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Typically Jewish, Atypically Fun Discussion Guide
Mazel tov. You have decided to hold a Typically Jewish, Atypically Fun Discussion Series. We promise you a ton of fun as you learn and discuss how participants live, love, work, eat, and even plan to die as Jews.  
Series Structure

Either clergy or laypersons can lead your group discussions. And of course, you can hold them anywhere from your nearby Jewish organization to your living room to your favorite delicatessen restaurant.
Content is provided for ten approximately one-hour sessions, each discussing a book chapter—Introduction, Worrying, Kvelling, Dying, Noshing, Laughing, Detecting, Dwelling, Joining, Conclusion— but the segments can be compressed into fewer sessions or you can omit any not of interest to your participants (thought obviously they are all fascinating to everyone). 
Each session begins with Schmooze Qs (Questions) to get the group talking (though since they are Jews, they probably won’t need much prompting). The Chutzpahdik Comments section segregates the more contentious topics. (Have a shoe ready to bang on the table if things get out of hand. Birkenstocks work well, but that company’s founder was not Jewish; the Steve Madden and Michael Kors company originators, however, were Members of the Tribe.) Once everyone settles down, Silly Spiels will get the group moving around, sharing, and laughing again. Home Kupwork suggests ways participants can continue contemplating the topics. To make the rabbis happy, Classic Quotes offers biblical, talmudic, classical, and contemporary quotations to contemplate. Last, we’ve furnished Read More, the continue-your-Jewish-education section for librarians, teachers, and future Jewish mavens. 
Announcing the Discussion Series
Once you’ve decided upon the series dates and times, the following sample announcement could be inserted into your newsletter or bulletin announcement. 
<SPACE>

Typically Jewish, Atypically Fun Discussion Series to Begin  

· Are you “typically Jewish”? What does that mean?

· Is there such a thing as a “yiddishe kup” (Jewish head)? Do you have one? 

· Do Jews worry, kvell (burst with pride), work, love, or die differently than non-Jews? 
To talk about these and other questions about what it means to be Jewish today, sign up for the Typically Jewish, Atypically Fun Discussion Series. Based on Nancy Kalikow Maxwell’s paperback Typically Jewish (The Jewish Publication Society), the series will include fun, lively, thought-provoking conversations and activities to help you discover what it means to be “typically Jewish.” REFRESHMENTS WILL BE SERVED.

<SPACE>

Make sure those vital words appear in your announcement in all caps.  The Jewish Jurors assure me that food—bagels and cream cheese (morning), mondelbrodt and strudel (afternoon), wine and cheese (evening)—is fifty-one percent of getting people to show up, and fifty-one percent of the group’s success too, so you can rest assured that you already have it made. 
Syllabus
Session 1. Introduction and Overview 

Session 2. Worrying

Session 3. Kvelling 

Session 4. Dying

Session 5. Noshing

Session 6. Laughing 

Session 7. Detecting 

Session 8. Dwelling 

Session 9. Joining
Session 10. Conclusion
Session 1. Introduction and Overview

Session Goals
To provide an overview of the Typically Jewish, Atypically Fun Discussion Series, outline the program structure, and have participants get to know each other as they begin discussing what it means to be “typically Jewish.” 

Note: Since personal information may be shared, a confidentiality policy should be explained, along with any ground rules for discussing controversial or contentious issues. 
<SPACE>

To Begin
Request self-introductions with a brief statement about why each person signed up. The Silly Spiels activities that follow can be used as ice-breakers. 

<SPACE>
Schmooze Qs
1. Playwright Daniel Goldfarb said, “If you are in the process of trying to figure out what it means that you’re Jewish, then you’re Jewish.” Do you agree with this statement? 

2. Maxwell writes that this book sets out to investigate if Jews are essentially different than other people. If you were to undertake a similar quest, how would you go about it and what do you think you would find? 

3. “Two Jews, three opinions” is an oft-repeated cliché, but Maxwell states she has never heard “Two Catholics, three opinions.” Do you agree with the cliché about Jews? If so, why? Are certain ethnic/racial/cultural groups more associated with arguing than others?

<SPACE>
Chutzpahdik Comments
1. Many Jews believe that all humans are made in the image of God, yet many also feel that somehow Jews are different. Discuss this seeming contradiction. Have you ever felt this way?  If so, what do you believe are those differences? 

2. Is the search for Jewish identity somehow different than the search for identity would be for other ethnic/racial/cultural groups?  How would this series be different if it was “Typically Black,” “Typically Hispanic,” or “Typically Asian?”
 <SPACE>
Silly Spiels
1. How Jewish Are You?: Before the first class, prepare a list of “How Jewish are you?” questions that would be appropriate for your group. Questions might include: Have you ever attended a Bar/Bat Mitzvah?  Did you attend at least one High Holiday service last year? Do you attend Sabbath services regularly? Do you keep kosher?
In class, have everyone stand up. Read one of the questions and anyone answering “no” must sit down. The questions should proceed from behaviors/actions most participants will answer “yes” to those few, if any, can respond affirmatively. The last one standing is proclaimed the “most Jewish.”

2. Childhood Memory Exercise: Have participants pair off. Ask those born Jewish to exchange a childhood memory about one of the first times they “felt Jewish.” Ask participants not born Jewish to recall an early encounter with a Jew or Judaism that made an impression. 
3. Single Word Slam: Divide participants into groups. Ask each group to list the top five words that describe what it means to be Jewish. Compile all the lists and rank the top five words used across all the groups.  Congratulate the group that listed the most ranked words. 
If time permits, repeat the exercise describing what it means to be Christian.
<SPACE>
Home Kupwork 
Have each participant ask one Jew and one non-Jew, “Do you think Jews are different from non-Jews? If so, how?” Compare the two answers.

