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Key Teachings of Judaism 

 
Jewish teachings provide Jews with guidance on how to practice their religion and lead good lives. 
These teachings come from multiple sources including sacred Jewish texts - the Hebrew Bible and 
the Talmud - and later writings by Jewish rabbis and philosophers. 
 
Among the most famous Jewish teachings are the Ten Commandments. These commandments are 
contained within the Hebrew Bible. Many Jews and Christians identify them with the two stone tablets 
which, according to the Hebrew Bible, God gave to Moses along with other religious instructions. 
Religious Jews see the Ten Commandments as a notable summary of how God wants Jews to live. 
But it is important to note that the Jewish tradition explicitly teaches that other religious instructions 
are as obligatory and as sacred as the Ten Commandments.  
 
Jewish sages have provided guidance as to the most important Jewish teachings. According to the 
Talmud, a man challenged Hillel, one of Judaism’s most revered sages and the highest ranking jurist 
from 31 BCE through 9 CE, to teach him the whole Torah in the time he could stand on one foot. The 
term Torah is best known to non-Jews as the Jewish name for the first five books of the Hebrew Bible. 
But the word literally means “instruction,” and it can refer to the entire body of Jewish teachings as it 
does here. Hillel responded, “What is hateful to yourself, do not do to your fellow man. That is the 
whole Torah; the rest is just commentary. Go and study it." Likewise, Rabbi Akiba, the foremost 
Jewish scholar in the late 1st through the mid 2nd centuries, taught that the Hebrew Bible’s 
commandment “Love your neighbor as yourself” is “the greatest principle of the Torah.” 
 
Therefore, it is essential that any discussion of Judaism include its teachings about treating others 
well. However, the discussion should also include other essential teachings that give a more complete 
understanding of the religion. The six items indentified below are among the most important and 
influential ideas in Judaism. It is important to bear in mind that this list was created as a useful 
reference for those who want a better understanding of the religion; there is no official list of Judaism’s 
most important teachings.  
 

1. There is only one God and God provides standards of right and wrong that people should 
follow. Judaism introduced this belief, called ethical monotheism, to the world. This belief 
differs from other ancient religions, which believed in many gods. Jewish ethics flow in large 
measure from this idea; Judaism teaches that there is such a thing as “right” and “wrong” and 
that people have an obligation to do what is right.  
 

2. Treat others well. The Hebrew Bible contains broad principles such as “Be kind to strangers” 
and “Love your neighbor” as well as specific instructions to ensure others are treated fairly. 
The Talmud states, “Charity is equal in importance to all other commandments combined.” 
Since the Hebrew Bible states that all people are created in the image of God, Jews believe 
that every individual is important and deserves to be treated with respect.  
 

3. Honor the Sabbath. Judaism teaches that Jews should spend one day a week, the Sabbath, 
focusing on things other than work and material concerns. This is the origin of the idea of a 
weekly day of rest that is part of many religions and is widely followed in many parts of the 
world.  
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4. Pray. Judaism teaches that people can communicate with God through prayer. Traditionally 
observant Jews have daily prayers in the morning, afternoon, and evening, and also pray 
before and after meals, before beginning a journey, when they see a natural wonder, and at 
other times when they need help or want to express thanks. 
 

5. Study. Judaism teaches that studying the Hebrew Bible and other Jewish texts leads to 
wisdom and good deeds, so Jewish culture emphasizes the importance of learning. 
Throughout the centuries, Jews greatly respected scholars and depended on them to 
determine how to apply Jewish teachings to new situations. Today, most Jews build on this 
tradition to respect all forms of scholarship and to see knowledge as valuable and worth 
pursuing.  
 

6. The Land of Israel is Judaism’s most important spiritual center. Most of the events in sacred 
Jewish scripture occurred there. Judaism’s most sacred sites are there, including Jerusalem, 
which is its holiest city and the site where the Jewish Temple once stood. Jews face towards 
Jerusalem, the ancient and modern Jewish capital, during their daily prayers. The daily 
prayers address the importance of the Land of Israel to the Jewish past and future. 
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Are Jews a Religious Group or an Ethnic Group? 

 

 
One of the most common questions that students ask during lessons that address Jews or 
Judaism is whether Jews are a religious group or an ethnic group. Jews themselves have a 
wide range of opinions and beliefs about what it means to be a Jew and what defines being 
Jewish. Nevertheless, there are areas of general consensus.  
 
The essential point to convey to students is that Jews do not fit neatly into predefined 
categories, but they do form a distinct and unique community that is connected by rich traditions 
and thousands of years of history.  
 
The following facts provide additional information: 
 

 Categories are human constructs that help us talk about and make sense of the world. 
However, some things, such as the Jewish people, do not fit neatly into our preexisting 
categories (such as religious group or ethnic group). It is like being asked whether a 
round peg goes into a square hole or into a triangular hole; it does not quite fit either 
one.  

 Jews, even the most traditionally religious Jews, consider someone with Jewish parents 
who does not practice any element of Judaism to be Jewish. Conversely, Jews also 
consider a convert with no Jewish ancestry whatsoever to be as Jewish as any other 
Jew. This dichotomy illustrates how Jews don’t fit into our usual categories and have 
elements of both religious and ethnic groups. 

 Jewish life encompasses more than religion. For example, expressions of peoplehood, 
remembrances of historical experiences, connections to the Land of Israel, and cultural 
elements such as music, art, language, and food are also parts of Jewish life. 

 There are Jews of almost every background including Jews of African descent, Indian 
descent, European descent, Middle Eastern descent, Southeast Asian descent, and 
Hispanic descent.  

 Most Jews object to describing Jews as a racial group not only because of the diverse 
backgrounds of the Jewish community, but also because the language of race conjures 
memories of the Holocaust when the Nazis used racial terminology to justify their 
attempt to annihilate the Jewish people.  

 In traditional Judaism, a Jew is a child of a Jewish mother or is someone who converted 
to Judaism; anyone with a Jewish mother, regardless of whether they practice Judaism, 
is a Jew and anyone who converts to Judaism, regardless of their ancestry, is a Jew. 
Today, some branches of Judaism teach that a person can also be a Jew if he or she 
has a Jewish father and identifies as a Jew. 

 Most Jews feel connected through Jewish history, traditions, family ties, and the religion 
of their ancestors - even if they are not religiously observant themselves. 

 

Please download the latest version of this resource from www.icsresources.org/curricula. 
ICS frequently updates, revises, and strengthens its materials. The ICS website includes 
a variety of lesson plans, teacher’s guides, maps, and primary source materials. Most 
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maps and images are in color if accessed through the website. All materials may be 
downloaded and shared. 
 
Sign up at www.icsresources.org/register to be notified of major updates, new materials, and 
events in your area. Please send questions, suggestions, and requests about ICS educational 
materials to bchaika@icsresources.org. 
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Ancient Jewish History: 
A Teacher’s Guide 

 
 
Overview 
There are two parts to this document. This first part outlines key points that should be covered 
in lessons on ancient Jewish history. The second part fills out these points in a narrative 
summary of Jewish history from Biblical origins through the Roman period.  
 
Note 
Please download the latest version of this lesson from www.icsresources.org/curricula. ICS 
frequently updates, revises, and strengthens its materials. The ICS website includes a variety of 
lesson plans, teacher’s guides, maps, and primary source materials. Most maps and images are 
in color if accessed through the website. All materials may be downloaded and shared. 
 
Sign up at www.icsresources.org/register to be notified of major updates, new materials, and 
events in your area. Please send questions, suggestions, and requests about ICS educational 
materials to bchaika@icsresources.org. 
 
Key Points 

1)  Abraham and Moses are key figures in Judaism.  
 

2)  Jewish tradition teaches that the Exodus is the formative event in Jewish history. 
 

3)  Kings David and Solomon had great accomplishments, historical impact, and religious 
significance. 
 

4)  The Temple in Jerusalem was the center of Jewish religious life and its location is the 
holiest place in Judaism.  
 

5)  The Babylonian Exile was a transformative event. 
 

6)  Judah, later called Judea, was ruled by various foreign powers and repeatedly attempted 
to regain independence. 
 

7)  Rome destroyed the Second Temple, exiled the majority of the Jewish population of 
Judea, and changed the province’s name to try to minimize the Jewish connection to the 
area. 
 

8)  After the destruction of the Second Temple, Rabbinic Judaism emerged as Jews 
developed new religious practices and interpretations that remained grounded in ancient 
traditions. 

 
 
Summary of Ancient Jewish History: Biblical Origins through the Roman Period 
According to Jewish and Christian traditions, Abraham, his son Isaac, and his grandson Jacob 
are the fathers of the Jewish people. The Hebrew Bible, which Christianity adopted as the Old 
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Testament, states that approximately 4,000 years ago Abraham became the first person to 
reject idolatry and to practice monotheism, the belief in only one God. This source also 
describes how Jacob led his family to Egypt to escape a famine and how his descendants were 
eventually enslaved. These descendents, the ancestors of the Jews, are called Israelites, or the 
Children of Israel, because Jacob’s name was changed to Israel. 
 
The Hebrew Bible states that after many years of slavery in Egypt, God sent Moses to lead the 
Israelites to freedom. After forty years of travel through the wilderness, they eventually returned 
to their ancestral homeland, the Land of Israel. On their journey, the Hebrew Bible states, God 
spoke to Moses at Mount Sinai and gave the Israelites a code to live by – including the Ten 
Commandments. According to Jewish tradition, this is the origin of the Torah.  
 
The escape from slavery in Egypt, called the Exodus, is the seminal event of Jewish history. It is 
one of the prime examples of God’s power in Jewish literature and is the most commonly 
referred to event in Jewish prayers. The Hebrew Bible’s calls to pursue a just society references 
the Exodus by explaining that “you were strangers in Egypt” and thus know what it means to be 
treated unfairly. The Exodus is also a source of inspiration for other cultures’ liberation struggles 
(The Institute for Curriculum Services’ Using Popular Music to Close Lessons on Jews and 
Judaism addresses this topic).  
 
The Israelites originally lived in a tribal society. In times of crisis, the Hebrew Bible states that 
God provided great men and women, called judges, to lead all the tribes. These include 
Deborah, Gideon, and Samson. Eventually, the Israelites decided that they needed a 
permanent king like other nations. As a result, the religious leader Samuel appointed the first 
king, Saul.  
 
The second king, David, expanded the United Kingdom of Israel, established a dynasty, and 
made Jerusalem the capital around the year 1000 BCE. He is remembered as an exemplar of 
religiosity and as a model for later kings. Many of the psalms in the Hebrew Bible’s Book of 
Psalms are attributed to him. 
 
David’s son, Solomon, built the First Temple in Jerusalem, the most sacred place in Judaism 
and the center of Jewish religious life throughout its existence. He also increased the United 
Kingdom of Israel’s power. He is remembered as an exceptionally wise individual, which is the 
origin of the expression “wise as Solomon.” Several Biblical books are attributed to him: the 
Book of Proverbs, Ecclesiastes, and the Song of Songs.  
 
After Solomon’s death, the United Kingdom of Israel split into the two kingdoms of Israel and 
Judah. In 722, the Assyrian Empire conquered the northern Kingdom of Israel and deported its 
population. As a result, subsequent Jewish history focused on Judah; the words Jew and 
Judaism come from this word. The Jewish homeland, as distinct from a political entity, 
continued to be referred to as “The Land of Israel” throughout this period and this terminology 
continues to be used by Jews today. 
 
Descendents of David ruled Judah from the capital of Jerusalem until it was conquered by the 
Babylonians in 586 BCE. This was a transformative event in Jewish history. In addition to 
ending the political independence of the Jewish kingdom, the Babylonians destroyed the First 
Temple and exiled the population to Babylon. This began Diaspora Judaism – the existence of 
sizable Jewish communities that lived outside of the Jewish homeland. The existence of large 
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Jewish communities outside of the Land of Israel became a permanent feature of Jewish life. 
This helped prepare the Jewish people to adapt to changes experienced centuries later under 
Roman rule by providing models for Jewish life that were not tied to Temple practices and the 
specific geography of the Land of Israel.  
 
After defeating the Babylonians, the Persian King Cyrus allowed the exiles to return and rebuild 
their temple. The rebuilt temple is called the Second Temple. Many Jews remained in the 
Diaspora where they had built new lives and vibrant communities. Judah remained under 
foreign domination until the second century BCE when the Jews regained their independence. 
However, as Rome gained power, it exerted its influence over the Jewish state beginning in 63 
BCE. In 6 CE, it was incorporated into the Roman Empire as the province of Judea. 
 
Jews rebelled repeatedly in an attempt to regain their independence, but without success. In the 
year 70 CE, the Romans destroyed the Second Temple, the holiest place in Judaism and the 
center of Jewish religious life. When the Romans began building a temple to one of their gods 
on the Temple ruins in 131 CE, Jews rebelled again. This time the majority of Jews in the 
province were killed, exiled, or sold into slavery. In an attempt to wipe out the Jewish connection 
to the land, the Romans changed its name from Judea to Palestine in 135.  
 
Jews responded to the loss of their homeland and the destruction of the Second Temple by 
remaining grounded in and adapting their ancient traditions. During the siege of Jerusalem, a 
sage named Yochanan ben Zakkai sneaked out of the city in a coffin to negotiate with the 
Roman military commander, Vespasian. He managed to convince Vespasian to protect the city 
of Yavneh and the Jewish sages there. These scholars laid the groundwork for what became 
Rabbinic Judaism. 
 
Rabbinic Judaism built upon Jewish tradition while adjusting to new realities. Temple ritual was 
replaced with prayer service in synagogues. This built upon common practices of Jews in the 
Diaspora dating back to the Babylonian exile. Although worship in the Temple was impossible 
after its destruction, Judaism continues to revere its location as the holiest place on earth and 
Jews turn towards it during their prayer services.  
 
Jews expressed the pain of losing their homeland by quoting traditional texts such as the 
Hebrew Bible’s Psalm 137: “If I forget you, O Jerusalem, let my right hand wither; let my tongue 
cleave to the roof of my mouth if I cease to think of you, if I do not keep Jerusalem in memory 
even at my happiest hour.” Through sacred texts, prayers, songs, folktales, and artwork, Jews 
continued to express their connection to their ancestral homeland while creating new homes in 
Southwest Asia, North Africa, Europe, and beyond. At the same time, they affirmed that 
Judaism’s religious teachings and values were relevant wherever they lived. These teachings 
and values include an emphasis on social justice, loving one’s neighbor, and taking care of 
those in need. They are drawn from Jewish tradition and sacred scripture, which Jews 
continued to study, discuss, and interpret to find lessons on how to live their lives. 
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Jews in Medieval History:  
A Teacher’s Guide 

 
 
Overview 
There are two parts to this document. This first part outlines key points about Jewish history that 
should be included when teaching about the Middle Ages. The second part fills out these points 
in a narrative summary of medieval Jewish history.  
 
  
Note 
Please download the latest version of this lesson from www.icsresources.org/curricula. ICS 
frequently updates, revises, and strengthens its materials. The ICS website includes a variety of 
lesson plans, teacher’s guides, maps, and primary source materials. Most maps and images are 
in color if accessed through the website. All materials may be downloaded and shared. 
 
Sign up at www.icsresources.org/register to be notified of major updates, new materials, and 
events in your area. Please send questions, suggestions, and requests about ICS educational 
materials to bchaika@icsresources.org. 
 
 
Key Points 

1) Jewish communities were part of European, North African, and Southwest Asian 
societies during the Middle Ages. 
 

2) As a religious minority Jews were vulnerable to antisemitism. 
 

3) Medieval Jewish history should not be seen only as a period of victimization. 
 

4) There were areas of relative religious tolerance, but tolerance in the medieval world was 
qualitatively different than tolerance as understood in modern democracies. 

 
Summary of Medieval Jewish History 
By the early Middle Ages, Jewish communities existed throughout Europe, North Africa, and 
Southwest Asia. There were also Jewish settlements in other areas such as East Africa, Central 
Asia, India, and beyond. Jews established these communities in the classical period for two 
primary reasons. First, like people of all backgrounds, individual Jews migrated from their 
homeland to find new opportunities. Thus, Jews left the Land of Israel and settled in the 
cosmopolitan cities of the Hellenistic and Roman worlds. Second, the majority of Jews living in 
their ancestral homeland were forced to leave as slaves or exiles following unsuccessful 
attempts to regain independence in the first and second centuries CE.  
 

Despite this expulsion, Rome’s treatment of the Jewish people before the fourth century CE was 
generally similar to its treatment of other subject peoples. Although Roman rule had negative 
consequences, such as heavy tax burdens and harsh responses to opposition, there were also 
benefits and Jews throughout the Roman Empire usually did not face official discrimination. 
There were acts of official antisemitism that could be extremely severe, but this was atypical. 
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Generally, Jews were given the same rights as other peoples. For example, in 212 CE, free 
Jews were granted Roman citizenship along with all other free inhabitants of the empire.  
 
However, due to the influence of replacement theology after the Christianization of the empire in 
the fourth century CE, Jews began to face harsh discriminatory laws. Replacement theology is 
the idea that Judaism is an incomplete religion that Christianity replaced and, therefore, Jews 
should occupy an inferior place in society. As a result, Jewish rights were restricted.  
 
Discriminatory laws against Jews continued throughout the medieval period under both 
Christian and Muslim rule. In Europe, Jews were usually not allowed to own land. Many areas 
had laws that required them to wear special clothes so they could be easily identified and/or 
required them to live in special areas of a city called ghettoes. These ghettoes were 
overcrowded and impoverished. Frequently, there were laws that prohibited Jews from being 
outside the ghetto after sunset or during Christian holidays. The treatment of Jews was usually 
better under Muslim rule than it was in Christian Europe. But Jews and other religious minorities 
did not have legal equality there either. Instead, religious minorities were given “dhimmi” status. 
Usually, the life, property, and freedom of religion of dhimmis were protected, but their legal and 
social rights were restricted. For example, they had to pay a special tax and faced various other 
restrictions such as limitations on where they could worship. The specific restrictions and overall 
treatment that religious minorities faced varied across time and place in both Christian and 
Muslim lands. 
 
As a minority group, Jews were vulnerable to outbreaks of violence throughout the medieval 
world. Sometimes, this was due to religious fervor. For example, during the First Crusade bands 
of knights and peasants massacred Jewish communities in what is today Germany. Jews also 
faced violence because they were unjustly blamed for tragedies and natural disasters. For 
example, when the Black Death swept through Europe, Jewish communities across the 
continent were attacked. Jews could also be scapegoated for local problems such as the 
disappearance of a child. In addition to acts of violence, Jews were also vulnerable to 
expulsions. Between the eleventh and nineteenth centuries Jews were expelled at least thirty-
four times from major European cities and states. The most infamous example of this was in 
1492 when every Jew in Spain was forced to convert, die, or leave the country. Other places 
where Jews were expelled from include England, France, Portugal, and parts of what is today 
Germany, Italy, Austria, and Hungary. 
 
On the other hand, medieval Jewish history should not be seen only as a period of victimization. 
Jewish communities had a wide variety of relationships with the majority cultures in different 
places and at different times. These experiences ranged from harsh persecution to cooperative 
coexistence. Throughout the Middle Ages, Jewish culture flourished and generated great works 
of scholarship, such as the texts described below. Jewish communities also created distinctive 
songs, stories, and customs.  
 
