeneity in the way people
around me lived. People spoke several languages,
and people believed in different religions or
belonged to different streams of Judaism.
Jerusalem had a mixture of Jewish identities,
representing an amalgam of religious groups and
trends. Among my neighborhood friends were
very religious Jews, committed to all religious
practices of Jewish life, alongside those who
became totally secular and did not practice
Jewish customs daily.

What I learned growing up was that Judaism
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today is represented in many forms, from the
very orthodox Jews - the people most Japanese
see or read about when Judaism is represented,
i.e. those dressed in black coats, with long beards
and black hats - to a stream of very secular
modern Jews, whose Jewishness cannot be
recognized from their appearance. In fact,
orthodox Jews make up only about 10 percent of
Jews in the world today. Thus Judaism today is
divided into many forms of appearance and
practice as well as beliefs. However, there is one
thing that connects all Jews throughout the
world, and this is their descendance from a
Jewish family. Belonging to the family of Jews is
dependent upon whether or not a person was
born to a Jewish mother, according to orthodox
thinking, but more liberal Jews accept a person
who was born into a Jewish family with only a
father or even only grandparents who were
Jews.

Devising a curriculum for Jewish Studies

In Japan there are hardly any Jewish
communities, so when I was invited in 2004, to
devise a new curriculum of Jewish Studies at the
School of Theology in Doshisha University, I had
to think about how a curriculum could be created
which would introduce Judaism to students in a
comprehensible manner but most importantly as
the living form of a contemporary community, the
beliefs and practices of which are based on very
ancient traditions.

The study of Judaism involves firstly the study
of the long history of a nation that made its

appearance on the stage of history around 1000
BCE and maintained its national identity up until
today by religious practice, and also via a largely
developed culture which for the last two hundred
years in particular, has not been based on religious
practice and beliefs alone. Although, spread over
many countries throughout the world, the Jews
were able to maintain cultural and religious
connections down through the ages. On the one
hand we are speaking of one entity of Jews, but on
the other hand we are speaking of different
communities such as European, Middle Eastern
and North African ones, and from the 17th
century AD, communities in the Americas and
even further afield. These communities were
different in their customs and mainly in their
languages. How can one teach Judaism over such a
large span of historical periods, when the Judaism
of the early biblical period is totally different from
the Judaism of modern times, even though modern
Judaism is based on that ancient Judaism? I wanted
to create a vivid curriculum for the students, which
would give them a clear picture of this religion and
culture.

To be taken into consideration when setting
up the curriculum was the fact that teaching the
various periods had to be spread over four years of
undergraduate courses and that more emphasis
had to be placed on some periods rather than
others. Another important component of study is
language. The most important language for Jewish
Studies is Hebrew which itself has a very long
history of development. Graduate studies on the
other hand must offer a more specialized context
of Jewish thought and Judaism in modern times,
which brings us into the study of Modern Judaism
and its new political form in the study of Israel and
Zionism.

The teaching of all these curricular topics can
be approached within the study of religion, thus in
keeping with the concept of studies at the Faculty
of Theology, since Judaism can be taught via
different methods, such as historical, sociological,
linguistic etc. Choosing a religious perspective
means focusing on theological concepts and beliefs
that motivated and brought about changes and
developments within the Jewish community
throughout different ages. Another important
angle in the teaching of Jewish Studies at our
School of Theology is that it should include the
study of relationships between Judaism and
Christianity both in the past and in the present.
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The first classes established as part of the
teaching on Judaism were three general classes in
Jewish history and culture together with a class of
Modern Hebrew language. Over recent years we
have expanded the curriculum to include more
classes on Jewish thought, as well as the study of an
additional language, the Aramaic Language, which
is second language of the Jewish written scriptures.
The Modern Hebrew Language course has been
expanded into five different courses with three
levels of language study, an advanced course in
Hebrew literature and a seminar for graduate
students on Hebrew culture. Biblical Hebrew has
long been part of the curriculum of the faculty and
a student can thus learn about the Hebrew
language from the Old Testament texts up until
today.

Language as a cultural carrier

Hebrew language is an important transporter
of Jewish culture. Therefore, the class in Modern
Hebrew has been used as a platform to introduce
Judaism in modern times as well as its
representations in Israel today. Through teaching
the basics of the language, part of some classes are
devoted to cultural aspects or religious beliefs as
they appear in the language. The teaching method
in these courses introduces pictures, videos and
music, and encourages students to speak the
language right from the first class. Thanks to the
support of the Faculty of Theology and a two-year
budget support from the Doshisha University
Center for Faculty Development, I have set up a
website to support and help students progress and
have recently written a textbook (in Hebrew and
Japanese) for teaching the three different year
levels. The first and second volumes are already in
use and I am working on the third volume. All the
material in the textbook has been uploaded to the
Internet website for the use of students. Through
the Modern Hebrew language course, students are
able to study in Israel, making use of exchange
programs with the Hebrew University in Jerusalem
and the University of Haifa.

I believe that adding Jewish Studies to the
Faculty of Theology’s curriculum has and will in
the future widen the horizon of our students to the
complexity of the monotheistic religions, and will
give them a more international perspective on
world religions.

(Tx any)
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