 <SPACE>
 Classic Quotes  

1. “And God created man in His image, in the image of God He created him; male and female He created them.” - Gen 1:27  
This quote emphasize the notion of universalism (that we are all the same), yet many Jews still harbor feelings that somehow we are different. How can you reconcile these two notions?


2. “I am a Jew. If you prick us, do we not bleed? If you tickle us, do we not laugh? If you poison us, do we not die?” – Shakespeare, Merchant of Venice, Act 3, Scene 1. 
This is another entryway to a similar conversation. Discuss the notion of universalism (that we are all the same), and the feelings some Jews harbor that we are somehow different. How can you reconcile these two notions?
3. "One who is bashful will never learn.” – Pirkei Avot / Ethics of the Fathers, 2:5 
By this point it will be obvious that some people have talked a lot and some have remained silent. Discuss the topic of introverts and extroverts. Is one type more “typically Jewish?” 
<SPACE>
Read More  

To see recent opinion survey results about American Jewish attitudes: A Portrait of Jewish Americans. Washington, DC: Pew Research Center, 2013. 
To compare the search for Jewish identity with other ethnic groups:

Thurston, Baratunde, How to Be Black. New York: Harper, 2012 and Liu, Eric, The Accidental Asian. New York: Vintage Books, 1998.   

To read a funny, decidedly not-politically-correct book about ethnic stereotypes, see Quinn, Colin, The Coloring Book. New York: Grand Central Publishing, 2015. 
To read about Nancy Kalikow Maxwell’s experience studying Catholic Theology, see “A Nice Jewish Girl Studying Catholicism?” National Catholic Reporter 40, no. 23 (April 9, 2004):19.
To read memoirs of two women who had Jewish fathers and non-Jewish mothers, see Gordon, Mary, Shadow Man. New York: Random House, 1996 and Steinem, Gloria, My Life on the Road. New York: Random House, 2015.
Session 2. Worrying
Session Goal

To discuss Jews’ relationship to worry and anxiety in the context of personal and group survival.
<SPACE>
Schmooze Qs
1. Do you think Jews worry more than non-Jews? If so, why? Give examples.

2. Are you or anyone you know superstitious about using words such as kinehora or pooh, pooh, pooh? Is there something “typically Jewish” about using words to ward off evil?

3. The Huffington Post ran a blog titled “I’m Not a Hypochondriac, I’m Just a Jew,” Do you think Jews are more concerned about their health than non-Jews? If so, why?

4. Have you ever felt uncomfortable when you realized you were the only Jew in the room? If so, tell the story and explain why.

5. Comedian Judy Gold jokes about bringing her new non-Jewish friend home. “Ma, I want you to meet Beth.” Her mother’s immediate response: “What? This is your friend? Do you think she would hide you?” Talk about why this is funny.

<SPACE>
Chutzpahdik Comments
1. Maxwell says, “Even Jews who never attended Hebrew school and have zero Jewish education know this history of Jewish persecution on a gut level.” Do you agree or disagree? Why or why not? Discuss the implications of your opinion. 

2. Maxwell believes that a long history of persecution has taught Jews a valuable lesson: money equals survival. “Jews know that, when forced to escape in the middle of the night, cold hard cash paves the way to freedom. “ Do you agree or disagree with this statement? Do you think Jews have a different relationship with money than non-Jews? 

3. Maxwell claims, “Beyond a belief in the saving power of chicken soup, I can’t say I believe in an underlying Jewish dogma.” Do you think there is a fundamental Jewish creed? If so, what are its tenets?  

<SPACE>
Silly Spiels 
1. Worry Scale: Ask participants to rank themselves on a “worry scale” from 0 (no worries) to 10 (constant worrier). Tally the results and see where most participants fall.  The biggest worrier gets an extra dessert.
 
2. The Worry Contest: Before the first class, prepare a list of “Have you ever worried about this?” questions that would be appropriate for your group.  Possible questions might include: Have you ever worried that a plane you are on will crash?

Do you arrive at the airport more than one-and-a-half hours early because you’re worried you will miss your plane? Have you ever seen a doctor to examine something on your skin that turned out to be nothing?  Have you ever called a loved one because s/he was 15 minutes late arriving home? 10 minute late? 5 minutes? Order the questions to begin with those most people are likely to answer “yes” to and end with those where few people, if anyone, will say “yes.” 

Bring a bowl filled with objects that can easily be removed from it: candy, pennies, toothpicks, mah jongg tiles. In class, read the first worry question. Instruct everyone anyone answering “yes” to take an item from the bowl. When all the questions have been read, the participant who took the most objects is proclaimed the “Worry Maven.” The “Worry Maven” too gets an extra dessert.
3. Jewish Worry: In pairs or small groups, exchange stories about a time you felt apprehensive about being Jewish.  When the group reconvenes, ask to retell the one or two best stories to the entire group. 
<SPACE>
Home Kupwork
Think about what you are doing to help ensure that Judaism will not die out. If you don’t think you are doing enough, what else could/should you do? 

<SPACE>
Classic Quotes 

1.“Whatever happens, it was designated long ago and it was known that it would happen; as for man, he cannot contend with what is stronger than he.”- Ecc 6:10

“Do not worry about tomorrow’s trouble, for you do not know what the day may bring,” - Babylonian Talmud, Tractate Yevamot, Page 63b

 “Whatever a man fears may happen to him is only a matter of probability—either it will happen or it will not happen.” - Maimonides, The Preservation of Youth, 1198

“All worrying is forbidden, except to worry that one is worried.” - Rabbi Mordechai of Lechovitz  (as quoted in Dov Peretz Elkins, Wisdom of Judaism Woodstock, VT: Jewish Lights Publishing, 2007, 79) 
What is your reaction to these Rabbinical pronouncements about worrying? If you were to issue your own advice about worrying, what would it be?