The accomplishments of famous medieval Jews illustrate that there were times when Jews were 
able to thrive during the Middle Ages. The following three individuals lived in different areas 
(France, Spain, and Egypt) and had different professional experiences (one was a scholar in a 
Jewish institution, one was a businessman and explorer, and one was a philosopher and court 
physician). Together, they illustrate the existence of positive aspects in the medieval Jewish 
experience.  
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Rashi (Rabbi Shlomo Yitzhaki, 1040-1105) headed a Rabbinic academy in northern France. He 
wrote influential commentaries on the two sacred Jewish texts that form the foundation of 
Jewish law, ethics, and religious practice: the Hebrew Bible and the Talmud. His commentary 
has been included in printings of the Talmud since the fifteenth century. His commentary on the 
Hebrew Bible is also usually included in Hebrew printings of that work.  
 
Benjamin of Tudela (mid-twelfth century) was an explorer and businessman who visited over 
300 cities in Europe, Asia, and Africa. He described his travels in a book entitled The Voyages 
of Benjamin. Today, historians consider this work an important source of information about 
medieval geography and daily life.  
 
Maimonides (Rabbi Moses ben Maimon, 1135-1204) was a successful physician who was 
highly regarded by the court of the Egyptian caliph. He wrote the first summary of all Jewish law, 
which remains influential today. In other written works, he strove to reconcile traditional Jewish 
teaching with Greek philosophy. His writings influenced later Jewish and non-Jewish thinkers, 
including Thomas Aquinas.  
 
The successes of these individuals were possible only because there were times and places 
when tolerance existed in medieval world. However, there are two important points to remember 
about tolerance of minorities in the Middle Ages. First, horrific intolerance could erupt in even 
the most tolerant medieval societies. For example, Muslim-ruled Spain is deservingly praised as 
an area where Muslims, Jews, and Christians coexisted and worked together to create great 
cultural achievements. It is often referred to as “the Golden Age of Spain.” Yet, persecution and 
violence, such as the massacre of the majority of the Jewish population in Granada in 1066, still 
occurred. Second, it is important to remember that tolerance in the medieval world was not the 
same as tolerance in modern democracies like the United States. In the Middle Ages, tolerance 
did not mean that all people were seen as equal. Rather, it meant that the majority tolerated 
minority groups and granted them basic protections. Even in the most tolerant medieval 
societies, religious minorities did not have legal equality.  
   
Jewish emancipation, the removal of discriminatory laws against Jews, did not begin until the 
end of the eighteenth century. It grew out of Enlightenment philosophy, which emphasized 
natural rights, equality, and tolerance. The first European nation to emancipate its Jewish 
population was France in 1791. By the end of the nineteenth century, most Western European 
countries had granted Jews political and legal equality with other citizens. Jews increasingly 
applied their traditional emphasis on learning and scholarship to secular subjects, and individual 
Jews succeeded in science, business, and the arts.  
 
Although Jewish emancipation removed many obstacles from Jewish life, antisemitism 
remained a major problem in Western Europe even after legal equality had been granted. 
Individuals and institutions continued to promote anti-Jewish stereotypes and to discriminate 
against Jews. In Eastern Europe, governments continued to tolerate and even sponsor pogroms 
- violent attacks against Jews. Antisemitic ideas, practices, and attacks underlie developments 
in the 20th century such as the growth of political Zionism and the horrors of the Holocaust. 
Despite its shortcomings, Jewish emancipation opened up new possibilities for Jews and was a 
major step forward in the creation of modern democracies that respect diversity and religious 
pluralism. 
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Jews in American History: 

A Teacher’s Guide  

 
 
Overview 
 
Incorporating the contributions and experiences of minority groups into the American History 
curriculum increases student understanding of history and promotes multiculturalism and 
appreciation of diversity.  
 
This guide provides information about topics that are enriched by including Jewish American 
history, significant facts and experiences in Jewish American history, and notable Americans 
who should be identified as being Jewish.  
 
It is organized into the following thirteen sections: Colonial and Revolutionary America; The 
Young Republic; Westward Migration; The Civil War; Urbanization, New Immigration, and the 
Labor Movement; Early 20th Century Political and Social Issues; Early 20th Century Popular 
Culture; World War II; The Civil Rights Movement; Feminism and Influential Women; Other 
Influential Individuals After World War II; The Digital Revolution; and Jewish Celebrities.  
 
 
Note 
Please download the latest version of this lesson from www.icsresources.org/curricula. ICS 
frequently updates, revises, and strengthens its materials. The ICS website includes a variety of 
lesson plans, teacher‘s guides, maps, and primary source materials. Most maps and images are 
in color if accessed through the website. All materials may be downloaded and shared. 
 
Sign up at www.icsresources.org/register to be notified of major updates, new materials, and 
events in your area. Please send questions, suggestions, and requests about ICS educational 
materials to bchaika@icsresources.org. 
 
 
Colonial and Revolutionary America 
 

Big Idea: Discussions of the colonies as havens for religious minorities and discussions of 
diversity in Colonial America are enriched by Jewish American history. 
 
Notable Facts: 
 

 Jews settled throughout the colonies and contributed to Colonial America’s 
diversity in all three colonial regions (New England, Middle, and Southern). The first 
known Jew in what would later become the United States, Joachim Ganz, arrived on 
Roanoke Island in 1585.  
 

 In general, the colonies were much more tolerant of Jews than most European 
states. In Europe, Jews could be legally required to live in ghettoes that were walled off 
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from the rest of the city; they could be expelled from their homes and the areas where they 
lived; there were often restrictions on the occupations they could pursue; and there were 
outbreaks of anti-Jewish violence. In the colonies, Jews were usually able to live their lives 
and practice their religion with some restrictions, but this did not compare to the severe 
limitations imposed on entire communities in Europe.  

 
 The first Jewish community in America was established in New Amsterdam in 1654 

by refugees seeking religious tolerance. They were forced to flee their homes in 
Brazil after the Dutch colony where they lived was conquered by the Portuguese. 
They were allowed to settle in the colony and practice their religion, but they faced a 
variety of restrictions, many of which continued after the colony became a British 
possession and was renamed New York. For example, Jews did not have the right to 
public worship (to pray in a synagogue, a Jewish house of prayer) until 1695, more than 
forty years after their arrival. Before this time, they could only pray in private homes.  
 

 The legal status of Jews varied between colonies, but there were often 
discriminatory laws. Jews increasingly gained civil rights. But, even after the 
Revolutionary War, most states still had laws granting preferential status to certain 
religious groups and/or limiting religious minorities‘ political rights such as holding office. 

 
 The Maryland Toleration Act of 1649 did not include Jews. While it is an important 

development in America‘s tradition of religious tolerance, it should be acknowledged that 
the act granted religious freedom to Christians only. In fact, the act stipulated that denying 
the divinity of Jesus was punishable by death. 
 

 Rhode Island is an example of a colony that welcomed Jews. In 1658, a group of 
fifteen Jewish families arrived in Rhode Island. Roger Williams separated government and 
religion in his colony, and Jews and Quakers were welcomed there. The oldest existent 
synagogue in America, Touro Synagogue, was built in Newport, R.I. in 1763. 

 
 The first Jew elected to a notable government office in an American colony was 

elected in South Carolina in 1774. Francis Salvador was elected to the General 
Assembly of South Carolina. He also served in the South Carolina‘s revolutionary 
Provisional Congress. He was killed in battle fighting for the Patriot cause during the war. 
After the American Revolution, South Carolina‘s constitution, like the constitution of most 
states, placed religious restrictions on who could hold state offices.  
 

 Jewish perspectives on, and participation in, the American Revolution paralleled the 
general population. The Continental Congress sent a request to pray for a peaceful 
resolution to the conflict with the Crown on July 20, 1775 to both churches and 
synagogues. There were Jewish merchant blockade runners, Jewish soldiers in the 
Continental Army, a Jewish colonel, and two lieutenant colonels.  

 
Notable Jewish Americans: 
 

 Jonas Philips (1736-1803) provides an interesting anecdote. Philips was a strong 
supporter of the Patriot cause and a blockade runner. He wrote his supplies list in Yiddish, 
the language of Eastern European Jews, hoping that this would help him avoid trouble if 
the ship was boarded by the British. His plan backfired. When the British boarded the ship, 
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they assumed the Yiddish was a code, seized the ship, and sent the note to England to be 
decoded. It is noteworthy that Philips was fined in 1793 for refusing to testify in a 
Philadelphia court on the Jewish Sabbath because of his religious obligations. This 
illustrates the lack of sensitivity toward minority religions at this time.  
 

 Haym Solomon (1740-1785) was a key figure in financing the Patriot cause during the 
Revolutionary War. In 1975, the United States Postal Service issued a stamp identifying 
him as a ―Financial Hero‖ who was responsible for ―raising most of the money needed to 
finance the American Revolution and later to save the new nation from collapse." This 
stamp was issued as part of the ―Contributor to the Cause‖ series that honored four lesser 
known Revolutionary War heroes on the bicentennial of the beginning of the war. Images 
of the stamp can be found through internet search engines. 

 
 
The Young Republic 
 

Big Idea: America’s social progress includes the movement towards religious equality and 
acceptance of minority religions.  
 
Notable Facts: 

 

 After the Revolutionary War almost every state government discriminated on the 
basis of religion or showed religious favoritism. The right to hold political office could 
be limited to Christians or, more narrowly, to Protestants. Government funds could be 
provided to churches and ministers from specific denominations. Additional information is 
available in the ICS resource Religious Protections and Religious Favoritism in Early State 
Constitutions. 
 

 The Virginia Statute for Religious Freedom was one of earliest and most influential 
victories in the fight for religious equality. It is one of only three accomplishments 
listed on Jefferson’s epitaph. It granted legal equality to religious minorities, including 
Jews, in Virginia. Jefferson wrote the statute in 1779, but it was not enacted into law by the 
legislature until 1786, seven years later. The other two accomplishments listed on 
Jefferson‘s tombstone are the Declaration of Independence and the University of Virginia. 
His presidency and other political offices are not mentioned. Jefferson explained that he 
wanted his epitaph to reflect things he had given his fellow citizens, not things they had 
given him. 
 

 The Northwest Ordinance of 1787 was one of the first examples of the federal 
government promoting religious tolerance. It passed under the Articles of 
Confederation before the U.S. Constitution was adopted and guaranteed freedom of 
religion in future territories and states. 
 

 Article VI of the United States Constitution bars religious qualifications for holding 
office at the federal level. It reads, ―…no religious Test shall ever be required as a 
Qualification to any Office or public Trust under the United States.‖ This is especially 
significant because state constitutions often contained these eligibility restrictions. It is 
important to note that, due to the separation of power between the national and state 
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governments, states could maintain their religious qualifications for state offices after they 
ratified the constitution.  

 

 Intolerance existed in some former colonies. Though life for Jews in America was far 
better than in other places, religious intolerance continued to be a problem in many areas. 
For example, Connecticut did not allow Jewish public worship until 1843. Jews did not gain 
full political equality in every state until 1877 when New Hampshire amended its 
constitution to remove the requirement that office holders be Christian. 
 

 President George Washington clearly communicated the federal government’s 
support of religious tolerance to the Jewish community. In 1790, he responded to a 
letter that was sent by Moses Seixas, the warden of Touro Synagogue in Newport, R.I. 
Washington wrote, “―For happily the Government of the United States, which gives to 
bigotry no sanction, to persecution no assistance requires only that they who live under its 
protection should demean themselves as good citizens, in giving it on all occasions their 
effectual support…May the children of the Stock of Abraham, who dwell in this land, 
continue to merit and enjoy the good will of the other Inhabitants.‖  
 

 The ratification of the first amendment in 1791 was an important event in the history 
of religious minorities in America. It begins, ―Congress shall make no law respecting an 
establishment of religion, or prohibiting the free exercise thereof…‖ These two restrictions 
are referred to as the ―establishment clause‖ and the ―free exercise clause.‖ The political 
and legal principle of ―Separation of Church and State‖ is derived from these clauses.  
 

 Thomas Jefferson was the first president to appoint a Jew to a federal post. Reuben 
Etting was appointed by Jefferson as the U.S. Marshall for Maryland in 1801. Interestingly, 
religious qualifications for state office in Maryland would have barred Etting from holding 
any state position in Maryland at that time. Thus, he illustrates the contrast between the 
federal government‘s progressive approach towards religious minorities and the 
discrimination that could exist at the state level. 
 

 The struggle to give Jews equality in Maryland illustrates the challenges in 
obtaining religious equality in the Young Republic. Jews began to petition for the right 
to hold public office in 1797. A bill to give Jews this right, called ―The Jew Bill,‖ was not 
introduced until 1818. The effort to give Jews political equality was led by a member of the 
legislature named Thomas Kennedy. It is noteworthy that he did not ―have the slightest 
acquaintance with any Jew in the world.‖ He simply felt that religion was ―a question which 
rests, or ought to rest, between man and his Creator alone." Opposition to the bill was 
strong and the bill was defeated. Another bill was introduced in 1822. It became a major 
issue in the election of 1823. A ―Christian Ticket‖ succeeded in defeating many of the bill‘s 
supporters, including Kennedy, with the result that the bill was defeated again. Finally, in 
1826, the bill became law. Later that year, the first Jews in Maryland were elected to 
office.  

 
 Jews eventually gained full legal equality in every state. Including their experiences 

helps teach that progress towards greater equality has been part of the American 
experience since the beginning of the country.  
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Westward Expansion 
 

Big Idea: Including Jewish history helps educators teach about diversity in America’s 
westward expansion. 
 
Notable Facts:  
 

 The westward expansion was multicultural. A wide range of cultural and ethnic groups, 
including Jews, moved westward in the nineteenth century. Discussions of the migrants 
should acknowledge this diversity. The Institute for Curriculum Services‘ Many Voices from 
the Gold Rush is one useful resource that provides first person accounts from many of the 
groups who took part in the California Gold Rush. 
 

 The realities of frontier life gave Jews greater opportunity for civic participation in 
much the same way that it gave women greater opportunity for civic participation. 
There were Jewish mayors in Tucson, Tombstone, and El Paso.  
 

 German-Jewish immigrants played an important role in the mid nineteenth century 
American economy. From 1820 to 1880, between a quarter million and a half million 
German-Jews immigrated to the United States and America‘s Jewish population increased 
approximately ten-fold. For centuries, these Jews had been barred in Europe from many 
professions by law. As a result, many were peddlers. After immigrating to America, many 
played an important role as middlemen who brought goods to rural areas and the West. 
Many eventually opened stores and some become very prosperous and expanded into 
other industries. 
 

 Jewish peddlers whose economic niche was bringing goods to remote, 
underserved communities could develop close relations with Native American 
tribes. Julius Meyer was reportedly able to speak six Native American languages. He 
eventually opened a store called ―Indian Wigwam‖ in Omaha, NE where he served as a 
translator for the community and Native American tribes. In fact, he translated for Red 
Cloud and Sitting Bull; two of the most famous photos of these leaders together include 
him (he is the only non-native American in these pictures). Images of these photos can be 
found through internet search engines. Solomon Bibo traded with the Acoma Pueblos in 
the New Mexico territory, married an Acoma Pueblo wife, and advocated on the tribe‘s 
behalf. The tribe elected him tribal governor, equivalent to a chief, of the Acoma Pueblos. 
He is possibly the only non-Native American to ever serve as governor of a Pueblo tribe.  
 

 The experiences of German-Jewish immigrants are often seen as an embodiment of 
the rags to riches American dream. Wealthy individuals from German-Jewish 
backgrounds in the late nineteenth century include Joseph Seligman (railroad financier), 
the Lehman Brothers (whose dry-goods store evolved into a commodities trading firm that 
eventually became one of the major global financial services firms until declaring 
bankruptcy in 2008), Isadore and Nathan Strauss (owners and managing directors of 
Macy‘s Department Store), and Julius Rosenwald (co-owner and President of Sears, 
Roebuck, & Co.), Joseph Spiegel (founder of one of the most successful mail order 
catalogs), and Levi Strauss (founder of the denim jean manufacturer Levi Strauss & Co.). 
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Notable Jewish Americans: 
 

 Joseph Seligman (1819-1880) was a German-Jewish immigrant who saved enough 
money from his dry goods store to open an importing house and eventually a banking firm. 
He became part of the Committee of Seventy that challenged Tammany Hall. In 1877, he 
became part of a national controversy when the Grand Union Hotel in Saratoga refused to 
admit him because he was Jewish; this was the first prominent example of this sort of 
antisemitic discrimination in America and foreshadowed what would become common in 
the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.  
 

 Levi Strauss (1829-1902) was a German-Jewish immigrant who founded the first 
company to manufacture blue jeans after he moved to San Francisco and opened a dry-
goods store during the Gold Rush. He recognized there was a demand for something 
more durable than the cloth pants most miners wore so he began making denim overalls. 
Levi Strauss is still one of the most popular jeans companies in the world. 

 
 
The Civil War 

 
Big Idea: President Lincoln combated measures that discriminated against Jews during the 
Civil War. 
 
Notable Facts: 
 

 The perspectives and participation of Jews in the Civil War paralleled their 
neighbors. 
 

 During the Civil War, Lincoln proposed legislation to allow Jews to serve as military 
chaplains. The Civil War greatly increased the need for military chaplains. According to 
the U.S. Army Chaplain Center, on August 3, 1861, Congress passed a bill that enabled 
regiment commanders to appoint a regimental chaplain who was ―a regularly ordained 
minister of some Christian denomination.‖ Due to the influence of President Lincoln the 
qualification section was changed on July 17, 1862, to allow regularly ordained ministers 
from any religious denomination.  
 

 The most significant act of antisemitism by the U.S. government occurred during 
the Civil War. In 1862, General Grant issued General Order No. 11, which expelled all 
Jews from Kentucky, Mississippi, and Tennessee. He associated Jews with the merchants 
who were violating trade restrictions in the area even though most were not Jewish. The 
order was revoked several weeks later by President Lincoln. Grant later apologized and 
there are no other antisemitic incidents associated with him. In fact, as president, Grant 
named several Jews to high office, and he was the first president to visit a synagogue 
while in office.     
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Urbanization, New Immigration, and the Labor Movement 
 

Big Idea: Jews were one of the major groups immigrating to America during this period and 
were heavily affected by industrial and social changes, leading to Jews playing a key role in 
the labor movement.  
 
Notable Facts: 

 
 Large numbers of Jews immigrated to America. Jews should be identified as one of the 

largest immigrant groups during the period of ―New Immigration‖ (1880-1924). Extreme 
poverty and vicious antisemitism, including horrific anti-Jewish riots and massacres, drove 
more than two million Eastern European Jews to America. They were drawn to America by 
economic opportunity and the absence of government sanctioned religious persecution. 
They primarily settled in cities where most struggled economically, living in tenements and 
working in factories. The majority of the American Jewish population today has at least 
one ancestor who immigrated during this period.  
 

 Jews played a leading role in the history of the American labor movement. They 
were immigrant workers in sweatshops as well as leaders in labor reform. 
 

 Jewish immigration from Eastern Europe fueled antisemitism that impacted Jewish 
Americans who had previously been relatively well accepted. Like other immigrant 
groups during this period, such as the Italians and the Irish, nativists depicted Jews as un-
American foreigners. This led to a dramatic increase in antisemitism that impacted earlier 
Jewish immigrants and native-born Jewish Americans who had previously been relatively 
well accepted. See the following section, Early 20th Century Political and Social Issues, for 
additional information. 
 