<SPACE>

 2.“He who is rich today may not be so tomorrow.”- Exodus Rabbah, Chapter 31, Section 3 
“A lover of money never has his fill of money, nor a lover of wealth his fill of income. That too is futile.” - Ecc 5:9

Discuss the relationship of money and worry. Is there something “typically Jewish” about your opinion?

<SPACE>

3. “Be fruitful and multiply”- Gen 1:28

“American Jews are an ever-dying people.”- Marshall Sklare

It has been said that each generation of Jews worries they will be the last Jews on earth. Do you worry about that? What, if anything, do you do about that concern?
<SPACE> 
Read More 
To see what Jews and non-Jews should really worry about, see Brockman, John, ed., What Should We Be Worried About? Real Scenarios That Keep Scientists Up at Night. New York: Harper Perennial, 2014 and Bedrick, David. “I’m Not a Hypochondriac, I’m Just a Jew.” Huffington Post blog, July 29, 2013, http://www.huffingtonpost.com/david-bedrick-im-not-a-hypochondriac-im_b_3664073.html
To read funny memoirs about hypochondria, see: Traig, Jennifer. Well Enough Alone: A Cultural History of My Hypochondria. Riverhead Books, 2008 and Fraser, Brian. Hyper-chondriac: One Man’s Quest to Hurry Up and Calm Down. New York: Atria, 2007 and Weingarten, Gene. The Hypochondriac’s Guide to Life and Death. New York: Simon and Schuster, 1998.

Session 3. Kvelling
Session Goals
To discuss the phenomenon of Jewish kvelling (bursting with pride) and identify kvell- and cringe-worthy aspects of being Jewish.

<SPACE>
Schmooze Qs

1. Historian Susan Glenn reportedly coined the term Jewhooing, “the social mechanism for both private and public naming and claiming of Jews by other Jews.” How do you feel about the practice of Jewhooing? Have you or others you know engaged in it?
2. Religion Professor David E. Kaufman contends that the extent to which Jews seek out famous people who are Jews “is more than simple ethnic pride.”Do you agree or disagree? Why or why not? 

3. Comedian Colin Quinn has joked, “Without the Jews, the whole country would be like Branson, Missouri.” Talk about what he means and why this is funny. 
<SPACE>
Chutzpahdik Comments
Maxwell kvells (bursts with pride) that Judaism is a “common-sense religion” with a “unique emphasis on pragmatic solutions to daily living.” Do you agree or disagree? Give examples to support your answer.


2. Some of Maxwell’s Catholic colleagues enlightened her about the notion of redemptive suffering: that human suffering on Earth will be redeemed in the afterlife. For Jews, she contrasts, “Life is to be enjoyed, not suffered through.”  Do you agree or disagree? Explain why.

<SPACE>
Silly Spiels
1. Jewish/Not Jewish Celebrities: Before class, prepare a list of known celebrities whose assumed Jewish/non-Jewish identity is often incorrect. To get you started, here are 
Examples of Celebrities Mistakenly Thought to Be Jewish: Ernest Borgnine, Ethel Merman, Ringo Starr, Martha Stewart, Robin Williams, Mel Gibson (just kidding).  And here are Examples of Celebrities Mistakenly Thought to Be Non-Jews: James Franco, Eva Green, Scarlett Johansson, Natalie Portman.
In class, read the names, mixing up the “real” Jews and the non-Jews. In teams or individually, have participants guess the correct identification. The individual or team with the most correct answers is proclaimed the “Jewhooing Champion.”


2. Kvell List: Divide the groups into pairs or small groups. Provide each group with a pad of post-it notes. Have them write on each note something that makes them kvell about the Jewish religion.  Reconvene the class and have all the groups post the notes on a blank wall. As a group try to rearrange the answers by general topics.  Discuss the most popular responses and what, if anything, they say about Jews and Judaism  


3. Cringe List: Repeat the exercise above, but this time identifying what if anything makes you cringe about the Jewish religion.   

<SPACE>
Home Kupwork
1. See if you can catch yourself or overhear someone kvelling over the accomplishments of Jews or identifying a public person as Jewish. Think about what, if anything, this says about being Jewish.

2. Repeat the above activity, but this time note examples of cringing over Jews’ bad behavior.
<SPACE>
Classic Quotes 

 
1.“Pride goes before ruin, arrogance, before failure. Better to be humble and among the lowly than to share spoils with the proud.” - Prov 16:18-19

“Let the mouth of another praise you, not yours. Let the lips of a stranger, not your own.”- Prov 27:2

These two quotes warn against excessive pride and boasting. Do you agree? Discuss if kvelling over the accomplishments of fellow Jews should be included.

2. “Turn the Torah over and over for everything is in it. Look into it, grow old and worn over it, and never move away from it, for you will find no better portion than it.”-Mishnah, Pirkei Avot, 5:22

Jews have a deep respect for rationality, “a profound trust in the human mind.”

- Barbara Lerner Spectre
Maxwell kvells over what she claims is the Jewish assumption that “with enough thinking and talking, we humans can figure it out – no matter what it is.” Do you agree that we can figure everything out this way?  Do you agree that this thinking is “typically Jewish”? 