 Legislation limited Jewish immigration. The Immigration Acts of 1921 and 1924, which 
grew out of racist and anti-immigrant sentiments, were designed to limit the number of 
immigrants from outside of Northwestern Europe; they greatly reduced the ability of Jews 
to immigrate to America. This legislation ultimately contributed to hundreds of thousands 
of Jews who wanted to flee Nazi rule in the 1930s being trapped in Germany and other 
Nazi-occupied countries.  

 
Notable Jewish Americans: 

 
 Emma Lazarus (1849-1887) wrote ―The New Colossus‖ (1883), the poem quoted at the 

base of the Statue of Liberty. It is one of the most famous expressions of America‘s 
understanding of itself as a haven for immigrants. It reads in part, ―…‗Keep, ancient lands, 
your storied pomp!‘ cries she / With silent lips. ‗Give me your tired, your poor, / Your 
huddled masses yearning to breathe free, / The wretched refuse of your teeming shore. / 
Send these, the homeless, tempest-tost to me, / I lift my lamp beside the golden door!‘‖ 
 

 Samuel Gompers (1850-1924) was a major figure in American labor history. He founded 
the American Federation of Labor (AFL) in 1886 and served as its president every year 
except one until his death. 
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 David Dubinsky (1892-1982) was a founding member of the Committee of Industrial 
Organizations as president of the International Ladies‘ Garment Workers Union (ILGWU). 
He advocated for reforms in the AFL-CIO to decrease corruption. Dubinsky was awarded 
a Presidential Medal of Freedom, one of the two highest civilian awards in the U.S., in 
1969.  
 

 Saul Alinsky (1909-1972) is widely considered to be the father of community organizing. 
He founded the Industrial Areas Foundation in 1940. He was highly influential in the rise of 
grassroots political organizing and his methods and writing have influenced individuals 
such as Fred Ross, Caesar Chavez, and President Barak Obama.  

 
 
Early 20th Century Political and Social Issues 
 

Big Idea: Antisemitism was a major problem in early twentieth century America. The Jewish 
community and conscientious citizens organized to combat it. Despite widespread bigotry, 
individual Jews were able to reach high political office.  

 
Notable Facts: 
 

 Discrimination against Jews was common. Antisemitism was a major problem in 
America at this time, including slurs, employment discrimination, social discrimination that 
barred Jews from hotels, clubs, and boardrooms, quotas limiting Jews at universities, 
housing discrimination, and acts of violence.  
 

 Leo Frank was lynched in 1915. Due to antisemitism, he was arrested for the rape and 
murder of a young girl named Mary Phagan in 1913. Despite scant evidence, he was 
convicted and sentenced to death. When additional evidence emerged suggesting his 
innocence, the governor commuted his sentence to life imprisonment. Frank was then 
kidnapped from prison and lynched by a group named the Knights of Mary Phagan. Later 
that year, the Knigts of Mary Phagan participated in the revival of the Ku Klux Klan on 
Stone Mountain in Georgia. In 1982, a witness named Alonzo Mann broke his 69 year 
silence and swore an affidavit that the real killer was not Frank, and that the real killer had 
threatened to murder him if he told anyone what he saw. In 1986, the Georgia State 
Board of Pardons and Paroles granted Frank a posthumous pardon on the grounds that 
his lynching had deprived him of his right to further appeal. The Anti-Defamation League 
was founded in response to Franks arrest and trial.  
 

 There were Americans who spoke out strongly against antisemitism. The Dearborn 
Independent, which had the second highest circulation of any newspaper in the country 
by 1925, regularly published antisemitic articles. When these articles were published in 
booklet form as The International Jew, more than 100 prominent American citizens, 
including President Woodrow Wilson, former Presidents Taft and Roosevelt, W.E.B. 
DuBois, and William Jennings Bryan, signed a statement that condemned it and the 
antisemitism it espoused and urged other public leaders to do the same. The 
International Jew was distributed around the world and remains popular among hate 
groups today. Two of the twenty-one Nazi defendants present throughout the Nuremberg 
trials, Hitler Youth Leader Baldur von Schirach and Radio Propaganda Chief Hans 
Fritzsche, cited the German edition as an influence on their antisemitic views. Ultimately, 
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the newspaper‘s owner, Henry Ford, closed the Dearborn Independent as a result of the 
furor caused by its libelous attacks against Jewish individuals and its promotion of hatred 
against the Jewish people. 

 
 Organizations were founded to combat antisemitism. Jewish Americans should be 

identified as one of the groups struggling for equality during this period. Organizations 
created to address antisemitism include the Anti-Defamation League, the American Jewish 
Committee, and the American Jewish Congress.  
 

 The first Jew was elected governor of a state in 1914. Moses Alexander served as 
governor of Idaho from 1915-1919. 
 

 The first Jew was appointed to the Supreme Court in 1916. President Wilson 
appointed Louis Brandeis after a long confirmation battle. More information is provided 
below. 
 

 The first Jewish woman to serve in the Congress took office in 1925 and became the 
first woman on the House Military Affairs Committee. Florence Kahn served as a 
Representative from California from 1925-1937. She was the fifth woman to serve in 
Congress. 

 
Notable Jewish Americans: 

 
 Louis Brandeis (1856–1941) became the first Jewish Supreme Court Justice when he 

was appointed by Woodrow Wilson in 1916. Many, including Brandeis himself, believed 
his long confirmation battle was motivated primarily by antisemitism. After his appointment, 
he continued to face antisemitism from his fellow Supreme Court Justice James 
McReynolds. Current Supreme Court Justice Ruth Bader Ginsburg relates that one year 
there was no official court photograph because McReynolds was so antisemitic he would 
not sit with Brandeis. Brandeis is remembered for his arguments in favor of a right to 
privacy and of greater protections for freedom of speech. Brandeis University is named 
after him.  

 
 
Early 20th Century Popular Culture  
 

Big Idea: Jewish individuals played an important, positive role in the development of 
American popular culture. 

 
Notable Facts: 

 
 Jews played an important role in the rise of the motion picture industry. Samuel 

Goldwyn, William Fox, Louis Mayer, and the Warner Brothers helped found major movie 
studios such as Paramount, Fox, MGM, and Warner Brothers Studios.  
 

 Many Jewish entertainers changed their names to be more acceptable to a larger 
audience.  
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 The Jazz Singer was the first “talkie” or movie with sound. It tells the story of a Jewish 
cantor who becomes a popular singer and struggles to reconcile his professional 
ambitions with his heritage. 

 

 Antisemitic attitudes were widely accepted during the early 20th century. Hotels and 
clubs often refused to admit Jews. Universities placed quotas on the numbers of Jews 
they would accept. Famous individuals such as Charles Lindbergh, Henry Ford, and 
Father Coughlin publicly expressed antisemitic views and accusations such as blaming 
World War I and the Great Depression on ―the Jews.‖  
 

 Freud’s theories impacted American thought and culture and were popular during 
the interwar period. Freud should be identified as a Jew. He is the father of the 
psychoanalytic school of psychology. Though many of Freud‘s specific theories are 
rejected by modern psychologists, he has had a tremendous impact on psychology. He 
popularized the idea that an individual can solve problems by talking about them, one of 
the cornerstones of modern psychiatry. His theory of an unconscious mind has been 
influential in psychiatry, other academic disciplines, and popular culture. 

 
Notable Jewish Americans: 

 

 Harry Houdini (1874-1926) was born in Hungary as Erik Weisz. He was one of the 
greatest magicians of all time. He is most famous as an escape artist but is also 
remembered for debunking spiritualists.  
 

 Al Jolson (1886-1950) was born in Lithuania as Asa Yoelson. He had the leading role in 
the world‘s first movie with sound, The Jazz Singer. 
 

 Samuel Goldwyn (1879-1974) was one of the fathers of the movie industry. He was a 
founding member of the companies that evolved into Paramount and MGM (Metro-
Goldwyn-Mayer). 
 

 The Warner Brothers (four brothers: eldest-born 1881, youngest-died 1978) were Jewish 
immigrants from Poland who established Warner Brothers Studios and played a key role in 
the development of the motion picture industry.  
 

 Irving Berlin (1888-1989) was born Israel Isidore Beilin in what is today Belarus. He was 
one of the most prolific and influential songwriters in history and composed the lyrics and 
music for thousands of songs, 17 film scores, and 21 Broadway shows. His songs include: 
"God Bless America," "White Christmas," "Anything You Can Do (I Can Do Better)," 
"Puttin' on the Ritz," and "There's No Business Like Show Business." 
 

 George Gershwin (1898-1937) was born Jacob Gershowitz in New York to Ukrainian 
immigrant parents. He played the piano and was an important American composer who 
often collaborated with his older brother, the lyricist Ira Gershwin. Many of his songs are 
now jazz standards. These include ―Someone to Watch Over Me,‖ ―They All Laughed,‖ 
―Our Love is Here to Stay,‖ ―I Got Rhythm,‖ ―Fascinating Rhythm,‖ and ―Lady Be Good.‖ 
The Library of Congress‘ award for lifetime contributions to popular music, the Gershwin 
Prize, is named after him.  
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 Gertrude Stein (1874-1946) played an influential role in the development of modern and 
avant-garde art and literature. She coined the phrase ―lost generation,‖ which was then 
popularized by Hemingway, to describe the post-World War I generation, especially the 
intellectuals and artists who established their reputations in the 1920s.  

 
World War II 

 
Big Idea: The Holocaust impacted America. 
 
Notable Facts:  

 

 Jews under Nazi rule tried to flee to other nations including the United States. For 
the most part, they were turned away. Most of those who sought asylum were later 
murdered in the Holocaust. The U.S. attended the Evian Conference of 1938 and the 
Bermuda Conference of 1943, both international conferences to discuss refugees, but no 
major country was willing to accept more Jews. Toward the end of the war, governments, 
including the United States, became more aware of the need to protect refugees. In the 
1951 United Nations Refugee Convention, governments agreed not to return refugees to 
any territory where he or she fears persecution. 
 

 The War Refugee Board was created in 1944. It was created in response to the 
Secretary of the Treasury‘s report to President Roosevelt detailing U.S. failures to obstruct 
Hitler‘s annihilation of the Jewish population and to help victims of Nazism. It was an 
important development in the idea that there is an obligation to protect civilians within 
other states‘ borders.  
 

 Jewish scientists (including many who fled fascists in Europe) made major 
contributions to the American war effort. Many of the scientists who worked on the 
Manhattan Project or influenced its development were Jewish. These individuals include 
Oppenheimer, Teller, Feynman, Szilard, and Einstein. After the war, Jewish scientists 
continued to contribute to our understanding of the universe. Medical researchers, such as 
Jonas Salk and Albert Sabin, made important advancements.  
 

 Jews were very involved in the war effort. Of the more than 550,000 Jewish soldiers, 
26,000 received the Medal of Honor or the Purple Heart. 60% of all Jewish physicians 
under the age of 45 served in the armed forces during the war. 

 
 U.S. troops were often the first to reach the concentration and labor camps that held 

Jews in Nazi occupied Europe. The role of U.S. troops as liberators made a huge impact 
on Jewish survivors of the Holocaust. Discovery of the horrors of the Holocaust made a 
major impact on U.S. soldiers and, ultimately, American opinion and international law.   

 

 The Holocaust influenced U.S. asylum policies. See the first entry in this section (Jews 
under Nazi rule tried to flee…) for additional information.  

 

 The Nuremberg Trials following the end of the war established the principle that 
individual officials could be held responsible for their role in crimes against 
humanity and violations of international law. The trials also rejected the defense that 
officials were following orders or were not at the scene of the crime.  
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 In response to inhumane Nazi experimentation on Jews and others persecuted 

groups, new research guidelines were created. The Nuremberg Code, a set of 
principles for human experimentation, was created because of experiments carried out on 
Jews and others. Notably, it stated, ―The voluntary consent of the human subject is 
absolutely essential.‖ This code is not part of U.S. legal code but is the basis for 
regulations governing federally funded research. The U.S. military also issued new 
guidelines for the use of human subjects in medical studies following the war.  

 
 The Holocaust helped spur the creation of the United Nations’ Universal Declaration 

of Human Rights. It was adopted on December 10, 1948.  
 

 Christian and Jewish relations improved after World War II. Antisemitic religious 
teachings helped lay the groundwork for the Holocaust. After World War II, many Christian 
denominations reexamined and redressed these teachings. Notably, in 1965, the Catholic 
Church adopted the groundbreaking Nostra Aetate which declares that Jesus‘ death could 
not be blamed on all Jews living at that time nor could Jews today be blamed. It also 
―decries hatred, persecutions, displays of anti-Semitism, directed against Jews at any time 
and by anyone.‖ Today, interfaith dialogue and cooperation between Christian and Jewish 
groups is common.  

 
 The Holocaust helped increase American support for the creation of a Jewish state. 

It reinforced the long-held Zionist argument that a Jewish state was necessary for Jewish 
security to provide a refuge for Jews around the world. Since its creation in 1948, Jews 
fleeing persecution in Arab lands, the Soviet Union, Ethiopia, and elsewhere have 
immigrated to Israel. National aspirations and millennia-old connections to the land of 
Israel, including prayers expressing the dream of being able to return, were key factors in 
the reestablishment of a Jewish state in the historic homeland of the Jewish people so the 
Holocaust and anti-Semitism should not be presented as the only or primary reasons for 
the creation of Israel. 
 

 Gentleman’s Agreement won three Oscars including Best Picture in 1947. The film 
addressed antisemitism in American society and helped challenge many Americans‘ 
attitudes.  

 
Notable Jewish Americans: 

 
 Albert Einstein (1879-1995) is possibly the most famous scientist of all time. His theory of 

relativity, including the mass-energy equivalence expressed by the formula E=MC2, 
transformed the way people understand the universe. He made other important 
contributions to science as well. In 1999, Time magazine named Einstein the Person of 
the Century. He immigrated to America in 1933. The American Institute of Physics 
explains, ―Unwilling to live in Germany under the new Nazi government, Einstein joined the 
Institute for Advanced Study in Princeton, New Jersey. He turned away from strict 
pacifism, and warned world political leaders to prepare for German aggression. He also 
worked to rescue Jewish and other political victims of the Nazis.‖  
 

 J. Robert Oppenheimer (1904-1967) was the scientific director of the Manhattan Project 
and is often called the father of the atomic bomb.  
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 Leo Szilard (1898-1964), a Jewish immigrant who fled Nazi Germany, was a physicist 

whose work on nuclear reactions was key to the development of the bomb. He became an 
outspoken critic of nuclear weapons. 

 
The Civil Rights Movement 
 

Big Idea: The civil rights movement drew a diverse group of activists including many Jewish 
Americans. 

 
Notable Facts:  

 
 Jewish individuals and organizations were extremely active in the American Civil 

Rights Movement. Like many communities with strong religious heritages, Jews 
supported equality for African Americans because their ethical teachings stress the dignity 
of all humans. In addition, Jews empathized with the African American experience due to 
the history of persecution against Jews. The PBS documentary From Swastika to Jim 
Crow highlights the involvement of Jews in the civil rights movement by pointing out that 
about 50 percent of the civil rights attorneys in the South during the 1960s, two-thirds of 
the white Freedom Riders, and over 50 percent of the whites who went to Mississippi in 
1964 to challenge Jim Crow Laws as part of Freedom Summer were Jewish. 
 

 Jews should be mentioned in connection with Freedom Summer. When discussing 
the three volunteers who were murdered by the KKK in Mississippi on June 21, 1964, 
during Freedom Summer, the fact that two were Jewish should be acknowledged. James 
Chaney, a CORE activist was African American, Michael Schwerner, a CORE organizer, 
and Andrew Goodman, a summer volunteer, were both Jewish Americans.  

 
 African American and Jewish American relationships had a long history. Jews were 

founding members of civil rights organizations such as the NAACP and the Urban League. 
Throughout the early history of the NAACP, Jews served as officers and were among the 
principal supporters. Jewish refugee professors from Nazi Europe were often unable to 
find employment at American universities in part due to antisemitism. Many of these 
professors were welcomed into historically all-black colleges in the South.  
 

Notable Jewish Americans: 
 

 Sammy Davis Jr. (1925-1990) was a Jewish African-American musician and comedian 
who was part of the Rat Pack with Frank Sinatra and Dean Martin. He refused to work at 
racially segregated venues, which helped lead to integration at nightclubs in Miami Beach 
and casinos in Las Vegas. 
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Feminists and Influential Women 
 
Notable Jewish Americans: 

 
 Betty Friedan (1921-2006) is widely considered the most influential American feminist 

after World War II. Her 1963 book, The Feminine Mystique, attacked the notion that 
women could find fulfillment only through childbearing and homemaking. 
 

 Barbara Walters (b. 1929) was the first woman to co-anchor a network evening news 
show, NBC World News Tonight. She later co-hosted 20/20.  
 

 Ruth Bader Ginsburg (b. 1933) is the second woman to have served on the U.S. 
Supreme Court. She was appointed in 1993 by President Bill Clinton and continues to 
serve today. In 2007, Forbes Magazine ranked her as the 20th most powerful woman in the 
world. 

 
 Gloria Steinem (b. 1934), a famous feminist, co-founded the national Women‘s Political 

Caucus in 1971 and founded Ms. magazine in 1972. 
 

 Bella Abzug (1920-1998) was a leader of the women‘s movement who was elected to the 
U.S. House of Representatives in 1970. During her election campaign, she famously 
stated, ―This woman‘s place is in the House — the House of Representatives."  
 

 Diane Feinstein and Barbara Boxer became the first Jewish women senators in 1992.  
 
 

Other Influential Americans After World War II 
 

Notable Jewish Americans: 
 

 Jonas Salk (1914-1995) was the medical researcher who developed the vaccine for Polio. 
Before this vaccine, there were hundreds of thousands of cases of this paralysis causing 
disease per year. When he was asked who owned the vaccine‘s patent, he answered, 
―The people…Could you patent the sun?‖  
 

 Albert Sabin (1906-1993) was the medical researcher who developed the oral vaccine for 
polio that is credited with effectively eliminating the disease from America.  
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 Arthur Miller (1915-2005) is considered one of the best playwrights of the 20th century 
and won a Pulitzer Prize for Drama. His plays include The Crucible, A View from the 
Bridge, and Death of a Salesman. Miller is also famous for his marriage to Marilyn 
Monroe, who converted to Judaism, and his refusal to give evidence against others to the 
House Un-American Activities Committee. 
 

 Elie Wiesel (b. 1928) was placed in a Nazi concentration camp at age 15. His memoir, 
Night, about his experience there is widely read in schools. Now an American citizen, 
Wiesel won the Nobel Peace Prize in 1986.  
 

 Ayn Rand (1905–1982) was a philosopher and author best known for her novels The 
Fountainhead and Atlas Shrugged. These novels presented the philosophical system that 
she developed called Objectivism. She was a strong proponent of individualism and 
capitalism and continues to influence millions through her novels and through the think 
tank The Ayn Rand Institute.   
 

 Allen Ginsberg (1926-1997) was a famous poet and one of the leaders of America‘s 
―Beat Generation.‖ Government officials seized copies of his poem, Howl, as obscene. In a 
1957 court case, the judge decided it should not be banned due to its ―social importance.‖ 
This was a landmark anti-censorship decision.  
 

 Jerry Rubin (1938-1994) and Abbie Hoffman (1936-1989) gained national prominence 
as members of the Chicago 7, individuals who were tried for conspiracy and incitement to 
riot during the anti-Vietnam war protests at the 1968 Democratic National Convention.  
 