<SPACE>
“The pursuit of knowledge for its own sake and an almost fanatical love of justice…these are the features of the Jewish tradition which make me thank my lucky stars I belong to it.” - Albert Einstein

Do you agree with Einstein that pursuit of knowledge and almost fanatical love of justice are essential features of Jewish tradition? What two features of Jewish tradition would top your list? 
<SPACE>
Read More 
For discussions of how Jews are different than non-Jews, see A Portrait of Jewish Americans. Washington, DC: Pew Research Center, 2013 and Smith, Tom W. Jewish Distinctiveness in America: A Statistical Portrait. New York: American Jewish Committee, 2005.
To explore “Jewhooing,” the naming and claiming of Jews publicly, see

Kaufman, David E. Jewhooing the Sixties: American Celebrity and Jewish Identity, Waltham, MA: Brandeis University Press, 2012.


For lists of Jews who “done good,” see Brooks, Philip. Extraordinary Jewish Americans.  Children’s Press, 1998; Hyman, Paula E. and Deborah Dash Moore, eds. Jewish Women in America: An Historical Encyclopedia (2 vols.). Routledge, 1998; Marcus, Jacob Rader. Concise Dictionary of American Jewish Biography (2 vols). Brooklyn, NY: Carlson Pub., 1997; Schwartz, Barry L. Jewish Heroes, Jewish Values. Springfield, NJ: Behrman Press, 1996; and Slater, Robert. Great Jews in Sports. Middle Village, NY: Jonathan David Publishers, 2003. 

Session 4. Dying
Session Goal

To discuss the Jewish approach to life as revealed through Jewish death rituals and customs. 

<SPACE>
Schmooze Qs

1. Maxwell mentions that some people use the words “passing on” to refer to dying. What words do you use or avoid when discussing someone’s death, and why? 
2. Food features prominently in Jewish mourning rituals. Discuss why you think this is. In your experience, does this differ in other cultures? 


3. Discuss an experience you or someone you know has had with Kaddish, the foundational prayer recited by Jewish mourners. What (if any) was the emotional impact of the prayer on you or the mourner? 


4. Covering the mirrors and placing a rock on a gravestone are examples of “minhags” or “minhagim,” customs Jews observe. What death-related minhags have you or someone you know observed? What was the emotional impact on you or the mourner? 

<SPACE>
Chutzpahdik Comments 
1. Despite the traditional prohibition against it, an increasing number of Jews are choosing cremation. Discuss the reasons behind the prohibition and your opinion of the practice.
2. Maxwell recounts her bubbe saying, “You live on through the good works you perform on earth and in the memories of loved ones.” Did you ever hear this from another Jew?  Do you agree that this is how Jews live on?  Is this how you would wish to live on?  What is your opinion about the afterlife?
<SPACE>
Silly Spiels
1. Light a Candle: Bring a yahrzeit candle and matches to class. Have each participant come up and light (or pretend to light) the candle and mention someone who has died. Ask participants to share why this person was important in to them.
2. Memorable Shivah: In pairs or small groups, exchange stories about a memorable, funny, terrible, or terrific shivah experience. Reconvene the full group and ask participants to share the most remarkable stories.


3. Meaningful Mourning Ritual: Pair off and tell each other the most meaningful Jewish death ritual you have participated in. What made it so significant?

<SPACE> 
Home Kupwork
1. Find one obituary that you would call “typically Jewish” and another you think is “typically goyish.” What elements make these so?
2. Think about what Jewish death rituals you would wish to be observed when you die. Why would you prefer these?  Why would you omit others?
<SPACE>
Classic Quotes 

1.“I have set before you life and death. Choose life.” - Deut 30:19


Discuss the meaning of this quote and if/how it is relevant to your life.

2.“He must depart just as he came.”- Ecc 5:14 
This quotation is traditionally used to explain the Jewish tradition of washing bodies upon death. Discuss if there are any other possible meanings. 
3.“Though He may slay me, yet I will trust in Him.”- Job 13:15 
Job and the Kaddish prayer expound upon trusting God. Discuss what this means to you and what, if any, relevance it has for you. 
<SPACE>
Read More

For more on Jewish death and dying: Greene, Arthur. Judaism’s 10 Best Ideas. Woodstock, VT: Jewish Lights Publishing, 2014; Halkin, Hillel. After One-Hundred-and-Twenty. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2016; Lamm, Maurice. Jewish Way in Death and Mourning. Middle Village, NY: Jonathan David Publishers, 2000; and 
Sonsino, Rifat and Daniel B. Syme, eds., What Happens After I Die? Northvale, NJ: Jason Aronson Inc., 1994.

On the history of Jewish funerals: Joselit, Jenna Weissman. Wonders of America. New York: Hill and Wang, 1994.
For personal reflections on Jewish death rituals and the meaning of life:

Eisenberg, Lee. The Point Is. New York: Twelve, 2016; Kinsley, Michael. Old Age: A Beginner’s Guide. New York: Tim Duggan Books, 2016; Maxwell, Nancy Kalikow. “The Mourner’s Ribbon.” Forward (August 16, 2013), 28; and Wieseltier, Leon. Kaddish. New York: Vintage Books, 1998.

Session 5. Noshing
Session Goal

To discuss the Jewish relationship to food.  
<SPACE> 
Schmooze Qs
1. Do you think Jews have a different relationship with food than do members of other faiths or cultures? Explain. 

2. According to the stereotype, Jewish restaurants offer huge portions and Jewish hosts and hostesses provide way too much food. Do you find this to be true? Cite examples to support your contention. 