 Henry Kissinger (b. 1923) was the U.S. Secretary of State from 1973 to 1977 and won 
the 1973 Nobel Peace Prize. He is remembered for pioneering the policy of détente with 
the Soviet Union and negotiating both the SALT I treaty and the Anti-Ballistic Missile 
treaty. He also played a crucial role in rapprochement between the U.S. and the People‘s 
Republic of China.  
 

 Harvey Milk (1930–1978) according to Time magazine, was ―the first openly gay man 
elected to any substantial political office in the history of the planet.‖ A member of the San 
Francisco Board of Supervisors, he was assassinated along with George Moscone, the 
mayor of San Francisco, by Dan White.  
 

 Joe Lieberman (b. 1942) ran for Vice President on the Democratic ticket in 2000. He was 
the first Jewish candidate on a major American political party presidential ticket.  

 
 
The Digital Revolution 
 

Notable Facts:  
 

 Instant messaging transformed communication by enabling real-time text-based 
communication by distant parties. Modern instant messaging began with the creation of 
the computer program ICQ, which was later used as the base for AOL Instant Messenger. 
ICQ was created by four Israeli Jews.  
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Notable Jewish Americans: 
 

 Sergey Brin (b. 1973) co-founded Google in 1998 with Larry Page (whose mother is 
Jewish). Brin‘s family emigrated from the Soviet Union to the United States to escape anti-
Jewish persecution. 
 

 Michael Dell (b. 1965) is the founder and CEO of Dell, Inc., the company that 
manufactures Dell computers. His honors include being named ―Man of the Year‖ by PC 
Magazine, and ―Top CEO in American Business‖ by Worth Magazine.  
 

 Mark Zuckerburg (b.1984) is the CEO of Facebook, which he created with his 
roommates Eduardo Saverin, Dustin Moskovitz (both also Jewish) and Chris Hughes while 
attending Harvard. He was included in Time magazine‘s 2008 list of The World’s Most 
Influential People.  

 
 

Jewish Celebrities 
 

 There are many famous Jewish celebrities who are often not recognized as being 
Jewish. These individuals range from Steven Spielberg to Shel Silverstein. Additional 
examples can be found in the Institute for Curriculum Services‘ ―Guess Who‖ activity. If 
contemporary popular culture is addressed in class, internet searches can reveal 
extensive lists.  
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Branches of Judaism 

 
 
Judaism is a diverse religion; its adherents hold a variety of beliefs and interpretations of Jewish 
law and practice. Different branches within Judaism reflect this diversity. According to the 
American Jewish Committee's 2008 Annual Survey of Jewish Opinion, American Jews identify 
as follows: Orthodox 8%, Conservative 28%, Reconstructionist 1%, Reform 30%, Just Jewish 
31%, Not Sure 2%. 
 
The most easily categorizable difference between these branches is their approach to traditional 
Jewish law. Traditional Jewish law includes both moral requirements (such as giving charity and 
pursuing justice) and ritual obligations (such as dietary restrictions and holiday observances). 
Different branches of Judaism have different positions on the requirements these traditional 
laws place on modern Jews. The basic positions of the four largest branches are outlined below. 
 
It is important to remember that there are a range of practices and beliefs even within a single 
branch. Despite differences in belief and practice, most Jews today are united by a sense of 
peoplehood and pride in their culture and heritage. An overview of Judaism, titled What is 
Judaism?, is available on the ICS website at www.icsresources.org/curricula.  
 
 
Orthodox Judaism is the most traditional branch of Judaism and emphasizes observance of 
both the moral and ritual obligations of traditional Jewish law. There is great diversity within 
Orthodoxy and it contains many philosophical movements. These range from Modern 
Orthodoxy, which teaches that Jews should embrace Western culture while adhering to Jewish 
law, to Charedi Judaism, which teaches that Jewish life should focus on Jewish culture.  
 
 
Reform Judaism teaches that Judaism’s ethical laws are binding while ritual laws can be 
adapted to fit modern society. It views Judaism’s essence as ideals of morality and social justice 
while encouraging individuals to maintain traditional practices that they find meaningful. The 
branch favors individual choice over obligatory beliefs and practices.  
 
 
Conservative Judaism occupies a middle ground between Reform Judaism and Orthodox 
Judaism. Institutionally, it seeks to preserve the structure and content of traditional Jewish 
observance, while allowing for adaptations to fit modern circumstances. Conservative Judaism 
emphasizes the importance of studying traditional Jewish texts to guide ethics and practice.  
  
 
Reconstructionist Judaism began as a movement within Conservative Judaism before 
emerging as a distinct branch. It teaches that Judaism is not simply a religion, but an evolving 
civilization that includes important religious elements. In Reconstructionist thought, Jewish law 
is not binding but should be followed when possible because it strengthens the community.  
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GUIDELINES ON RELIGION AND PUBLIC SCHOOLS 

 
 
Introduction 
The Jewish community is committed to preserving the principles of religious freedom and 
separation of church and state embodied in the First Amendment of the United States’ 
Constitution. Jewish communities across the country work in cooperation with local public 
school officials, as well as with other religious communities, to promote further understanding of 
these important Constitutional liberties. Ensuring religious neutrality in the public schools 
depends on understanding and support from the entire community. 
 
During the winter holiday season such cooperation becomes even more crucial. Many in the 
Jewish community whose children attend public schools are concerned that schools’ treatment 
of religion is appropriate. Of course, many public school administrators and teachers do an 
excellent job maintaining religious neutrality in the schools. However, given the complex legal 
issues and special sensitivities involved, it is understandable that there may be some confusion 
surrounding the subject. 
 
This policy statement, adapted by the Institute for Curriculum Services: National Resource 
Center for Accurate Jewish Content in Schools (ICS), was developed by the Jewish Community 
Relations Council of Greater Washington to reduce confusion and help school officials, 
teachers, and parents better understand church/state issues. It is based upon Court decisions, 
federal law, and, we believe, sound educational policy. We hope that with greater awareness, 
schools will be better able to avoid programs that could embarrass or create discomfort for any 
child and, moreover, create public and legal concerns.  
 
These guidelines are a resource for schools as they plan holiday and other activities and are 
appropriate for public schools nationwide. We encourage you to reproduce and disseminate 
these guidelines as you see fit. 
 
Note 
Please download the latest version of this lesson from www.icsresources.org/curricula. ICS 
frequently updates, revises, and strengthens its materials. The ICS website includes a variety of 
lesson plans, teacher’s guides, maps, and primary source materials. Most maps and images are 
in color if accessed through the website. All materials may be downloaded and shared. 
 
Sign up at www.icsresources.org/register to be notified of major updates, new materials, and 
events in your area. Please send questions, suggestions, and requests about ICS educational 
materials to bchaika@icsresources.org. 
 
Separation of Church and State and Religious Freedom 
The separation of church and state and religious freedom, cornerstones of our democracy, are 
guaranteed by the First Amendment of the United States Constitution. The Amendment’s 
religion clauses state the following: “Congress shall make no law respecting an establishment of 
religion, or prohibiting the free exercise thereof…” 
 
Decisions of the U.S. Supreme Court over the years have reaffirmed this constitutional 
guarantee and have recognized its importance to America’s public schools.  
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Religious Neutrality in Public Schools 
The principle that public schools must be religiously neutral has been established in a long line 
of Supreme Court decisions. The Court has defined “religiously neutral” as refraining from 
promoting any and all religions, expressing opposition or hostility toward religion, and showing 
preference for one religion over another. 
 
Religious neutrality is not only a constitutional mandate, it is sound educational policy. School 
sponsored religious practices invariably make some children feel uncomfortable and can turn 
the school into an inhospitable environment. Such practices often force children to choose 
between participating and feeling alienated from their classmates, as well as embroiling parents, 
teachers, and school officials in acrimonious and divisive struggles over school policy. School 
sponsored religious practices create inter-religious tension and counter the respect for religious 
and cultural diversity that public schools are designed to further. 
 
 
Teaching about Religion  
Most states include teaching about religion in their History/Social Science frameworks and 
subject matter standards. This requirement recognizes the significant influence that various 
religious movements have had on the course of history worldwide. The role of religion is usually 
included when students are studying a particular historical period such as the ancient world, the 
medieval world, and the cultures of various countries. 
 
It is important that teachers understand the difference between teaching religion, which is 
prohibited, and teaching about religion, which is allowed. To preserve this distinction, great 
sensitivity is required. It is especially important to understand that what is “fact” to one religion 
may be really a matter of faith. Thus, teachers must navigate a course that does not present a 
matter of faith as fact, yet at the same time, does not denigrate religious beliefs.  
 
When presenting such matters, teachers should rely on attributions such as, “Jews believe…”, 
“Christians believe…”, “Muslims believe…”, “Hindus believe…”, etc. It may be difficult, but 
teachers must refrain from endorsing their own religious beliefs as more correct than others. 
 
Teaching about religion should be done in the context of a secular educational program in a 
neutral, objective, balanced and factual manner. No student, including those in religious 
minorities, should be made to feel that his or her personal beliefs are being questioned, 
infringed upon or compromised. 
 
Students should not be singled out by identifying them as members of a specific religious, 
ethnic, or national community or by asking them to explain or give their perspectives on religious 
beliefs, holy days, or historical experiences. Many students have reported feeling alienated or 
uncomfortable in such situations, either because of lack of knowledge or because it puts them in 
the position of being the “Other.” Students may volunteer to give information, but they should 
not be volunteered by their teacher. 
 
Because teaching about religion is a very sensitive matter, it is highly recommended that school 
districts provide training so that administrators and teachers have the information needed to 
carry out this responsibility. Several organizations listed as resources at 
www.icsresources.org/externallinks.htm provide guidelines and are equipped to provide such 
training.  
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Religious Holidays 
Schools are allowed to teach about, but may not celebrate the religious aspects of, religious 
holidays, such as Christmas and Passover. Schools may recognize holidays for the purpose of 
providing secular instruction about religious traditions, but not if the goal is to observe or 
promote a particular religion.  
 
Recognition of, and information about, holidays may focus on how and when they are 
celebrated and the historical and the religious significance of the holiday. Teachers may not use 
the study of religious holidays as an opportunity to proselytize or to inject personal religious 
beliefs into the classroom, nor to denigrate any religious belief or practice. In order to create an 
inclusive environment, classroom activities can be based predominantly on seasonal themes, 
rather than religious themes. Educators should evaluate whether holiday activities cause some 
students to feel like outsiders in their own school.  
 
 
Holiday Concerts 
Many schools hold concerts and dramatic productions at times other than the winter or spring 
holiday seasons in order to be more inclusive of all students and to avoid showing preference 
for one religious tradition over others. If schools do have these productions during the holiday 
seasons, the following points need to be considered. 
 
Holiday concerts should present a variety of musical selections that represent various cultural 
and religious traditions; while some religious music may be performed, it should not dominate 
the program nor be presented in a worshipful manner. A more inclusive approach to holiday 
concerts is performance of seasonal music to which all families can relate. Any dramatic 
productions should emphasize the cultural and not the worshipful aspects of the holiday. Nativity 
pageants or plays portraying the Chanukah miracle, for example, are not appropriate in the 
public school setting. 
 
Despite careful adherence to standards of neutrality, some students may be offended by the 
treatment of religious holidays in the public schools. At a parent’s request, these students 
should be excused from participating in or attending holiday events without being penalized. 
 
 
Religious Symbols 
Certain symbols may be used in the classroom in the context of studying the historical and 
cultural significance of a holiday or religious practice, but must not be overtly religious or used 
for worship or practice. Religious symbols in the classroom may be displayed only on a 
temporary basis as part of the academic program. For example, posting the Ten 
Commandments would only be allowed temporarily and in the context of academic instruction. 

 
 

Teacher Participation 
Teachers are viewed as state representatives and, as such, must refrain from encouraging or 
discouraging religious activity. Restrictions on the permissible actions of teachers in school 
settings include the obvious, such as leading a prayer or a devotional Bible reading, but also 
actions that can be perceived by impressionable students as advancing or disparaging religion. 
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Religious Liberty and Equal Access 
Students have the right to engage in private, non-disruptive religious expression during non-
instructional time. Students may, for example, participate in off-campus release-time programs, 
pray out loud and in groups if it is not sponsored by the school, engage in silent prayer, and say 
grace over meals—all on the condition that these activities do not disturb others or disrupt other 
school activities. School officials may not participate in, or encourage students to participate in, 
any of these activities. 
  
Under the federal Equal Access Law, student religious groups must be granted access to the 
privileges of school clubs upon request if the school maintains a limited open forum for all non-
curriculum related student clubs. The student religious clubs must meet only during non-
instructional time. The group must be student initiated and run without the encouragement of 
school faculty. Non-students cannot coordinate or regularly attend group meetings. However, 
public schools may not deny a religious group after-school access to school facilities if the 
group’s activities otherwise fall within the guidelines defining the school’s limited open forum. If 
secular groups appealing to children are allowed to rent school premises when school is not in 
session, groups covering the same subject but from a religious point of view must be allowed to 
rent the school on the same terms. 
 
 
Proselytizing in School 
While the distribution of religious material is not covered under the Equal Access Law, students 
do have a limited right of expression, which may include proselytizing or distributing religious 
materials, provided that such activities are not disruptive. Non-students cannot engage in such 
activities on campus. “Student free speech” does not extend, however, to attempting to force 
religious views on fellow classmates. School authorities may restrict the time, place, and 
manner of the religious distribution and proselytizing by students while on school property, as 
long as the school’s restrictions are neutral (not directed at prohibiting religion). Schools may 
also limit student speech to preserve discipline, the rights of other students, and the educational 
function of the school. Schools are granted more control over student speech that occurs during 
class or as part of an organized school activity. 
 
 
Prayer at Graduation Ceremonies and Other School Events 
School-sponsored prayer, whether led by students, teachers, or outsiders, at school-sponsored 
events, such as graduation ceremonies and sporting events, as well as during instructional time, 
is not permitted. A clear example of an unconstitutional activity would be a prayer over the 
public address system. Students may, of course, attend privately sponsored baccalaureate 
services if they wish. However, public schools may not endorse, sponsor, or encourage 
attendance at such programs. 
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Appendix 

 
In February 2003, the Education Department issued guidance under the No Child Left Behind Act of 2001 on 

constitutionally protected prayer in public elementary and secondary schools that set forth the responsibilities of 

state and local educational agencies in light of the Department's view of the applicable law: 

Http://www.ed.gov/policy/gen/guid/religionandschools/prayer_guidance.html 

 

The following Court decisions have affirmed the principle of religious neutrality in public schools. 

°Engel v. Vitale, 370 U.S. 421 (1962); School Dist. of Abington Tp. v. Schempp, 374 U.S. 203 (1963). (Striking 

down school sponsored prayer and religious scripture readings.) 

°McCollum v. Board of Education, 333 U.S. 203 (1948) (Striking down a school policy of releasing students from 

regular classes to attend religious instruction on public property.) 

°Epperson v. Arkansas, 393 U.S. 97, 106 (1968) (Striking down a policy banning the teaching of evolution because 

it conflicted with religious sentiments: "The First Amendment does not permit the State to require that teaching and 

learning must be tailored to the principles or prohibitions of any religious sect or dogma.") 

°Stone v. Graham, 449 U.S. 39 (1980) (Prohibiting the posting of the Ten Commandments in public school 

classrooms by outside groups.) 

°Karen B. v. Treen, 653 F.2d 897 (5th Cir. 1981), aff'd, 455 U.S. 913 (1982) (Striking down a statute authorizing 

teachers or student volunteers to lead students in daily prayers.) 

°Wallace v. Jaffree, 472 U.S. 38 (1985) (Striking down a "moment of silence" statute designed to encourage prayer 

in public schools.) But see Brown v. Gilmore, Case No. 01-384 (Sup. Ct. October 29, 2001) (refusing to hear an 

appeal from a lower court ruling which upheld Virginia’s moment of silence law that requires all students to observe 

a minute of quiet during which they may “meditate, pray or engage in other silent activity.”) 

°Edwards v. Aguillard, 482 U.S. 578 (1987) (Striking down a statute requiring "balanced treatment" of teaching 

evolution and "creation science.") 

°Lee v. Weisman, 112 S.Ct. 2649 (1992) (Striking down a policy of allowing clergy to deliver non-sectarian, non-

proselytizing benedictions and invocations at public high school graduations.) See also Santa Fe Independent School 

District v. Doe, 120 S. Ct. 2266 (2000) (citing Weisman, the Supreme Court has also stated that a school district’s 

policy permitting student-led, student-initiated prayer at football games violates the Establishment Clause of the 

First Amendment.) 

°Hills v. Scottsdale Unified School Dist. No. 48, 329 F.3d 1044 (9th Cir. 2003) (Holding that schools may not bar 

the distribution of leaflets announcing a religious function if they permit distribution of secular leaflets, but may 

insist on a disclaimer of official endorsement. Flyers that themselves embody proselytizing statements can also be 

excluded. The Fourth Circuit has reached the same result, although without deciding whether purely proselytizing 

materials could be excluded.) 

°Doe v. Shenandoah Cty. Sch. Bd., 737 F. Supp. 913, 918 (W.D. Va. 1990) (Holding that a public school may not 

assist or encourage participation in a release-time program for religious instruction, focusing on "the symbolic 

impact created by the appearance of official involvement.") 

°Skoros v. City of New York, 437 F.3d 1(2nd Cir.2006). (Upholding a school board rule mandating the exclusion of a 

crèche from school holiday display that included a Christmas tree, a menorah, and a star and crescent as winter 

holiday symbols on grounds that the crèche was too overtly religious a symbol to be included.) See also, Florey v. 

Sioux Falls School District 49-5, 619F.2d.1311(8th Cir.1980) (Upholding as constitutional the right of independent 

school districts to review the permissible parameters of religious holiday observances in schools and to establish a 

rule allowing only holiday displays with secular meanings.) 

°The Good News Club v. Milford Central School, 121 S Ct. 2093 (June 11, 2001) (Holding that a Christian youth 

group may not be barred from using a New York public school after class hours if other groups are allowed access. 

The Court found that denying the group access on the ground that it was religious in nature, discriminated against 

the group because of its religious viewpoint in violation of the Free Speech Clause of the Constitution.) 
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Guess Who:  
Introductory Activity for Lessons on Jews or Judaism 

 
 
Overview 
In this introductory activity students guess the identity of famous individuals based on short 
descriptions. They then try to identify what these individuals have in common (they are all 
Jewish). This document contains the instructional procedure and identity cards for the activity. 
 
This resource includes: 

1) A lesson plan 
2) Identity cards that give a brief description of a famous Jew 

 
 
Notes  

1) This activity was designed to be used as an anticipatory set, but can be adapted for 
other purposes. 
 

2) Other famous individuals can be found easily with internet searches. Local figures can 
be used as well. If adding a member of your school community (such as a teacher who 
is Jewish), it is important to check to ensure that they are comfortable with this first. 
 

3) There are 40 role cards included in this activity. If there are fewer students in the class, 
the cards can be chosen randomly or the teacher may select the cards that would be 
most relevant to the students 
 

4) The individuals in the list were chosen if they a) publically identified themselves as 
Jewish, (b) converted to Judaism, or (c) had a Jewish mother (in traditional Judaism, 
Jewish identity is determined matrilinealy).  
 

5) Please download the latest version of this lesson from www.icsresources.org/curricula. 
ICS frequently updates, revises, and strengthens its materials. The ICS website includes 
a variety of lesson plans, teacher’s guides, maps, and primary source materials. Most 
maps and images are in color if accessed through the website. All materials may be 
downloaded and shared. 
 

6) Sign up at www.icsresources.org/register to be notified of major updates, new materials, 
and events in your area. Please send questions, suggestions, and requests about ICS 
educational materials to bchaika@icsresources.org. 

 
 
Goals 

1) Challenge pre-existing stereotypes by demonstrating that Jews are a diverse group. 
 

2) Increase the relevance of lessons on Jews and Judaism by highlighting Jews who will be 
familiar to students. 
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Materials 

1) Cut-out identity cards. 
 
Instructional Procedure 

1) Distribute an identity card to each student and instruct students not to share them. 
 

2) Instruct a student to read the description on his card without revealing the name of the 
person it describes (the name in parentheses at the bottom). 
 

3) Have the other students guess the name of the individual that was described. 
  

4) When the individual is identified, write their name on the board. If no one guesses 
correctly, have the student who read the description tell the class who it was.  
 

5) Repeat steps 3 and 4 until all the cards have been read. 
 

6) Have students guess what the people whose names are on the board have in common. 
 

7) If a student identifies that they are all Jewish, inform them that they are correct. 
Otherwise, identify that they are all Jewish. 
 

8) Use the fact that the diverse group of individuals identified in this activity are all 
connected by Jewish heritage to segue into a lesson on Judaism or Jewish history.  
 
 

Alternate Procedure  
Instead of distributing the identity cards, the teacher reads the descriptions and the class 
guesses the name of the individual being described. 
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I am widely considered the most influential 
American feminist after World War II. My 1963 

book, The Feminine Mystique, attacked the 
notion that women could only find fulfillment 
through childbearing and homemaking. Who 

am I? 
 

(Betty Friedan) 

I am possibly the most famous scientist of all 
time. My theory of relativity transformed the 
way people understand the universe. Even 
children know my famous equation: E=MC2. 

Who am I? 
 

(Albert Einstein)  

I am a writer, editor, and former chairman and 
president of Marvel Comics. I helped create 

many famous comic book characters including 
Spider Man, The Fantastic Four, X-Men, Iron 
Man, and the Hulk, and I have made cameo 
appearances in their Hollywood adaptations. 

Who am I? 
 

(Stan Lee)  

I am the father of psychoanalysis and one of 
the most famous psychiatrists of all time. I am 

best known for my theories about the 
unconscious mind. Who am I? 

 
(Sigmund Freud) 

I became famous as a multi-platinum selling, 
Grammy Award winning singer and dancer. I 
was the first female judge on American Idol. 

Now I am a judge with my former co-star 
Simon Cowel on The X-Factor. My father’s 

family is from Syria. Who am I? 
 

(Paula Abdul) 

I am a famous American poet who is best 
known for writing and illustrating children’s 

literature. I wrote The Giving Tree, A Light in 
the Attic, Where the Sidewalk Ends, and 

Falling Up. Who am I?  
 

(Shel Silverstein) 

I am a famous writer who is known for both my 
novels and comic books. I wrote the Sandman 
series, American Gods, Neverwhere, and The 

Day I Swapped my Dad for Two Goldfish. I 
won the Newbery Medal in 2009 for The 

Graveyard Book. The movies Mirror Mask, 
Stardust, and Coraline were based on my 

books. Who am I? 
 

(Neil Gaiman)  

I created the first company to manufacture 
blue jeans after moving to San Francisco 

during the Gold Rush. My namesake company 
is still one of the most popular jeans 
companies in the world. Who am I? 

 
(Levi Strauss)  
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I am best known for my role as Carrie 
Bradshaw on the HBO television series Sex 

and the City, for which I won four Golden 
Globe Awards, two Screen Actors Guild 

Awards, and two Emmy Awards. Who am I? 
 

(Sarah Jessica Parker) 

I played Captain Kirk in the original Star Trek 
and Denny Crane in Boston Legal. I am also 
the spokesman for priceline.com. Who am I? 

 
(William Shatner) 

I am a famous American fashion designer. I 
also gave my name to a range of perfumes 

including CK One. Who am I? 
 

(Calvin Klein) 

I am a magician known for “Street Magic.” I am 
also well known for my endurance stunts such 
as being entombed in a coffin for seven days, 
being frozen in a block of ice in Times Square, 

setting the world record for being fully 
submerged in water, and setting the world 

record for holding breath. Who am I? 
 

(David Blaine) 

I am a comedian, singer, and actor who has 
starred in many films including Billy Madison, 

Happy Gilmore, and The Wedding Singer. 
Who am I? 

 
(Adam Sandler) 

I was the US secretary of State between 1973 
and 1977 and won the 1973 Nobel Peace 

Prize. I lessened tensions between the U.S. 
and the Soviet Union and negotiated both the 

SALT I Treaty and the Anti-Ballistic Missile 
Treaty. Who am I? 

 

(Henry Kissinger) 

I am an American fashion designer whose 
label is best known for polo shirts. The logo of 
my company has a polo player riding horse. 

Who am I? 
 

(Ralph Lauren) 

I am possibly the most famous advice column 
writer in America. My name is actually a pen 
name and has been used by two people: a 

mother and daughter. Who am I? 
 

(Dear Abby) 
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I am one of the greatest magicians of all time 
and am most famous as an escape artist. I am 
also known for revealing how many psychics 
and others who claimed to have supernatural 

powers were tricking people. Who am I? 
 

(Harry Houdini)  

 
I am the medical researcher who developed 
the vaccine for Polio. Before this vaccine, 

there were hundreds of thousands of cases of 
this paralysis causing disease per year. When 
I was asked who owned the vaccine’s patent, I 
answered “The people . . . Could you patent 

the sun?” Who am I? 
 

(Jonas Salk) 
 

I am a famous American singer/songwriter 
who is a two-time inductee into the Rock and 
Roll Hall of Fame. I was inducted for my act 

with Art Garfunkel in 1990 and as a solo artist 
in 2001. I was the first recipient of the Library 

of Congress Gershwin Prize for Popular Song. 
Who am I? 

 
(Paul Simon) 

I am known as the father of the atomic bomb 
because I was the scientific director of the 

Manhattan Project which built the first bomb. 
Who am I? 

 
(Robert Oppenheimer)  

I am one of the most famous heavy metal rock 
stars in the world. In 1971, I founded the band 

KISS with Paul Stanley. Who am I? 
 

(Gene Simmons) 

I am a female comedian who addresses 
controversial topics such as racism and 

sexism. Comedy Central gave me my own 
show in 2007. I dated Jimmy Kimmel. Who am 

I? 
 

(Sarah Silverman) 

I wrote The New Colossus, the poem that is 
quoted at the base of the Statue of Liberty. 

Who am I? 
 

(Emma Lazarus) 

I am one of the most successful actors in 
Hollywood. I have starred in Meet the Parents, 

Zoolander, Night at the Museum, and 
Dodgeball: A True Underdog Story. Who am I? 

 
(Ben Stiller) 
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I am a standup comedian whose popular 
“show about nothing” lasted 9 seasons. I 

played a semi-fictional version of myself in the 
sitcom and the title was my last name. Who 

am I? 
 

(Jerry Seinfeld) 

I was Al Gore’s vice presidential running mate 
in 2000. In 2006, I was reelected to a fourth 

term in the U.S. Senate, but I ran as an 
Independent because I had lost the 
Democratic primaries. Who am I? 

 
(Joe Lieberman) 

I was an African-American musician and 
comedian. I was a member of the Rat Pack, 
which was led by my friend Frank Sinatra. I 

refused to work at racially segregated venues, 
which helped lead to integration at nightclubs 

in Miami Beach and casinos in Las Vegas. 
Who am I? 

 
(Sammy Davis Jr.) 

My parents moved to the U.S. from the Soviet 
Union in 1979 to escape persecution. In 1998, 

I co-founded Google with Larry Page.  
Who am I? 

 
(Sergey Brin) 

I am a Canadian-American actor and film 
producer. Many people know me as the lead in 
the movie Knocked Up. I was also a writer and 

actor in Pineapple Express and Superbad. 
Who am I? 

 
(Seth Rogan)  

I am one of the most famous movie directors 
of all time. The films I have directed include 
E.T., Jaws, the Indiana Jones movies. Who 

am I? 
 

(Steven Spielberg) 

My nickname was “The Man of a Thousand 
Voices.” I was the original voice of many 

cartoon characters including Bugs Bunny, 
Daffy Duck, Porky Pig, Sylvester the Cat, 
Tweety Bird, Yosemite Sam, and Barney 

Rubble. Who am I? 
 

(Mel Blanc) 

I was a famous poet who was one of the 
leaders of America’s Beat Generation. 

Government officials seized copies of my 
poem, Howl, for being obscene. In a 1957 

court case, the judge decided it should not be 
banned because of its “social importance.” 

This was a landmark anti-censorship decision. 
Who am I? 

 
(Allen Ginsberg) 
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I was an English singer-songwriter. My album 
Back to Black won six Grammies. Some of my 

famous songs are “Stronger Than Me,” 
“Rehab,” and “Love Is a Losing Game.” I died 
in July 2011. The next month Back to Black 
became the United Kingdom’s bestselling 

album of the 21st century. Who am I? 
 

(Amy Winehouse) 

I played Maddie Fitzpatrick on The Suite Life 
of Zack and Cody and Sharpey Evans in the 
High School Musical movies. I also have a 

music career and released the album 
Headstrong in 2006 and Guilty Pleasure in 

2009. I play Savannah Monroe in the television 
series Hellcats. Who am I? 

 
(Ashley Tisdale) 

I am best known for playing the father, Danny 
Tanner, in Full House and for hosting 

America’s Funniest Home Videos. Though 
these are family oriented roles, I am also 
known for off-color and risqué material. In 

2008, I was roasted on Comedy Central. Who 
am I? 

 
(Bob Saget) 

 

I hosted the E! show Wild On and the CBS 
show Rock Star. In 2008, I became a 
contestant on the seventh season of Dancing 
with the Stars. My partner Derek Hough and I 
won the competition. I have three daughters 
and a son. Who am I? 

 
(Brooke Burke) 

 

I am an Israeli-American actress who starred 
in Star Wars Episodes 1, 2, and 3 as well as V 

for Vendetta. I attended Harvard University 
and stated in an interview that I would “rather 

be smart than a movie star.” Who am I? 
 

(Natalie Portman) 
 

I am ½ of the comedy-rock duo Tenacious D, 
but I am better known for my roles in movies 
such as School of Rock, Nacho Libre, and 

Tropic Thunder. Who am I? 
 

(Jack Black) 

I was an American journalist who was 
kidnapped and murdered in Pakistan. My 

family created a foundation named after me to 
promote cross-cultural understanding. A World 
Music Day festival with the goal of promoting 
tolerance has been held on my birthday since 
2002. So far, there have been more than 1500 

concerts in over 60 countries. Who am I? 
 

(Daniel Pearl) 

I was a member of the San Francisco Board of 
Supervisors, and I was assassinated along 

with the mayor, George Moscone. According 
to Time magazine, I was “the first openly gay 
man elected to any substantial political office 
in the history of the planet.” A movie about my 
life starring Sean Penn was released in 2008. 

Who am I? 
 

(Harvey Milk) 
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USING POPULAR MUSIC TO CLOSE LESSONS ON  
JEWS AND JUDAISM 

 
 
Overview 
This closure activity can be used following a lesson on ancient Jewish history or Judaism’s 
influence on Western civilization. It will reinforce essential understandings about the significance 
of the Exodus in Judaism and/or the significance of Jewish legacies in Western civilization.  
The ICS resources Ancient Jewish History: A Teacher’s Guide and Judaism and Western 
Civilization address these topics.  
 
This resource includes: 

1) A lesson plan 
2) A lyric sheet for Bob Marley’s “Exodus” 

 
 
Notes 
This activity can be adapted for use with other songs, such as the spiritual “Go Down Moses.”  
Please download the latest version of this lesson from www.icsresources.org/curricula. ICS 
frequently updates, revises, and strengthens its materials. The ICS website includes a variety of 
lesson plans, teacher’s guides, maps, and primary source materials. Most maps and images are 
in color if accessed through the website. All materials may be downloaded and shared. 
 
Sign up at www.icsresources.org/register to be notified of major updates, new materials, and 
events in your area. Please send questions, suggestions, and requests about ICS educational 
materials to bchaika@icsresources.org. 
 
 
Goal 

1) Students will be able to connect previously mastered information about Judaism with a 
popular song such as Bob Marley’s “Exodus.” 

 
 
Materials 
Each student will need: 

1) A copy of the lyrics sheet 
 
The teacher will need: 

1) A recording of Bob Marley’s “Exodus” (see note about different versions in step 3 in Part 
II of the instructional procedure)  

2) Music player (CD player, iPod, etc.) and speakers 
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Instructional Procedure 
Part I 
 
1) Link the closure to previously covered information: 

 
a. If material about Jewish contributions to the world is used, ask students to identify 

some of the Jewish legacies in Western Civilization. Responses may include: 
monotheism, sacred texts, a day of rest, valuing every individual, the rule of law, 
giving charity, and belief in progress. 
 

b. If material about ancient Jewish history is used, ask students: “What is the most 
commonly referenced event in Jewish prayers?” or “What is the term for the 
Israelite’s deliverance from slavery in Egypt?” Responses should identify the Exodus. 

 
2) Expand upon previously covered information: 

 
a. If material on Jewish contributions to the world is used:  

Inform students that historical narratives are another important Jewish legacy. One of 
the most important of these narratives is the Exodus. Many people and groups have 
been inspired by the Jewish account of escaping from oppression to freedom. 
 

b. If material on ancient Jewish history is used:  
Inform students that the Exodus is not only important to Jews. Many people and 
groups have been inspired by the Jewish account of escaping from oppression to 
freedom.  

 
3) Introduce the activity: 

 
a. Inform students that they will end class today by listening to a song by Bob Marley. 

Ask students what they know about Bob Marley. If students do not provide the 
answer, inform them that Bob Marley was a singer/songwriter who is perhaps the 
most famous reggae musician ever. He was a Rastafarian, a monotheistic religion 
that originated in Jamaica and built upon Jewish and Christian beliefs. With his group 
the Wailers, Marley was the first Jamaican musician to gain popularity internationally. 
He was very influential in the political and spiritual struggles of his time (1960s and 
70s) and continues to be associated with the fight for freedom in many countries.  

 
Part II 
 
1) Hand out lyrics sheet. Note: This song uses Rastafarian terms and grammar. Jah is a 

Rastafarian name for God. Babylon refers to corrupt modern society – its use is also drawn 
from the Jewish historical narrative; Babylon is the empire where Jews were exiled after the 
destruction of the First Temple. Downpression means oppression but is used because 
oppression pushes people down rather than lifting them up. Rastafarians avoid the 
possessive case (e.g., Jah light and Jah people mean God’s light and God’s people). 
 

2) Instruct students to:  
 

a. Circle all the Biblical allusions and references to Jewish history they hear in the song. 
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b. Jot down their thoughts and feelings as they listen. Optional: Inform students they 

may record their feelings through drawing as they listen. This may help some 
students who are unenthusiastic about the song remain engaged. 

 
3) Play Bob Marley’s “Exodus.” Note: There are different versions of this song. It is advisable to 

chose a shorter version of this song (the original version that was released on the album 
Exodus (1977) is 7:40; the single version, which is also on One Love: The Very Best Of 
(2001) and Africa Unite: The Singles Collection (2005) is 4:30).  
 

4) Ask students to share their thoughts about the song. You may want to focus their responses 
by asking what the tone of the song is or how it makes them feel. Responses should identify 
the motivational nature of the song.  
 

5) Ask students what Biblical allusions or references to Jewish history the students can 
identify. Responses might mention Moses, Exodus, the Red Sea, Babylon, or the 
deliverance from slavery to freedom (“set the captives free”). 
 

6) Ask students why people speaking out against racism and oppression in modern times 
would use these references. Responses might include that they identified with the Israelites’ 
struggles, that the Israelites’ deliverance gave them hope, that they see their struggle as 
righteous and so connect it to religious narratives. 



 

 

“Exodus” 
by Bob Marley,  1977 Island Records LTD 

 
Men and people will fight ya down  
When ya see Jah light.  
Let me tell you if you're not wrong, 
Everything is all right. 
So we gonna walk - all right! - through de 
roads of creation: 
We the generation  
trod through great tribulation. 
 
Exodus, all right! Movement of Jah people! 
Oh, yeah! O - oo, yeah! All right! 
Exodus: Movement of Jah people! Oh, 
yeah! 
 
Uh! Open your eyes and look within: 
Are you satisfied with the life you're living?  
We know where we're going! 
We know where we're from. 
We're leaving Babylon, 
We're going to our Father land. 
 
Exodus: movement of Jah people! Oh, 
yeah! 
(Movement of Jah people!) Send us another 
brother Moses! 
(Movement of Jah people!) From across the 
Red Sea! 
(Movement of Jah people!) Send us another 
brother Moses! 
(Movement of Jah people!) From across the 
Red Sea! 
Movement of Jah people! 
 
 
Exodus, all right! Oo - oo - ooh! Oo - ooh! 
Movement of Jah people! Oh, yeah! 
Exodus! 
 
Move! Move! Move! Move! Move! Move! 
 

Open your eyes and look within: 
Are you satisfied with the life you're living? 
We know where we're going; 
We know where we're from. 
We're leaving Babylon, y'all! 
We're going to our Father's land. 
 
Exodus, all right! Movement of Jah people! 
Exodus: movement of Jah people! 
Movement of Jah people! 
Movement of Jah people! 
Movement of Jah people! 
Movement of Jah people! 
 
Move! Move! Move! Move! Move! Move! 
Move! 
 
Jah come to break downpression, 
Rule equality, 
Wipe away transgression, 
Set the captives free. 
 
Exodus, all right, all right! 
Movement of Jah people! Oh, yeah! 
Exodus: movement of Jah people! Oh, now, 
now, now, now! 
Movement of Jah people! 
  
Move! Move! Move! Move! Move! Move! Uh 
- uh - uh - uh! 
Movement of Jah people! 
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Medieval European Antisemitism and 
Connections to Intolerance in America 

 
 
Overview 
In this lesson, students will reflect on a quote about intolerance, read and respond to a secondary 
source document, demonstrate their understanding through an artistic activity, and discuss the lesson’s 
relevance to contemporary American society.  
 
This resource includes: 

1) A lesson plan  
2) A student handout (answers are included in the lesson plan) 

 
 
Note 
Please download the latest version of this lesson from www.icsresources.org/curricula. ICS frequently 
updates, revises, and strengthens its materials. The ICS website includes a variety of lesson plans, 
teacher’s guides, maps, and primary source materials. Most maps and images are in color if accessed 
through the website. All materials may be downloaded and shared. 
 
Sign up at www.icsresources.org/register to be notified of major updates, new materials, and events in 
your area. Please send questions, suggestions, and requests about ICS educational materials to 
bchaika@icsresources.org. 
 
 
Goals 

1) Students will be able to explain how antisemitism impacted Jews in medieval Europe.  
 

2) Students will be able to apply understandings about scapegoating from the material on medieval 
antisemitism to their understanding of prejudice towards minorities in America.  

 
 
Materials 
Each student will need: 

1) Antisemitism in Medieval Europe Student Handout 
2) Access to markers or colored pencils 

 
 
Instructional Design 
Anticipatory Set (5-10 minutes) 
 

1) On the board write: 
“That the desires of the majority of the people are often for injustice and inhumanity against the 
minority, is demonstrated by every page of the history of the whole world.” 

John Adams 
 
2) Read the quote and tell students that it was written by the 2nd American president. 