3. Historian Hasia Diner claims that throughout history everything connected to cooking and eating for Jews “throbs with sanctity.” Do you agree?  If so, how does this manifest today?
4. Maxwell says that asceticism (attaining transcendence through self-denial) holds no place within traditional Judaism.  Do you agree or disagree?  Explain.
<SPACE> 
Chutzpahdik Comments 
1.Some—not all—studies have pointed to Jews having lower rates of alcoholism than other groups (although rates of drug abuse among Jews appear to be similar to other populations across the board). From your own experience, do you believe Jews are less likely to be alcoholics than others? Why or why not?

2. Do you think Jewish mothers have a different relationship with food than other mothers? If so, how and why?
3. Maxwell quotes a deli patron saying, “My parents didn’t send me to Hebrew school, but they did send me to the deli every Sunday.” Discuss this preference for “eating Jewish over studying Jewish” and what, if any, implications this holds for Judaism’s future.  
<SPACE> 

Silly Spiels 
1. Jewish Foods: In pairs or small groups have participants create two lists: Typically Jewish Foods and Typically Goyish (not-Jewish) Foods. Compile all of the lists and discuss why certain foods appeared in each category.

2. Shabbat Food Memories: Pair off and take turns exchanging memories of a special Shabbat food you had or heard about.


3. Favorite Holiday Food: Ask the group to call out their favorite food associated with a Jewish holiday and write down each response on a chalkboard or flipchart. Read the list aloud and have participants vote by hands for their favorite dish. The winning entry is proclaimed The Chosen’s Chosen. Ask if anyone has a great story to go with that holiday food.

4.Kugel Cookoff: If you are ambitious, hold a kugel contest and name the winner the Kugel King or Queen. Or, have everyone bring in their favorite recipe and note the differing ingredients.
<SPACE>,
Home Kupwork


1. Sample a frozen bagel you have never tried before and decide if: A – Actually, it’s pretty good or  B - Nope, It’s still terrible. Try to convince another Jew of your opinion.

2. Consult a recent Jewish cookbook and note how Jewish cooking has changed from “your mother’s day.”

<SPACE>
Classic Quotes 

1.“In the future world, a man will have to give an accounting for every good thing his eyes saw, but of which he did not eat.” - Talmud Yerushalmi, Kiddushin 4:12

Discuss what this means. Compare this advice to that of other cultures or religions as you understand them.
2. “The people would go about and gather it, grind it between millstones or pound it into a mortar, boil it in a pot and make it into cakes. It tasted like rich cream. When the dew fell on the camp at night, the manna would fall upon it.”- Num 11:8-9

Opinions vary about what, exactly, manna was. What do you think and why? 
3.“The less faith a Jew has in the Bible, the more meaning pastrami acquires.”

-Michael Wex 


Do you agree or disagree? Explain why or why not.

<SPACE>
Read More
On the history of Jewish American eating: Diner, Hasia R. Hungering for America. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2001; Horowitz, Roger. Kosher USA. New York: Columbia University Press, 2016; Merwin, Ted. Pastrami on Rye: An Overstuffed History of the Jewish Deli. New York: New York University Press, 2015;
Wex, Michael. Rhapsody in Schmaltz. New York: St. Martin’s Press, 2016.
On eating in other religions: Zeller, Benjamin E., Marie W. Dallam and others, eds. Religion, Food, and Eating in North America. New York: Columbia University Press, 2014.
Session 6: Laughing
Session Goal

To explore Jewish humor and what it says about being Jewish. 
<SPACE>
Schmooze Qs 
1. Maxwell claims, “If you want to understand African-Americans, listen to their music,” and to know Jews, “consider their comedy.” Do you agree or disagree? Give examples to support your answer.


2. Discuss the phenomenon of Jewish clergy pursuing careers in comedy. What, if anything, is similar about both professions?

3. Discuss the nuances of the term “chutzpah.” Is it “typically Jewish” to be chutzpahdic, and is it—as the saying goes—good for the Jews?
<SPACE>
Chutzpahdik Comments
1. Maxwell contends that there is a relationship between God belief (more specifically, the lack thereof) and the prevalence of a Jewish funnybone. According to the 2013 Pew survey, one-third of Jews say they believe in God, as compared to three-fourths of Christians. Discuss this statistic. Do you agree that God belief and Jewish humor are related in some way?  Explain. 

2. Maxwell discusses an “inherent self-worth, resulting in a sense of entitlement and self-assuredness,” which some believe is prevalent among Jews. Do you agree or disagree that these traits are more likely to be possessed by Members of the Tribe? Why or why not? Discuss what, if any, implications this would have for Jewish comedians and comedy.
3. What is your prediction about the future of Jewish comedy? Do you believe Jews will remain in the forefront of American comedy in generations to come? Why or why not?

<SPACE>
 Silly Spiels 
1. Count the Comedians: In small groups, list all the famous Jewish comedians you can think of, past and present. The group listing the most Jewish comedians is crowned the Wizards of Wit. 
2. Jewish Jokes: Read each of the following three jokes aloud. Discuss what makes each Jewish and why it is funny. Have the group vote for their favorite.

a. The comic Rodney Dangerfield told his psychiatrist that everyone hated him. The shrink said, “That’s ridiculous. Everyone hasn’t met you yet.”
b. An elderly Jewish man is hit by a car and the ambulance driver carefully places him on the stretcher, “Are you comfortable?” he asks. 

“Thank God, I make a good living,” says the old man. 

c. “Oh, Lord, help me. If you don’t, I’ll ask my uncle in New York.” - Anonymous
3. Stand-Up Time: Are there any comedians among your group? Invite them to stand up and tell a joke. Analyze the joke and decide whether or not it’s a “Jewish joke.”

<SPACE>

Home Kupwork
1. Attend a comedy show or watch a comedian perform on TV or YouTube. Try to decide if the comedian is Jewish and/or if any of the jokes are specifically “Jewish jokes.”