 
3) Ask students to put the quote into their own words and to explain why it is important to study 

times when minorities have suffered. (Answers might include: To understand other cultures, one 
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needs to understand what they have experienced. Studying how minorities have suffered in the 
past can help us understand intolerance today and find ways to prevent it). This can be done 
orally as a whole-class activity or as an individual writing activity. If done as an individual 
assignment, have volunteers share their answers.  

 
Activity 1 (20-25 minutes) 
 

1) Ask students to identify majority and minority religious groups in medieval European society. 
 
2) Point out that, unlike America, which has many ethnic and religious minorities, most places in 

medieval Europe were not very diverse. 
 

3) In mixed ability pairs, have students read Antisemitism in Medieval Europe and answer the 
reading questions. Alternatively, the information could be presented by lecture and the 
questions could be answered orally in class discussions. If a lecture format is chosen, an 
additional source of information is the ICS resource Jews in Medieval History: A Teacher’s 
Guide. 

 
4) Have the class discuss their answers. The questions are listed below; possible answers are in 

italics: 
 

a. In your own words, explain the difference between prejudice and discrimination. How can 
prejudice lead to discrimination or persecution? 

 
Prejudice has to do with ideas and feelings while discrimination has to do with actions. 
Prejudice can lead to discrimination or persecution because people decide what to do 
based on their ideas and feelings. If people don’t like a particular group, they might think it 
is OK to treat them badly. 

 
b. How was medieval antisemitism different from the antisemitism in late 19th century 

Germany? 
 

Medieval antisemitism treated the Jews as a religious group; 19th and 20th century 
German antisemitism treated the Jews as a racial group. 
 

c. How are medieval European ghettoes similar to modern American ghettoes? How are 
they different? 

 
Like medieval ghettoes, American ghettoes are areas of cities that are associated with 
minorities and poverty. People lived in medieval ghettoes because of the law; people live 
in American ghettoes for economic reasons and because of discrimination in housing, 
lending, and other areas of society.  
 

d. Why do you think Jews were scapegoated?  
 

Answers will vary but may mention that people like to blame others for misfortunes, Jews 
were seen as outsiders—different from the majority, or it is easy to blame people you 
don’t know. 
 

e. Identify at least three groups that face prejudice or discrimination today. Try to include 
groups that are not based on race or religion. Have you seen anyone experience 
discrimination? When? 
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People with disabilities, gays and lesbians, people from different countries, people who 
have particular political beliefs, ethnic or racial groups, and religious groups.  

 
Activity 2 (15-20 minutes) 
 

1) Assign students one of the following three activities or allow them to choose (there is one visual 
arts activity, one dramatic arts activity, and one literary arts activity).  

 
Visual Arts 
Students design a memorial for the victims of medieval antisemitism who were killed during the 
crusades or other acts of violence. The memorial should include a plaque with at least two 
sentences.  

 
 Dramatic Arts 

Students create a skit in which a Spanish Jewish family in 1492 discusses what they should do. 
They have been told they must convert, leave the country, or die. Their religion and culture is 
very important to them, but they love their home and are worried about how they will survive if 
they leave their jobs, their possessions, and the country where they have lived their entire life.  
 
Literary Arts 
Students write a poem on the theme of intolerance or hatred. The poem must include at least 
one fact about medieval antisemitism. 
 

Closure (5-10 minutes) 
 

1) Review the definition of scapegoat from the reading (unfairly blame for problems or tragedies). 
Remind students that Jews were often scapegoated in medieval Europe.  
 

2) Ask students which minority groups in America are scapegoated. 
 

Answers might include: African-Americans and Latino communities are blamed for crime. 
Immigrants are blamed for lack of jobs or low wages. Jews are blamed for bank problems. 
American Arabs and American Muslims are blamed for terrorism. The gay and lesbian 
community is blamed for weakening families and marriage.  

 
3) Ask students what medieval antisemitism can teach us about blaming American minorities for 

problems and tragedies. 
 

Answers might include: Minorities are often blamed because they are not well understood or 
because they are seen as outsiders. Minorities are easy to blame, even if they have nothing to 
do with the problem or tragedy. Beliefs and ideas can lead to discrimination and persecution.  
 

4) How can Americans today fight prejudice and discrimination? 
 

Answers might include: Speaking out when they hear prejudiced language or see discrimination, 
supporting antidiscrimination laws and policies, writing letters to the editor in newspapers to talk 
about problems, encouraging others to be open-minded, watching their own language for 
stereotypes, being knowledgeable about other cultures, and sharing their culture and traditions 
with others. 
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5) Teachers may supplement this discussion with lessons on tolerance from other organizations, 
such as the Anti-Defamation League’s World of Difference Institute 
(http://www.adl.org/education/edu_awod/) or the Southern Poverty Law Center’s Teaching 
Tolerance project (http://www.tolerance.org/teach/index.jsp).
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Antisemitism in Medieval Europe 

 
Antisemitism is prejudice toward, discrimination against, or persecution of Jews.  
 
Prejudice is the suspicion or hatred of a particular group, such as a race or religion.  
 
Discrimination is the unfair treatment of people because they belong to a particular group.  
 
Persecution is intentionally making someone suffer.  
 
The word antisemitism was first used in Germany in the late 1800s to refer to the false idea that Jews 
were a race that was physically and morally inferior to other races. Today, the word is used to refer to 
all hatred against Jews and Judaism, before and after the late 1800s. 
 

 
In medieval Europe, antisemitism was more closely connected to religion than to race. It was hard for 
many medieval Christians to understand why Jews did not believe in the divinity of Jesus like they did, 
especially because Jesus was Jewish. Some argued that the best explanation was that Jews worked 
for the Devil. Also, many Christians believed that Jews in their country were guilty for killing Jesus even 
though he was crucified by Romans hundreds of years earlier. Finally, even though there were many 
different kingdoms in medieval Europe, people believed they were all part of Christendom – a 
civilization defined by belief in Christianity and obedience to the Roman Catholic Church. As a result, 
many people saw Jews as outsiders who did not belong in their country. It is important to note that the 
Catholic Church and most other Christian groups today reject these beliefs and teach that tolerance of 
others is an important virtue. 

 

In your own words, explain the difference between prejudice and discrimination. How can prejudice 
lead to discrimination or persecution? 
 
 
 
 
 

How was medieval antisemitism different from the antisemitism in late 19th century Germany? 
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Antisemitic beliefs caused many restrictions to be placed on Jews. For example, Jews were often 
prohibited from owning land and were only allowed to work in certain professions. Because lending 
money was one of the few professions open to Jews, a new antisemitic belief that Jews were greedier 
than other people emerged. Some people today still believe this myth. In the early 13th century, the 
Church issued a decree that Jews had to wear special clothes so they could be easily identified. In 
some places, Jews were not allowed to live with Christians. Instead, they had to live in special areas of 
the city called ghettoes. These ghettoes were often overcrowded, impoverished, and had walls with 
gates that were locked at night and during Christian holidays. When the gates were locked, Jews were 
not allowed outside of the ghetto.  
 

 
In addition to legal restrictions, antisemitic beliefs also caused great violence against Jews. During the 
crusades, many Jewish communities were destroyed and many Jews were killed. Originally, the 
crusades were a series of military expeditions to the Eastern Mediterranean because Europeans 
believed that God wanted them to conquer the “Holy Land” where Jesus had lived. Muslim armies had 
captured this area from Christian rulers centuries earlier. Some crusaders believed that God wanted 
them to kill all non-Christians, so they attacked European Jews. Scholars estimate that between one-
quarter and one-third of the Jews in northern France and Germany were killed during the First Crusade. 
It is important to note that even though Church teachings helped fuel these massacres, the Church 
spoke out against these attacks and many bishops tried to protect Jews in their communities.  
 
Jews also faced violence because they were often scapegoated, or unfairly blamed, for tragedies and 
natural disasters. For example, many people falsely blamed Jews for the Bubonic Plague which killed 
millions of people. If a child disappeared, Jews were sometimes accused of murdering the child. These 
false accusations often led to attacks on Jewish communities.  
 

 
Jews were expelled, or forced to leave, many European countries. When they were forced to leave, the 
king often took Jewish property. Greed played a role in the expulsions, and antisemitism made Jews 
easy targets. Between the 11th and 19th centuries Jews were expelled at least 34 times from major 
Christian cities and states. The most notorious example of these expulsions was in 1492 when Jews in 
Spain were given the choice of converting to Christianity, leaving the country, or being killed.  

How are medieval European ghettoes similar to modern American ghettoes? How are they different? 
 
 

Why do you think Jews were scapegoated? 
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The Jewish experience with antisemitism has influenced Jewish culture. For example, fighting 
intolerance is an important Jewish value in part because Jews have been victims of intolerance. 
Prejudice and discrimination continue to be problems today. By speaking out against intolerance, 
people of any age can help create a better society.  
 

 

Identify at least three groups that face prejudice or discrimination today. Try to identify groups that are 
not based on race or religion. Have you seen anyone experience discrimination? When?  
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Judaism and Western Civilization 

 
 

Overview 
This resource consists of: 

1) A short student reading about Judaism’s influence on Western Civilization with prompts 
for filling out a worksheet 

2) A worksheet with primary source quotes from sacred Jewish texts that students connect 
to the reading 

3) An answer sheet for teachers  
 
 
Note 
Please download the latest version of this lesson from www.icsresources.org/curricula. ICS 
frequently updates, revises, and strengthens its materials. The ICS website includes a variety of 
lesson plans, teacher’s guides, maps, and primary source materials. Most maps and images are 
in color if accessed through the website. All materials may be downloaded and shared. 
 
Sign up at www.icsresources.org/register to be notified of major updates, new materials, and 
events in your area. Please send questions, suggestions, and requests about ICS educational 
materials to bchaika@icsresources.org. 
 
 
Goal 

1) Students will be able to discuss Judaism’s influence on Western Civilization. 
 
 
Materials 
Each student will need: 

1) Judaism and Western Civilization Student Handout 
2) Judaism and Western Civilization Worksheet 
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Judaism and Western Civilization 

 
 

“The Laws of Moses as well as the laws of Rome contributed suggestions and 

impulse to the men and institutions which were to prepare the modern world; and 

if we could have but eyes to see… we should readily discover how very much 

besides religion we owe to the Jew.” 

- U.S. President Woodrow Wilson  
 

 
Judaism has had a profound influence on Western civilization. Much of this influence comes 
from Jewish ideas and values that were transmitted to Christianity, which developed from 
Jewish roots. Jesus of Nazareth, his disciples, and the first leaders of the Christian Church were 
all Jewish. The Jewish Bible was incorporated into the Christian Bible as the Old Testament. 
Not surprisingly, many principles and teachings that are important in Judaism are also important 
in Christianity. These common ideas are known as the Judeo-Christian tradition. As Christianity 
spread, it popularized these important ideas. As a result, moral and ethical ideas developed by 
Judaism helped shape Western ideas about law, morality, and social justice.  
 
Judaism influenced other areas of Western civilization including religious belief, literature, and 
weekly schedules. For example, monotheism, the belief that there is only one God, spread from 
Judaism to the Western world. Western literature includes and often alludes to the Hebrew Bible 
and the Ten Commandments, sacred texts that originated in Judaism. Even the modern 
weekend has Jewish roots in the idea of a weekly day of rest. 
 
The oldest teachings in Judaism are recorded in the Hebrew Bible and the Talmud. The books 
of the Hebrew Bible were written at various times; the most recent predate the 2nd century 
B.C.E. The Talmud reached its final form c. 500 C.E., but its origins are much earlier. After the 
Temple in Jerusalem was destroyed in 70 C.E., Jewish scholars began to record ancient 
teachings and laws so they would not be lost. These ancient teachings are the core of the 
Talmud.  
 
These texts reveal the Jewish roots of several key ideas in Western Civilization. Please read the 
following five prompts. After reading each prompt, identify the quotes on the Judaism and 
Western Civilization Worksheet that reflect the idea discussed in the prompt. Then answer the 
question at the bottom of the page. 
 
Prompts: 

 
1) Individual Worth: One of the defining characteristics of Western civilization is recognition of 

the importance of each individual. Every person is believed to have worth and to deserve a 
life of dignity. In Jewish literature, this idea is first expressed in the first chapter of the first 
book of the Hebrew Bible, which says that people are created in the image of God. 
Because of this, every person is valuable. This idea was not common in the ancient world, 
where an individual’s social status often determined one’s importance and value. Identify 
the quotes that show this Jewish value by writing Individual Worth in the space provided. 
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2) Rule of Law: The importance of every individual is also a factor in Western civilization’s 
commitment to the rule of law, the principle that the law applies to everyone no matter how 
powerful or where they are from. Identify the quotes that show this value in Jewish texts by 
writing Rule of Law in the space provided. Please note that the next prompt addresses the 
idea of a fair trial; avoid labeling quotes about a fair trial as Rule of Law. 

 
3) Fair Trial: The idea that trials must be fair is closely connected to belief in the rule of law. 

The Hebrew Bible and Talmud include numerous statements that emphasize the 
importance of fair trials and a wide variety of provisions to help ensure that trials are fair. 
Many of these provisions became key legal principles in the Western world. Jewish roots of 
legal principles have even been referenced by the U.S. Supreme Court. Identify the quotes 
that reflect the importance of fair trials in Judaism by writing Fair Trial in the space 
provided. 

 
4) Charity: Giving charity is an important value in Western civilization that was not 

emphasized in most ancient cultures. Jewish texts record that ancient Jewish leaders were 
horrified by Roman indifference to the poor. In Judaism, on the other hand, supporting the 
needy is obligatory. Identify the quotes that reflect the importance of giving charity in 
Judaism by writing Charity in the space provided.  

 
5) Healing the World: The final principle of Western civilization discussed in this handout is the 

idea that society can improve and individuals have an obligation to strive to make the world 
a better place. In Judaism, this idea is called Tikkun Olam, or Healing the World. Identify 
the quotes that reflect the importance of this idea in Judaism by writing Healing the World in 
the space provided. 

 
Short Answer Question:  
In the introduction and prompts, you read about several significant elements of Western 
Civilization that have roots in ancient Judaism. In addition to common religious elements such 
as monotheism and the importance of The Hebrew Bible and the Ten Commandments, these 
elements include:  

1) The idea of a day of rest / weekend 
2) The idea that every individual is important 
3) The idea of the rule of law 
4) The idea that fair trials are crucial 
5) The idea that people should help the less fortunate 
6) The idea that people have a responsibility to make the world a better place 

 
In the space provided at the end of the Judaism and Western Civilization Worksheet, please 
write a short paragraph explaining which of the six elements listed above you think is most 
important for a community to have and why.   
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Judaism and Western Civilization 
Worksheet 

 
 

Follow the instructions from the student handout to fill in this worksheet. 
 
Quotes:  
 

1) ___________________________  
“Love your neighbor as yourself.” 
(Hebrew Bible, Leviticus 18:19) 

 
2) ___________________________  

“Whoever saves a single life it is as if he saved an entire world.” 
(Talmud, Sanhedrin 45)  

 
3) ___________________________  

"It is not your obligation to complete the task [of improving the world], but neither are you 
free to desist [from doing all you can].” 
(Talmud, Pirke Avot 2:16)  

 
4) ___________________________  

“[The king should] observe faithfully every word of this Teaching as well as these laws. 
Thus he will not act haughtily toward his fellows or deviate from the Instruction.”  
(Hebrew Bible, Deuteronomy 17:20) 

 
5) ___________________________  

“Charity is equal in importance to all other commandments combined.” 
(Talmud, Bava Barthra 9a)  
 

6) ___________________________  
“There shall be one law for the citizen and for the stranger who dwells among you.” 
(Hebrew Bible, Exodus 12:49) 

 
7) ___________________________  

“You shall not give perverse testimony in a dispute in favor of the mighty – nor shall you 
show deference to a poor man in his dispute.”  
(Hebrew Bible, Exodus 23:3) 
 

8) ___________________________  
“If I am not for myself, who will be for me? If I am only for myself, what am I? And if not 
now, when?” 
(Talmud, Pirkei Avot 1:14, quoting Hillel, a 1st century BCE sage) 

 
9) ___________________________  

“Do not disdain any person. Do not underrate the importance of anything - for there is no 
person who does not have his hour, and there is nothing without its place in the sun.” 
(Talmud, Pirkei Avot 4:3) 
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10) ___________________________  
“A single witness is not enough to prove guilt for any crime that may be committed; a 
case can be valid only on the testimony of two witnesses or more.”  
(Hebrew Bible, Deuteronomy 19:15) 
 

11) ___________________________  
“If a person closes his eyes to avoid giving charity, it is as if he committed idolatry.” 
(Talmud, Ketubot 68a) 
 

12) ___________________________  
“You shall not oppress a stranger, for you know the feelings of the stranger, having 
yourself been strangers in the land of Egypt.” 
(Hebrew Bible, Exodus 23:9) 
 

13) ___________________________  
“Open your hand to the poor and needy.” 
(Hebrew Bible, Deuteronomy 15:8) 
 

14) ___________________________  
“What is hateful to you, do not do to your neighbor: that is the whole Torah [Jewish law]; 
all the rest of it is commentary.” 
(Talmud, Shabbat 31a, quoting Hillel, a 1st century BCE sage) 

 
Short Answer Question:  
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Judaism and Western Civilization 
Answer Sheet 

 
 
Quotes:  
 

1) Individual Worth 
 “Love your neighbor as yourself.” 
(Hebrew Bible, Leviticus 18:19) 

 
2) Individual Worth 

“Whoever saves a single life it is as if he saved an entire world.” 
(Talmud, Sanhedrin 45)  

 
3) Healing the World 

"It is not your obligation to complete the task [of improving the world], but neither are you 
free to desist [from doing all you can].” 
(Talmud, Pirke Avot 2:16) 

 
4) Rule of Law 

 “[The king should] observe faithfully every word of this Teaching as well as these laws. 
Thus he will not act haughtily toward his fellows or deviate from the Instruction.”  
(Hebrew Bible, Deuteronomy 17:20) 

 
5) Charity 

“Charity is equal in importance to all other commandments combined.” 
(Talmud, Bava Barthra 9a)  
 

6) Rule of Law 
“There shall be one law for the citizen and for the stranger who dwells among you.” 
(Hebrew Bible, Exodus 12:49) 

 
7) Fair Trial 

 “You shall not give perverse testimony in a dispute in favor of the mighty – nor shall you 
show deference to a poor man in his dispute.”  
(Hebrew Bible, Exodus 23:3) 
 

8) Healing the World 
 “If I am not for myself, who will be for me? If I am only for myself, what am I? And if not 
now, when?” 
(Talmud, Pirkei Avot 1:14, quoting Hillel, a 1st century BCE sage) 

 
9) Individual Worth 

“Do not disdain any person. Do not underrate the importance of anything - for there is no 
person who does not have his hour, and there is nothing without its place in the sun.” 
(Talmud, Pirkei Avot 4:3) 
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10)  Fair Trial 
“A single witness is not enough to prove guilt for any crime that may be committed; a 
case can be valid only on the testimony of two witnesses or more.”  
(Hebrew Bible, Deuteronomy 19:15) 
 

11)  Charity 
“If a person closes his eyes to avoid giving charity, it is as if he committed idolatry.” 
(Talmud, Ketubot 68a) 
 

12)  Rule of Law or Individual Worth 
“You shall not oppress a stranger, for you know the feelings of the stranger, having 
yourself been strangers in the land of Egypt.” 
(Hebrew Bible, Exodus 23:9) 
 

13)  Charity 
 “Open your hand to the poor and needy.” 
(Hebrew Bible, Deuteronomy 15:8) 
 

14)  Individual Worth 
“What is hateful to you, do not do to your neighbor: that is the whole Torah [Jewish law]; 
all the rest of it is commentary.” 
(Talmud, Shabbat 31a, quoting Hillel, a 1st century BCE sage) 

 
Short Answer Question:  

Answers will vary.  
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Late 19th and Early 20th Century Immigration to America  
Through the Lens of Jewish Experiences 

 
 
Overview 
Students will use primary sources from the Library of Congress’s website to learn about the 
lives of Jewish immigrants to America in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. As an 
optional activity, they can supplement this information with a secondary source and consider the 
differences between the two sources.  
 
This resource includes: 

1) A lesson plan 
2) A student worksheet 
3) An answer sheet 

 
 
Note 
Please download the latest version of this lesson from www.icsresources.org/curricula. ICS 
frequently updates, revises, and strengthens its materials. The ICS website includes a variety of 
lesson plans, teacher’s guides, maps, and primary source materials. Most maps and images are 
in color if accessed through the website. All materials may be downloaded and shared. 
 
Sign up at www.icsresources.org/register to be notified of major updates, new materials, and 
events in your area. Please send questions, suggestions, and requests about ICS educational 
materials to bchaika@icsresources.org. 
 
 
Goals 

1)  Students will better understand the American immigrant experience by learning about 
Jewish immigrants in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. 
 

2)  Students will be able to articulate notable features of Jewish immigrant life, including 
economic conditions and Americanization. 

 
 
Note 
This lesson focuses on nineteenth and early twentieth century immigration. Lesson One in The 
First Amendment Center’s Living with Our Deepest Differences curriculum contains excellent 
resources for examining early Jewish immigration in the seventeenth century.  
 
 
Materials 
Each student or student group needs: 

1)  Jewish Immigrant Primary Source Scavenger Hunt worksheet 
2)  Either 

a. Internet access OR 
b. Print-out of http://www.loc.gov/exhibits/haventohome/haven-century.html 
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3)  (Optional) Jews in America during the Late Nineteenth and Early Twentieth Century from 
“The History of Jews in America” lesson 
 
 

Instruction Procedure 
 
Suggested Homework Assignment Prior to Lesson 

 
1)  Have students research and record the reasons that someone, perhaps one of their 

ancestors or family members, immigrated to the United States and what that individual’s 
life was like when s/he arrived.   

 
Anticipatory Set 

 
1a) If the suggested homework activity was assigned: 

a. In small groups, have students share their immigrant stories.  
b. Ask the class, “Why is it important to know about immigrant experiences?” 

   
   1b) If the suggested homework activity was NOT assigned:  

a. Solicit student volunteers to share what they know about the reasons why 
someone, perhaps their ancestors or family members, immigrated to the United 
States and what that individual’s life was like when s/he arrived.   

 
2) After several students have shared their thoughts, have students discuss how the stories 

are similar and how they are different. 
 

3) Have students discuss how and why families’ immigrant experiences might be important 
to them even if they happened long ago. 
 

4) Inform students that they are going to use a primary source scavenger hunt to learn 
more about the experience of one immigrant group, Jews, in the nineteenth and early 
twentieth century. Mention that: 

a. Most American Jews have ancestors who immigrated during this period.  
b. Their ancestors’ experiences continue to be important to the Jewish community. 
c. Jewish immigrant experiences during this period were similar to other groups and 

helps one understand immigrant life in general during that period.  
 
Activity 1: Primary Source Scavenger Hunt 

 
1) Distribute Jewish Immigrant Primary Source Scavenger Hunt. If students have internet 

access, direct them to www.loc.gov/exhibits/haventohome/haven-century.html on the 
Library of Congress From Haven to Home exhibition. Otherwise, distribute printed copies 
of this website (approximately 9 pages). 
 

2) If the website is used, inform students they can click on the images for an enlarged view 
and click on the question marks with the word “discover” for additional information. 
 

3) In mixed-ability pairs, have students use the webpage to answer the questions on 
Jewish Immigrant Primary Source Scavenger Hunt. 

72

http://www.loc.gov/exhibits/haventohome/haven-century.html


 

 

 
 www.icsresources.org   

 
Activity 2 (Optional): Secondary Source Reading 

 
1) Distribute Jews in America during the Late Nineteenth and Early Twentieth Century from 

“The History of Jews in America” lesson. 
 

2) While remaining in their mixed ability pairs, have students read the handout and write a 
paragraph on how the secondary source reading can help them better understand the 
primary source material from the website.  
 

Closure 
 

1) Ask students to share and discuss their responses to questions from the worksheet. In 
particular, address questions 3, 5, 8, and 10 to reinforce key aspects of the immigrant 
experience. 
 

2) (optional) If activity 2 was used, have students share their thoughts on how the 
secondary source reading helped them better understand the primary source material.  
 

3) Have students discuss what the Jewish American experience with immigration reveals 
about immigration to America during the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.  
 

4) Have students discuss whether these aspects of immigration are still relevant today 
and/or whether there are parallels with the experiences of the immigrant they discussed 
in the anticipatory set.
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Jewish Immigrant Primary Source  
Scavenger Hunt 

 
Answer the questions by reading the information at 

www.loc.gov/exhibits/haventohome/haven-century.html 
 
 

1. a) Which document shows that there were many Jewish immigrants to America from 
Germany in the mid-19th century? How does this document show this? 
 
 
b) What else can be learned from this document?  
 
 
 
 

2. Who was Houdini? Why did his family immigrate to America? 
 

 
 
 

3. Why do you think Emma Lazarus’s poem is attached to the base of the Statue of 
Liberty?  

 
 
 
 
 

4. According to the World War I poster, how and why should Jewish immigrants help with 
the war effort?  

 
 
 
 
 
 

5. What can you learn about the economic conditions that Jewish immigrants to America 
faced? Reference at least three primary sources in your answer.  
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6. a) Which source shows that some immigrants were not allowed into the country?  
 
 

b) Why do you think there was a song about this?  
 
 

 
 

7. a) Identify sources that show how the government helped Jewish immigrants to become 
“more American.”  

 
 

b) Identify sources that show how Jewish Americans tried to help new Jewish 
immigrants become “more American.”  
 
 
c) Identify a source that is critical of becoming “more American.”  
 
 
 

8. a) Why do you think Jewish American immigrants tried to become “more American?” 
 
 
 

b) What do you think it means to become “more American?”  
 
 
 
 
c) Do you think trying to become “more American” is a good thing? Why or why not? 
 
 
 
 

 
9. Who was Einstein? Why did he immigrate to America? 

 
 
 

10. Why do you think Jewish immigrants composed patriotic songs in Yiddish? Try to explain 
both why they would compose patriotic songs and why they would sing them in Yiddish.  
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Jewish Immigrant Primary Source 
Scavenger Hunt 

 
 

Answer Sheet 
 

1. a) Which document shows that there were many Jewish immigrants to America from 
Germany in the mid-19th century? How does this document show this? Prayer Book for 
Travelers to America; the fact that a book was published for such a targeted 
audience (German, Jewish, and immigrating to America), suggests there were 
many German Jewish immigrants at this time. 
 
b) What else can be learned from this document? These immigrants valued their 
religion or traditions. 
 

2. Who was Houdini? Why did his family immigrate to America? Houdini was a great 
magician and escape artist. His family immigrated to America when he was a child 
because his father became the religious leader of a community in Wisconsin. 

 
3. Why do you think Emma Lazarus’ poem is attached to the base of the Statue of Liberty? 

Answers will vary, but might mention that the Statue of Liberty symbolizes the 
same understanding of America that the poem expresses.  

 
4. According to the World War I poster, how and why should Jewish immigrants help with 

the war effort? They should not waste anything. Since they came seeking freedom, 
they should help the effort to preserve it. 
 

5. What can you learn about the economic conditions that Jewish immigrants to America 
faced? Reference at least three primary sources in your answer. Answers will vary but 
might mention: 
1) There were Jewish neighborhoods with large amounts of commerce as shown 
by the graphite drawing of Boston’s Jewish quarter and/or the woodcut of New 
York’s Lower East Side. 
2) Families had to struggle to survive economically as shown by the photograph 
Waiting for the "Forwards," which depicts children working at 1:15 am and/or the 
images from the Triangle Waist Company fire that show some Jewish women had 
to work in sweatshops where conditions were very bad. 
3) Jews could become prosperous in America especially when compared to their 
economic conditions in Europe as shown by the lithograph postcard Next Year in 
America and/or the title page of A Boychik Up-to-Date.  
 

6. a) Which source shows that some immigrants were not allowed into the country? A 
Little Letter to Father. 
 
b) Why do you think there was a song about this? Answers will vary, but may mention 
that immigrant families might feel strongly about this since it is very painful for 
families to be separated. Many immigrants had this experience or knew people 
who had this experience. 
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7. a) Identify sources that show how the government helped Jewish immigrants to become 
“more American.” The posters in Yiddish and English advertising English classes.  
 
b) Identify sources that show how Jewish Americans tried to help new Jewish 
immigrants to become “more American.” What Every Woman Should Know about 
Citizenship, First Yiddish American Cookbook, the Bi-lingual Yiddish-English 
versions of the Constitution and the Declaration of Independence. 
 
c) Identify a source that is critical of becoming “more American.” A Boychick Up-to-
Date. 
 

8. a) Why do you think Jewish American immigrants tried to become “more American?” 
Answers will vary. 
 
b) What do you think it means to become “more American?” Answers will vary. 
 
c) Do you think trying to become “more American” is a good thing? Why or why not? 
Answers will vary. 
 

9. Who was Einstein? Why did he immigrate to America? Einstein was the physicist who 
developed the theory of relativity. He immigrated to America because Jews were 
in great danger after Hitler gained power in Germany. 

 
10. Why do you think Jewish immigrants composed patriotic songs in Yiddish? Try to explain 

both why they would compose patriotic songs and why they would sing them in Yiddish. 
Answers will vary, but might mention that Jewish immigrants genuinely valued 
and felt passionately about the freedom and opportunity that America provided 
and thus expressed their sentiments through music in the language that was most 
familiar to them. 
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The History of Jews in America 

 
 
Overview 
Ideally, Jewish American history should be integrated throughout the America history curriculum 
rather than simply being presented as a discrete topic. The ICS resource Jews in American 
History: A Teacher’s Guide provides information about topics that are enriched by including 
Jewish American history along with significant facts that can be incorporated into existing 
lessons.  
 
Sometimes teachers may want students to gain an overview of the entirety of Jewish American 
history, for example, during Jewish American Heritage Month (May). In this lesson, students 
read about a specific period of Jewish American history and form small groups with students 
who have read about other periods. Students then teach each other about the information they 
have read and demonstrate mastery of the material by creating either a visual or dramatic arts 
project. 
 
This resource includes: 

1) A lesson plan 
2) Four student reading, each on a different period of Jewish American History 

 
 
Note 
Please download the latest version of this lesson from www.icsresources.org/curricula. ICS 
frequently updates, revises, and strengthens its materials. The ICS website includes a variety of 
lesson plans, teacher‘s guides, maps, and primary source materials. Most maps and images are 
in color if accessed through the website. All materials may be downloaded and shared. 
 
Sign up at www.icsresources.org/register to be notified of major updates, new materials, and 
events in your area. Please send questions, suggestions, and requests about ICS educational 
materials to bchaika@icsresources.org. 
 
 
Goals  

1) Students will be able to provide an overview of Jewish history in America and will 
recognize that Jews have been part of American society throughout its history. 

2) Students will be able to discuss tolerance, acceptance, and opportunity in America as it 
relates to Jews. In particular, they will recognize that throughout its history, America has 
offered Jews relatively more tolerance, acceptance, and opportunity than other 
countries, but that the struggle for greater equality is part of the history of Jews in 
America.  

 
Materials 
Each student will need: 

1)  One of the following four documents (each document only needs to be copied for ¼ of 
the class):  

a. Jews in Seventeenth and Eighteenth Century America 
b. Jews in Nineteenth Century America 

http://www.icsresources.org/curricula
http://www.icsresources.org/register
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c. Jews in Late Nineteenth and Early Twentieth Century America 
d. Jews in America from the Mid Twentieth Century through Today 

2)  Material to create a visually interesting timeline such as poster board, construction 
paper, markers, or computers that can print images from the internet 

3)  (optional) Material to create props and costumes for a skit with characters from different 
periods of American history 
 
 

Instructional Procedure 
Anticipatory Set 
 

1)  Instruct students to list as many minority groups as they can. 
 

2)  Ask students to discuss the benefits of learning about the history of these different 
groups in America.  

 
3)  Ask students to discuss the similarities and differences between tolerance of minority 

groups, equality for minority groups, and acceptance of minority groups; ask students 
about the relationships between these concepts.  

 
4)  Inform students that they will be learning about the experience of one group whose 

history in this country stretches back to the colonial period. The Jewish experience 
illustrates how America can offer extraordinary opportunity and freedoms while falling 
short of the ideal of full equality and acceptance in society. It also demonstrates that 
progress towards a more inclusive society is a significant part of America‘s history.  

 
Activity 1 – History Jigsaw 
 

1) Split the class into four groups. If the class is very large, split it into eight groups instead. 
 

2) Assign each member in each group a letter, beginning with A and proceeding 
sequentially (restart with A for each new group). Later in the activity, all the As, Bs, etc. 
will form new groups. 
 

3) Assign each group one of the four readings (Jews in Seventeenth and Eighteenth 
Century America, Jews in Nineteenth Century America, Jews in Late Nineteenth and 
Early Twentieth Century America, or Jews in America from the Mid Twentieth Century 
through Today) 
 

4) Inform students that they will each need to become an expert on the period discussed in 
their section because their group will split up and each member will teach other students 
about it.  

 
5) After groups have read and discussed their section, have the students form new groups 

based on their letter (i.e., all the As in one group, all the Bs in another, etc.).  
 

6) If one of these new ―letter groups‖ does not have at least one student who can discuss 
each section (i.e., at least one student who can discuss Jews in Seventeenth and 
Eighteenth Century America, at least one who can discuss Jews in Nineteenth Century 
America, etc.), split the members among other groups.  
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Activity 2 – Student Teachers 
 

1) Instruct students to take turns teaching each other about the material they read.  
 

2) Have each ―letter group‖ demonstrate their knowledge of Jewish American history either 
by: 
a. Creating a visually interesting timeline of Jewish American history (teacher may wish 

to provide material such as poster board, construction paper, markers, or computers 
that can print images from the internet).  

b. Or creating a skit where Jews from different periods of American History talk about 
their experiences. 

 
Closure 
 

1) Have student groups share their timelines or skits with the class.
 



 

 

Jews in Seventeenth and Eighteenth Century America 

 
 
Jews were part of colonial America‘s religious diversity in all three colonial regions: New 
England, Middle, and Southern. The first permanent Jewish community in what would later 
become the United States was established in 1654 by Jewish refugees from South America. 
These individuals had lived in a Dutch colony in Brazil where they were free to practice their 
religion. However, in 1654, the Portuguese conquered the colony. Portugal, at that time, was 
religiously intolerant and ordered all Jews and Protestants to either convert to Catholicism or 
leave. Most Jews returned to Holland, but 23 Jews left for the Dutch colony of New Amsterdam, 
which became New York in 1664 when it was conquered by the English. 
 
The governor of the colony, Peter Stuyvesant, did not want to allow the Jews to remain there. 
However, the directors of the Dutch West India Company, which oversaw the colony, wrote to 
Stuyvesant saying that he must allow the Jews to settle in the city. But this did not mean they 
had full equality. In fact, Jews did not have the right to public worship, which means to pray in a 
house of worship, for more than 40 years! Before this time they could only pray in private 
homes. Despite this initially cold reception, the Jews of New Amsterdam/New York gained most 
of the same rights as other settlers by the end of the seventeenth century including the right to 
trade, travel, construct religious buildings, and own property. 
 
The first synagogue, a Jewish house of worship, in America was built by this community in 
1730. Between the time they had gained the right to public worship and the construction of this 
synagogue, the community had rented space where they worshiped together. The congregation 
was named Shearith Israel, which means remnant of Israel. This name alludes to the 
community‘s sense of vulnerability as well as its connection with its heritage.  
 
Like the Jewish settlers in New York, most early Jewish immigrants to America were Sephardi 
Jews, Jews who traced their ancestry to Spain, Portugal, or North Africa. They primarily 
emigrated from South America, the Caribbean, and Western Europe.  
 
Jewish legal status and treatment varied greatly between the different colonies. But, in general, 
the colonies were tolerant of Jews and there were few overt anti-Jewish acts or instances of 
violence as was common in Europe. However, like other religious minorities, Jews often lacked 
full equality. Notably, after the Revolutionary War, they lacked the right to hold government 
office in almost every state. They could also lack other rights. For example, Jews did not gain 
the right to public worship in Connecticut until 1843.  
 
Despite the lack of equality, Jews in colonial and post-revolutionary America were usually 
accepted as members of the larger society. Jews adopted the customs and fashions of their 
neighbors, went into business with them, and made friendships with those outside their religious 
community. One of the most significant differences between the Jewish experience in America 
and the Jewish experience in Europe is that in America Jews could be judged on their individual 
merit. In Europe, the primary factors affecting a Jewish individual‘s ability to prosper were the 
restrictions on and attitudes toward the community as a whole. In the colonies, and later in the 
United States, an individual‘s abilities and personality were greater factors and there were more 
opportunities for Jewish individuals to advance economically and socially. In fact, in 1774, 
Francis Salvador, a Jew, was even elected to the General Assembly of South Carolina. He also 
served in South Carolina‘s revolutionary Provisional Congress. He was killed in battle fighting 
for the Patriot cause during the Revolutionary War. Sadly, like most states after the war, South 



 

 

Carolina placed religious qualifications on who could hold office that barred other Jews from 
being elected. 
 
The lack of political equality for Jews in America should not obscure America‘s remarkable 
tolerance and acceptance of religious minorities. This general acceptance in colonial society 
contrasted sharply with the Jewish experience throughout most of the rest of the world where 
Jews were treated as outsiders. However, this acceptance presented a new challenge to the 
Jewish community: balancing a desire to integrate into mainstream culture with a desire to 
maintain a unique heritage. This is a challenge that Jews, like other minority groups, continue to 
wrestle with to this day. 
 
During the colonial period, most Jews addressed this challenge by expressing their Judaism 
privately and trying to minimize their Jewish identity in public. This is symbolized by Touro 
synagogue, the oldest synagogue still standing in America. It was built in Newport, Rhode Island 
in 1763. The outside looks like any other building of the period with nothing that identifies it as a 
Jewish structure. Inside, however, it is full of Jewish objects and symbols. Likewise, colonial 
Jewish families typically downplayed their Jewish identity with their neighbors while maintaining 
their ancient customs and traditions with each other.  
 
Jewish perspectives on, and participation in, the American Revolution paralleled the general 
population. The Continental Congress sent a request to pray for a peaceful resolution to the 
conflict with the Crown on July 20, 1775 to both churches and synagogues. There were Jewish 
merchant blockade runners, Jewish soldiers in the Continental Army, and Jewish officers. Of the 
many Jews who helped fight for American freedom, two of the most famous are Jonas Philips 
and Haym Solomon.  
 