2. Even better: arrange for all of the participants to attend a comedy show together. Afterwards, discuss whether the jokes were Jewish. Don’t forget to charge a little extra for the tickets and make it into a fundraiser.
<SPACE>

Classic Quotes 
1.“And they said to Moses, ‘Was it for want of graves in Egypt that you brought us to die in the wilderness?’”- Ex 14:11

“Sarah said, ‘God has brought me laughter; everyone who hears will laugh with me.’” - Gen 21:6 

Discuss how the Hebrew Bible approaches humor through the lens of these biblical quotes. Can you think of any contemporary comedian who uses this style? 

2. “All humorous stories contain God’s truth.” - Rabbi Dovidl of Dinov


Do you agree or disagree with this statement? Why or why not?
3. “Spare me from gentile hands and Jewish tongues.” - Yiddish proverb

What is meant by a “Jewish tongue”?  Is it “typically Jewish” to have one?
<SPACE>
Read More
There are so many great resources on Jewish humor; here are just a few: Berger, Arthur Asa. The Genius of the Jewish Joke. New Brunswick, NJ: Transaction Publishers, 2006;  Dorinson, Joseph. Kvetching and Shpritzing: Jewish Humor in American Popular Culture. Jefferson, NC: McFarland and Co., 2015; Ingall, Marjorie. Mamelah Knows Best. New York: Harmony Books, 2016; Kaplan, Arie, “How Jews Revolutionized Comedy in America.” Reform Judaism magazine. http://www.reformjudaismmag.net/302ak.html ;
Krasny, Michael. Let There Be Laughter. New York: William Morrow, 2016; Novak, William and Moshe Waldocks, eds. Big Book of Jewish Humor. New York: Harper and Row, 1981; Telushkin, Joseph, Jewish Humor. New York: William Morrow and Company, 1992.

Session 7. Detecting
Session Goal

To discuss how and why Jews identify each other.

<SPACE>
Schmooze Qs

1. Do you try to discern if someone you meet is Jewish? If so, why do you do this and what methods do you use?
2. Describe how you feel when you discover someone you meet in a secular context is Jewish. Do you think this feeling is exclusive to Jews or also experienced by members of other groups?


3. Discuss what it historically meant for someone to “look Jewish.” Has this changed in recent years?
4. Discuss what it historically meant for someone to “sound Jewish.” Has this changed in recent years?

5. Many people are having their DNA tested to learn more about their heritage. Have you done so, or do you know someone who has? If so, discuss how what was learned affected you or that other person.
6. Discuss the relationship between where you live and your Jewish identity. How do you believe your location has influenced your Jewish life?  
<SPACE>
Chutzpahdik Comments
1. Jews have been called a religion, a race, a tribe, an ethnic group, a culture, a civilization. What word(s) would you use to describe Jews and why?

2. Upon discovering that a child hit on his bike was Jewish, Maxwell “felt like someone had punched her in the stomach.” Have you ever experienced something similar? If so, did it involve a fellow Jew and/or someone with whom you felt especially connected? Discuss this reaction.


3. The subtle detection of fellow Jews is called “Jewdar” and such detection of gays is called “Gaydar.” Do you believe these actually exist? If so, compare and contrast them.

<SPACE>.
Silly Spiels 
1. My Jewish Name: Have participants discuss the origin of their Hebrew name and/or the “Jewishness” of their first or last name. Those not born Jewish can provide anecdotes about their own name.
2. The J Game: Before class, find photos of Jewish and non-Jewish friends, family, or others who you know but participants don’t. In class, show the photos, mixing up the Jews and non-Jews. In teams or individually, have participants guess which ones are Jewish. The one with the most correct answers is proclaimed the “Jewdar  Champion.”

3. Jewish Jobs: In teams, using magic markets, have participants create two lists: Typically Jewish Jobs and Typically Non-Jewish Jobs. Hang all the lists upfront for everyone to see and discuss why certain jobs appeared in each category. 
<SPACE>
Home Kupwork 
1. Surreptitiously observe both a group of Jews a group of non-Jews talking. How do you know one group is (largely) Jewish and the other is not?  What differences, if any, can be detected?
2. Try to figure out if someone you meet is Jewish. Take note of the methods you use. 

<SPACE>
Classic Quotes 
1. “Are you an Ephraimite? If he said ‘No’ they would say to him, ‘Then say shibboleth’; but he would say ‘sibboleth,’ not being able to pronounce it correctly. Thereupon they would seize him and slay him….”- Judges 12:6


Discuss how language can identify a person’s origins..What experiences have you had along the lines of identification via language?
2. “Jews don’t play sports. They own the team.”- Anonymous

“When a car owned by gentiles breaks down, in two seconds they’re under the car, on top of the car…. It becomes an airplane and they fly away. When a Jewish-owned car breaks down, the husband says, ‘It’s in the hood.’ The wife says, ‘Where’s the hood?’ and the husband answers, ‘I don’t remember.’”  - Jackie Mason
Discuss the two jokes above. Do you think they are funny? If so, why? If not, why not?

<SPACE>
Read More

On the history of Jewish clothing: Engel, Karen. Should a Jewish Girl Wear a Dirndl? Lilith (Winter 2013-2014); Joselit, Jenna Weissman. Wonders of America: Reinventing Jewish Culture, 1880-1950. New York: Henry Hold and Co., 1994.
On “Jewdar: “Gaydar? Jewdar? Does it Exist?” Feb. 5, 2006, http://www.cyburbia.org/forums/showthread.php?t+23324, and Carroll, Jon. “The Mystery of Jewdar.” SFGate, March 20, 2009 http://www.sfgate.com/entertainment/article/The-mystery-of-Jewdar-3247374.php
On how Jews talk:  Benor, Sarah Bunin and Cohen, Steven M. Survey of American Jewish Language and Identity. Hebrew Union College-Jewish Institute of Religion. October 2009,  http://www.bjpa.org/Publications/details.cfm?PublicationID=3874.
On tribes and genes: Junger, Sebastian. Tribe: On Homecoming and Belonging. New York, Twelve, 2016; Ostrer, Harry. Legacy: A Genetic History of the Jewish People. New York: Oxford University Press, 2012.
Session 8. Dwelling
Session Goal

To identify items commonly found in a Jewish home.

<SPACE>
Schmooze Qs

1. When you are inside the home of someone you don’t know, do you try to discern if that person is Jewish? If yes, why and what methods do you use? 
 2. Do you observe the Torah’s injunction to display a mezuzah on the doorpost of your home?  Why or why not?
  
3. What, if any, Hanukkah decorations do you display outside of your home? What underlies your choices?
<SPACE>

Chutzpahdik Comments
1. Maxwell notes, “Guns also tend to be sparse in Jewish homes, though not because of halakhah (Jewish law).” Discuss Jews’ relationship to guns.  Do you believe there should be more or fewer guns in Jewish homes today?  Would you give the same answer if the question referred to pre-Holocaust Europe? Explain. 
2. Some have argued that reliance on the nostalgia of Jewish objects such as grandma’s Sabbath candles or Uncle Morty’s seder plate will not sustain Judaism in the future. Do you agree or disagree? Why or why not?

3. A Jewish furniture salesman waved Maxwell away from a sofa, insisting, “No, not those. They’re for the goyim.” Discuss his comment and whether or not there is such a thing as “Jewish furniture.”
4. Are most of your friends Jewish?  Do you believe there is a difference between having Jewish and non-Jewish friends?   If yes, how do you understand that difference?
<SPACE> 
Silly Spiels 
1. Yarmulke Stash: Have everyone describe where they stash extra yarmulkes from weddings and b’nai mitzvah at home. Vote on the funniest or most unusual location.
2. Essential Jewish Amenities: In pairs or small groups, list the top five amenities a neighborhood should have in order for Jews to want to live there. Note which of the amenities, if any, your area offers. 
3. Significant Jewish Object:  Have each participant bring in or describe one significant Jewish object kept at home.  What makes it precious? 
4. Dish-Off:  Have each participant tell how many sets of dishes they own. Pronounce the one with the highest number “The Dish Diva” or “China King.”

<SPACE>
Home Kupwork
1. Identify which Jewish-related items in your home are of special significance. Discuss with family members if and how they will be passed from generation to generation.

2. If you live or work in the vicinity of a Jewish neighborhood, go to a local thrift shop and see what Jewish-related items you can find. 
<SPACE> 
Classic Quotes

1.“Make beautiful objects in the performance of God’s commandments.”-Talmud Shabbos 133b Nazir 2b Bava Kama 9a-9b


Discuss the relationship of aesthetics and holiness. Does beauty make something feel more sacred?  Tell of a time that an exquisite, elegant, or magnificent object inspired a powerful emotional response in you.  
 
2. “A court, a charity fund, a synagogue, a bath house, an outhouse, a bloodletter [some believe this is a moyel or circumciser], a doctor, a scribe, a kosher butcher/slaughterer, and a teacher.” - Sanhedrin 17b, referring to the amenities required for a Jew to live in a community in Talmudic times.
Why do you believe each of these elements was required for Jews living in Talmudic times? Which, if any, do you believe are still necessary for Jews living today?
<SPACE>

Read More
On the importance of our things: Gallagher, Winifred. House Thinking. New York: Harper Collins, 2006; Ochs, Vanessa L. “What Makes a Home Jewish?” Cross Currents 49, no. 4 (Winter 1999/2000); Reuveni, Gideon and Nils Roemer. Longing, Belonging, and the Making of Jewish Consumer Culture. Boston: Brill, 2010.


To read about the history of the Jewish home: Heinze, Andrew R. Adapting to Abundance. New York: Columbia University Press, 1990; Joselit, Jenna Weissman. Wonders of America: Reinventing Jewish Culture, 1880-1950. New York: Henry Holt and Co., 1994.
Session 9. Joining

Session Goal

To discuss the communal aspects of being Jewish.
<SPACE>

Schmooze Qs
1. Are there any “machers” among you? Discuss the meaning of the term and whether or not you think being a “macher” is uniquely Jewish. 


2. Compare the roles of synagogues and Jewish community centers. Suggest ways to improve both institutions.

 3. Some Jews believe they have a special responsibility to other Jews, and some extend that obligation to all humanity. Discuss these differing – and at times conflicting – attitudes.
<SPACE>
Chutzpahdik Comments
1. Maxwell claims, “There is something ‘typically Jewish’ about voluntarily reaching out to others through groups. Jews are joiners.” Do you agree or disagree? Why or why not?

2. Maxwell comments that the synagogue is far from the only place Jews find Jewish community. Do you believe that belonging to a congregational community is a necessary aspect of one’s involvement in the Jewish community?  Does Jewish continuity necessitate synagogue membership and participation?
<SPACE>

Silly Spiels 
1. Jewish Friends: On a piece of paper, have participants create three columns:
My Parents, Me, My (Future?) Kids. Ask everyone to estimate (or predict) what percentage of each social circle is or is likely to be Jewish. Compare the results and discuss any generational patterns.
2. Where’s Your Community? In pairs or small groups, write down the top five places where participants find and feel a sense of community.  Are these places more likely to be Jewish or non-Jewish?  Discuss the implications of your answer. 
<SPACE>
Home Kupwork
1. Fantasize about winning the lottery. What, if any, institution or social cause you would work for or create? Would it be Jewishly related? Would you want a testimonial dinner in your honor?  What would you want served?

 2. Ask two or three Jews under thirty, what, if any organizations or clubs they belong to.  Does this exchange give you any insight into Jewish organizations today and/or tomorrow?

<SPACE>
Classic Quotes 
1. “Acquire for yourself a friend with whom you can eat, drink and study.”- Avot D’Rabbi Natan, Chapter 8
Are these your essential needs in a friend? What would you include and why?

2. “All Jews are responsible for each other.”- Babylonian Talmud Shevuot 39

 
“If there is a needy person among you, one of your kinsmen… do not harden your heart…. You must open your hand and lend him sufficient for whatever he needs.”- Deut 15:7-10

Discuss the Jews’ responsibility to each other and to all of humankind. Do you believe Jews should take care of other Jews as the first priority? 
<SPACE>
3. “God is not found in churches or synagogues or holy books. God is found between people.” - Martin Buber

What would you say are the implications of Martin Buber’s quote for churches, synagogues, and the study of holy books?
<SPACE>


Read More
On the importance of friends and community: Kushner, Harold S. Nine Essential Things I’ve Learned About Life. New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 2015; Nehamas, Alexander. On Friendship. NY: Basic Books, 2016.
For statistics on Jewish friendship and giving: A Portrait of Jewish Americans. Washington, DC: Pew Research Center, 2013; Schwarz, Sidney. Jewish Megatrends. Woodstock, VT: Jewish Lights Publishing, 2013.

To read about the history of Jewish women’s organizations: Jewish Women in America: An Historical Encyclopedia. Hyman, Paula E. and Deborah Dash Moore, eds. New York: Routledge, 1997.

Session 10: Conclusion

Session Goals
To summarize this series, identify conclusions, and discuss next steps to continue the conversation. 

<SPACE>
Schmooze Qs

1. Maxwell likens her Judaism to a pointillist paining with millions of minute dots. Do you agree or disagree with this conclusion? Do you personally relate to it? Why or why not?

2. Maxwell further envisions Jewish identity as fitting into three spheres: Remembering, Feeling, and Doing. Do you agree with these conceptions?  Why or why not? 

3. Maxwell says she feels most Jewish when chanting Kaddish, sipping chicken soup, or kvelling over Jewish Nobel Prize winners. When and where do you tend to feel the most Jewish? 

4. Has this book and series helped you to reconsider or better understand aspects of your own Jewish identity? What, if any, insights did you glean? Did anything surprise you? 
<SPACE>
Chutzpahdik Comments

1. Some have argued that Judaism’s cultural aspects are not enough to sustain the religion in the future. Do you agree or disagree? If you agree, what do you believe may need to be done to preserve and strengthen Judaism in the future? 


2. An interfaith counselor told Maxwell, “Very few people feel they can stop being Jewish.” Do you agree or disagree with the statement? Why or why not?
<SPACE>

Silly Spiels 
1. Typically Jewish:  Divide participants into groups and ask each group to name as many things as they can to complete the sentence: To be “typically Jewish” someone would: ____ . Compile the lists and see if any themes or patterns emerge.


2. My Jewish Identity: Give everyone three post-it notes. Have each person write #1 on the first, #2 on the second, #3 on the third. Then, using a magic marker, write the following eight words—Worrying, Kvelling, Dying, Noshing, Laughing, Detecting, Dwelling, Joining—each on its own large piece of paper. Distribute the eight words around the room. Have each participant place his/her #1, #2, and #3 choice under the three words that best describe the top three aspects of his/her Jewish identity. Discuss the results.  
<SPACE> 
Home Kupwork
1.Kvetch to yourself about how you could have made this Typically Jewish, Atypically Fun Discussion Series even more fun. Call the person in charge and volunteer to serve on the committee to plan the next one. 
2.Have each participant ask one Jew and one non-Jew, “Do you use mayonnaise on your corned sandwich?” Compare the answers and prepare to be amazed!

<SPACE>
Classic Quotes

 1.“Our eyes are set in the front and not in the back, so one should look ahead.”

-Maimonides

“Jews suffer from every disease except amnesia.”- Isaac Bashevis Singer


Beginning with these quotes, discuss the role history plays for Jews.

2. “It’s never been hipper to be Jewish.” - Lisa Alcalay Klug

Do you agree or disagree? Do you believe younger American Jews are more or less likely to feel secure and proud about their Jewish identity than previous generations? What do you believe are the implications for Judaism in America in the years to come?
<SPACE>

Read More

For experts’ predictions about the Jewish future: Johnson, George E. “What Will the Jewish World Look Like in 2050?” Moment,  42, No. 1 (Jan - Feb 2017): 44, http://www.momentmag.com/.
For what others think is essential Judaism: Bronfman, Edgar M. Why Be Jewish? New York: Twelve, 2016; Kushner, Harold S. Nine Essential Things I’ve Learned About Life. New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 2015;  Levy, Bernard-Henri. Genius of Judaism. New York: Random House, 2017; Schiffman, Lisa. Generation J. San Francisco, CA: HarperSanFrancisco, 1999.

For a funny, positive spin on being Jewish: Fogel, Bryan and Sam Wolfson. Jewtopia. New York: Warner Books, 2006; Klug, Lisa Alcalay. Cool Jew, Kansas City, MO: Andrews McMeel Publishing, 2008.