Jonas Philips was a blockade runner who wrote his supply list in Yiddish, the language of 
Eastern European Jews, hoping that this would help him avoid trouble if the ship was boarded 
by the British. Ironically, his plan backfired. When the British boarded the ship, they assumed 
the Yiddish was a code, seized the ship, and sent the note to England to be decoded. It is 
significant that Philips was fined in 1793 for refusing to testify in a Philadelphia court on the 
Jewish Sabbath because of his religious obligations. This illustrates that though there was a 
general acceptance of Jews, there was also a lack of sensitivity towards minority religious 
observances at this time.  
 
Haym Solomon was a Jewish immigrant who joined the New York branch of the Sons of Liberty. 
He was captured by the British and sentenced to death. Fortunately, he was able to escape and 
flee to Philadelphia. In Philadelphia, Solomon began working with the Continental Congress. In 
1975, the United States Postal Service issued a stamp identifying him as a ―Financial Hero‖ who 
was responsible for ―raising most of the money needed to finance the American Revolution and 
later to save the new nation from collapse.‖ 
 
From its first years after winning independence from Great Britain, the American government 
articulated support for religious toleration. The first piece of federal legislation that created 
provisions for religious tolerance was the Northwest Ordinance. This act was passed by 
Congress in 1787 under the Articles of Confederation and was reaffirmed by congress under the 
US Constitution in 1789. It is most famous for creating the first organized territory in the United 
States, but it also guaranteed freedom of religion in federal territories and future states.  
 
The Constitution itself represents a major step forward for religious equality in America. It was 
adopted by Congress on September 17, 1787, two months after the Northwest Ordinance was 



 

 

first passed. Article VI prohibits religious qualifications for holding office at the federal level. This 
is particularly significant because many state constitutions contained these eligibility restrictions. 
The slow repeal of these and other discriminatory laws between the late seventeenth and late 
eighteenth centuries is one of the earliest examples of social progress towards greater equality 
in this country. 
 
In 1790, President George Washington clearly communicated the federal government‘s support 
of religious equality to the Jewish community. In his response to a letter from a member of the 
Jewish community in Newport, he wrote, ―All possess alike liberty of conscience and immunities 
of citizenship. It is now no more that toleration is spoken of, as if it was by the indulgence of one 
class of people that another enjoyed the exercise of their inherent natural rights. For happily the 
Government of the United States, which gives to bigotry no sanction, to persecution no 
assistance, requires only that they who live under its protection, should demean themselves as 
good citizens.‖ In other words, Washington assured the Jewish community that they had the 
right to practice their religion without losing other rights given to American citizens. 
 
The following year, the states ratified the Bill of Rights, the first ten amendments to the US 
Constitution. The first freedom of the First Amendment prohibits the federal government from 
creating an officially endorsed or supported religion and guarantees religious freedom. It reads, 
―Congress shall make no law respecting an establishment of religion, or prohibiting the free 
exercise thereof…‖ These protections only affected the federal government because of the 
separation of power between the federal government and state governments. However, it is 
important to note that even when they lived in areas with an established church, when they 
lacked the right to public worship, and when they could not hold political office, Jews in America 
had remarkable acceptance and economic opportunity compared to Jews elsewhere. 
 
Over time, states increasingly removed laws that favored specific religious denominations or 
discriminated on the basis of religion. But this was a slow process. Thomas Jefferson wrote a 
bill to guarantee religious equality in his home state of Virginia in 1779. It took seven years for 
the bill to pass and become law. This law, the Virginia Statute for Religious Freedom, is one of 
only three accomplishments that Jefferson listed on his tombstone. 
 
Jews did not gain full legal equality in every state until 1877, more than 100 years after America 
declared independence. The experience of Jews and other religious minorities in the eighteenth 
century shows that the progress towards greater equality has been part of the American 
experience since the beginning of the country.  
 
 
 



 

 

Jews in Nineteenth Century America 
 
 

At the beginning of the nineteenth century, Jews had remarkable acceptance and economic 
opportunity in America as compared to the rest of the world. But, religious intolerance and 
discriminatory state laws remained problems. Fortunately, over the course of the nineteenth 
century, these discriminatory laws were removed. The removal of laws that favored a particular 
religion or discriminated against citizens based on their religious belief is of the earliest 
examples of progress towards greater equality in America. 
 
However, like other efforts to provide greater equality for all Americans, this process could be 
slow and challenging. In Maryland, for example, Jews began to petition for the right to hold 
office in 1797. Twenty one years later, in 1818, a ―Jew Bill‖ to give them this right was finally 
introduced into the state legislature. The effort to give Jews political equality was led by a 
member of the legislature named Thomas Kennedy. It is noteworthy that, in his own words, he 
did not ―have the slightest acquaintance with any Jew in the world.‖ He simply felt that religion 
was "a question which rests, or ought to rest, between man and his Creator alone."  
 
Opposition to the bill was strong and it was defeated. Another bill to give Jews political equality 
was introduced in 1822, was sharply debated, and became a major issue in the election of 
1823. A ―Christian Ticket‖ succeeded in defeating many of the bill‘s supporters, including 
Thomas Kennedy, with the result that this bill was also defeated. But opponents of religious 
discrimination continued their efforts and finally, in 1826, a bill was passed. The first Jews were 
elected to office in Maryland later that year.  
 
The removal of discriminatory laws was not limited to political issues. For example, Connecticut 
allowed Jewish public worship, the right to pray in a synagogue instead of a private home, in 
1843. The last laws that discriminated against Jews were finally removed in 1877 when New 
Hampshire amended its constitution to abolish the requirement that state office holders be 
Protestant.  
 
The contrast between the progressive attitude towards religious minorities at the federal level 
and the legal discrimination that could exist at the state level is revealed by the story of the first 
Jew to hold a major federal post. In 1801, Thomas Jefferson appointed Reuben Etting as the 
U.S. Marshall for Maryland. Ironically, religious qualifications for state office in Maryland would 
have barred Etting from holding any state position at that time. 
 
It is important to note that despite laws to prohibit discrimination by the government and despite 
the ability for Jews to succeed, anti-Jewish bigotry remained. This is a familiar experience for 
many minority groups in America who have achieved legal equality but continue to experience 
discrimination from individuals and institutions.  
 
In the early nineteenth century, this continued anti-Jewish bigotry paled in comparison to the 
challenges faced by Jews in Europe. As a result, beginning in the 1820s, many Jews in German 
speaking lands immigrated to America seeking greater economic opportunity, religious 
tolerance, and political stability. This wave of German-Jewish immigration, which lasted from 
1820 until 1880, transformed American Jewish demographics. The Jewish population increased 
almost ten-fold as approximately a quarter million Jews immigrated. In addition, the American 
Jewish population shifted from being predominantly Sephardi Jews, who traced their ancestry to 



 

 

Spain, Portugal, and North Africa, to being predominantly Ashkenazi Jews, who traced their 
ancestry to Central and Eastern Europe.  
 
Though both groups were Jewish, they had different traditions and customs. This contributed to 
the religious diversity of the American Jewish community. Another factor that contributed to this 
religious diversity was changing views of religious tradition. For millennia, Jews had discussed 
and interpreted their religious commandments while affirming the importance of the continuity 
with tradition. Beginning in the 1820s, some Jewish congregations asserted that they could 
maintain their Jewish heritage yet make significant changes. These changes included the use of 
musical instruments as part of the prayer service, delivering sermons in English, and teaching 
that Judaism‘s ritual commandments, such as dietary restrictions, were optional while ethical 
commandments, such as the responsibility to assist the needy, remained obligatory. Other 
Jewish communities maintained their millennia-old traditional practices. This diversity in 
American Judaism remains today. 
 
The new Jewish immigrants from Central Europe came from areas where for centuries anti-
Jewish laws had prohibited Jews from most professions. As a result, many were peddlers, 
traveling merchants who sold small goods. When they arrived in America, these peddlers 
typically resumed their old occupation in the new land. But in America, Jewish peddlers could 
prosper much more greatly than they could in Europe. In fact, the experiences of these peddlers 
are often seen as an embodiment of the rags to riches American dream (rising from poverty to 
great wealth). 
 
Jewish peddlers played a key role in the American economy as middlemen who brought goods 
to rural areas and settlers in the West. Many started with only what they could carry on their 
backs and traveled by foot. Over time, they saved their profits and bought horses, then wagons. 
Eventually, many were able to open permanent stores that served cities and towns. Some 
eventually expanded these operations into banking, investment, or new industries such as the 
mail order catalogue.  
 
Bringing goods to remote, underserved communities could lead to the development of close 
relationships between Jewish merchants and Native American communities. For example, 
Julius Meyer, a German Jew, was a merchant in Omaha who served as an interpreter for Native 
Americans in the area, including Sitting Bull and Red Cloud, when they passed through. He was 
reportedly able to speak six Native American languages. One German Jew even became the 
chief of a Native American tribe! Solomon Bibo developed strong relationships with Native 
Americans in the New Mexico territory. He married an Acoma Pueblo woman who converted to 
Judaism. In 1885, he was elected the tribe‘s governor, equivalent to a tribal chief who serves for 
a limited term. He is possibly the only non-Native American ever to serve as governor of a 
Pueblo tribe. 
 
In addition to working as merchants, Jews went West to pursue the same variety of economic 
opportunities as other Americans. Jews became miners, chicken ranchers, cowboys, and 
farmers. The presence of Jews in the westward migration and the California Gold Rush reveals 
a dimension of the American West‘s multiculturalism that is often overlooked.  
 
In fact, one of the most famous participants in the California Gold Rush was a German-Jewish 
immigrant. After opening a dry-goods store in San Francisco in 1853, Levi Strauss recognized 
that there was a great demand for something more durable than the cloth pants most miners 
wore. In the 1870s, he began to manufacture denim overalls. His company became the first blue 
jeans company in the world and Levi‘s remains one of the most popular brands of jeans.  



 

 

 
The realities of frontier life gave Jews, like women, greater opportunity for civic participation in 
the American West than elsewhere. The generally relaxed attitude towards religious differences 
even enabled Jews to become mayors in cities such as Tucson, Tombstone, and El Paso.  
 
On the other hand, Jews also faced challenges in the West. Despite widespread tolerance and 
the ability for Jewish individuals to succeed, antisemitic views, such as the belief that Jews were 
greedier or less trustworthy than others, remained. Jews also faced the challenge of maintaining 
their Jewish identities in areas with no synagogues and few other Jews.  
 
The outbreak of the Civil War in 1861 presented additional challenges for the Jewish 
community. Like the rest of the country, Jews were divided by the war. During the course of the 
war, there were approximately 7,000 Jewish soldiers on the Union side and approximately 3,000 
Jewish soldiers on the Confederate side. Jews became high ranking officers on both sides of 
the conflict; this is particularly notable because they would have been barred from such 
positions in most of the rest of the world. 
 
Jewish Americans also faced challenges that most other Americans did not have to face. In 
1861, at the beginning of the war, Congress passed a bill that barred anyone except Christians 
from becoming military chaplains. This left Jewish soldiers without the important religious 
support that was provided to Christian soldiers. Fortunately, President Lincoln intervened and 
due to his influence the law was amended in 1862 to allow chaplains from any religious 
denomination. 
 
The Civil War was also the backdrop to the most significant act of government antisemitism in 
America‘s history. In 1862, General Grant issued General Order No. 11, which expelled all Jews 
from Kentucky, Mississippi, and Tennessee. He associated Jews with the merchants who were 
violating trade restrictions in the area even though most of the violators were not Jewish. 
President Lincoln had the order revoked after direct appeals from prominent Jewish Americans. 
Grant later apologized and there are no other antisemitic incidents associated with him. In fact, 
as president, Grant named several Jews to high office, and he was the first president to visit a 
synagogue while in office.  
 
 



 

 

Jews in Late Nineteenth and Early Twentieth Century America 

 
 
In the years following the Civil War, Jewish Americans were more fully accepted into American 
life than ever before. The last of the anti-Jewish laws on the East Coast were repealed. Jews 
were active citizens in towns and cities across the country. New elaborate synagogues, Jewish 
houses of worship, were built. These contrasted sharply with the subdued buildings of the 
Colonial era and reveal the increased confidence and security that the Jewish community felt. 
However, popular attitudes towards a new influx of Jewish immigrants resulted in decreased 
acceptance of all Jews.  
 
Beginning in the 1880s, a tremendous number of Jews began fleeing Eastern Europe for 
America. Extreme poverty and vicious antisemitism, including horrific anti-Jewish riots and 
massacres, drove approximately two million Eastern European Jews to America between 1880 
and 1924. This is the period of ―New Immigration‖ when there was a massive increase of 
immigration to America from Southern and Eastern Europe. A Jewish woman, Emma Lazarus, 
captured America‘s vision of itself as a refuge for immigrants in her poem, ―The New Colossus,‖ 
which is quoted at the base of the Statue of Liberty. It closes, ―‗Give me your tired, your poor, / 
Your huddled masses yearning to breathe free, / The wretched refuse of your teeming shore. / 
Send these, the homeless, tempest-tost to me, / I lift my lamp beside the golden door!‘‖ 
 
However, many did not share this welcoming vision of America. The changes in American 
demographics, along with the country‘s urbanization and industrialization, fueled an explosion of 
anti-immigrant sentiment. This led to the passage of the 1924 Immigration Act, which sharply 
limited the ability for individuals outside of Western Europe to immigrate to America. As a result, 
Jewish immigration to America was virtually cut off. In addition, the depiction of Jews as threats 
to American values became common. Discrimination and prejudice against Jews increased. 
Hotels and clubs refused to admit them. Universities placed quotas on the numbers of Jews 
they would accept. Famous individuals such as Charles Lindbergh, Henry Ford, and Father 
Coughlin publicly expressed antisemitic views and accusations such as blaming World War I 
and the Great Depression on ―the Jews.‖ As the twentieth century progressed, hate groups such 
as the Ku Klux Klan targeted Jews, along with African-Americans and other minorities, with 
threats and attacks. 
 
One of the worst incidents of antisemitism in America occurred in 1913 when a Jew name Leo 
Frank was convicted of murder and rape. Despite scant circumstantial evidence, a Georgia 
court sentenced him to death. When new evidence emerged that cast further doubt on Frank‘s 
guilt, the governor commuted his sentence to life imprisonment. Frank was then kidnapped from 
prison and lynched. Notably, his lynchers were key in reviving the Ku Klux Klan later that year. 
 
Since his death, additional evidence has revealed the probable innocence of Frank. In 1982, a 
witness broke his long silence and swore an affidavit that Frank was innocent and that the real 
killer had threatened to murder him if he ever told anyone what he saw. In 1986, Georgia 
posthumously pardoned Frank on the grounds that his lynching had deprived him of his right to 
appeal his sentence.  
 
Both the trial and the subsequent lynching illustrate the depth of antisemitism at this time. In 
response to the widespread anti-Jewish prejudice that made this incident possible and the 
rampant discrimination Jews faced, the Jewish community founded organizations such as the 
Anti-Defamation League to combat antisemitism. This paralleled the rise of similar 



 

 

organizations, such as the NAACP, that focused on the rights of other minority groups during 
this period.  
 
Antisemitism, and the fight against it, continued throughout the 1920s and 30s. One of the most 
infamous examples is the publication of, and reaction to, antisemitic articles in The Dearborn 
Independent, which had the second highest circulation of any newspaper in the country by 
1925. These bigoted articles were subsequently published in a series of booklets called The 
International Jew, which was distributed around the world and remains popular among hate 
groups today. At the time of its publication, more than 100 prominent American citizens, 
including President Woodrow Wilson, former Presidents Taft and Roosevelt, W.E.B. DuBois, 
and William Jennings Bryan, signed a statement that condemned The International Jew and the 
antisemitism it espoused and urged other public leaders to do the same. Though many 
accepted the antisemitic material, the vocal opposition of notable Americans showed that things 
could change. Ultimately, the Dearborn Independent closed as a result of the furor caused by its 
libelous attacks against Jewish individuals and promotion of hatred against the Jewish people. 
 
Other evidence of America‘s progress towards a more open-minded society can be found in the 
fact that Jews were able to obtain high political offices. In 1914, Idaho voters elected the first 
Jewish governor, Moses Alexander. Two years later, Louis Brandeis became the first Jewish 
Supreme Court justice. He became an influential justice who argued for the right to privacy and 
for greater protections for freedom of speech. Brandeis University is named after him. On the 
other hand, Brandeis‘ story also reveals the continued existence of antisemitism as an obstacle 
to overcome. First, many people, including Brandeis himself, believed his long confirmation 
battle was motivated primarily by antisemitism. Second, after his confirmation, Brandeis had to 
cope with the antisemitism of his fellow Supreme Court justice, James McReynolds. 
McReynolds was exceptionally rude to Brandeis because he was Jewish; one year there was no 
official court photograph because McReynolds refused to stand next to him. 
 
Most of the new Jewish immigrants entered America through Ellis Island in the harbor of New 
York. Ellis Island was the main entry for immigrants to America from 1892 until 1954. Over a 
hundred million Americans, including most Jewish Americans, have an ancestor who 
immigrated to America through Ellis Island. This figure is approximately one-third of the 
country‘s population. From Ellis Island, new immigrants spread across the country. Most settled 
in major cities, which grew dramatically at this time, and took jobs in factories, which were 
opening and growing as America industrialized. Many of the Jewish immigrants settled in the 
Lower East Side of New York. As a result, by the early twentieth century, New York had the 
largest Jewish population in the world.  
 
Living and working conditions for these new immigrants were extremely harsh. They lived in 
overcrowded tenement buildings with dozens of people sharing a few rooms and a single 
bathroom. They worked long hours, often between 60 and 72 hours per week, in sweatshops 
under dangerous conditions for low wages. One of the worst industrial accidents in America‘s 
history took place in one of these sweatshops in the Lower East Side. On March 25, 1911, the 
Triangle Shirtwaist Company, which manufactured women‘s blouses, caught fire. The exit doors 
were locked and the ladders of the fire trucks did not reach high enough to rescue the workers. 
146 workers, mostly young Jewish and Italian women, lost their lives from the fire or jumped to 
their deaths. This tragedy led to safety and labor reforms. It also helped spur the growth of the 
labor movement.  
 
Given the large numbers of Jews who worked in the sweatshops, it is not surprising that Jews 
became leaders in the early labor movement. Samuel Gompers, the founder of the American 



 

 

Federation of Labor (AFL), one of the first labor unions in the country, was Jewish. He served as 
its president every year except one until his death. David Dubinsky, a founding member of the 
Congress of Industrial Organizations (CIO), was also Jewish. The AFL and CIO eventually 
merged and today the AFL-CIO is the largest union in America. Dubinsky is also noted as an 
opponent of corruption in that organization. In 1969, he was awarded a Presidential Medal of 
Freedom, one of the two highest civilian awards in the U.S. 
 
Despite harsh conditions, Jewish culture flourished in communities of new Jewish immigrants. 
Though these immigrants came from a variety of areas in Eastern Europe, they were connected 
by a shared heritage and by a common language. Yiddish was the first language of most 
Eastern European Jews. It is written with Hebrew characters and combines elements of 
Hebrew, German, and various Eastern European languages. American Jews wrote Yiddish 
literature, published Yiddish newspapers, wrote Yiddish songs, and opened Yiddish theaters. 
For the most part, however, parents urged their children to adopt American culture. Today, few 
Jewish Americans are able to speak more than a few words of Yiddish. Jewish Americans, 
however,  remain connected by their history and culture. 
 
Jews in the early twentieth century also made major contributions to mainstream American 
culture. For example, Jews helped create the motion picture industry by helping found major 
movie studios such as Paramount, Fox, MGM, and Warner Brothers. In fact, the first ―talkie‖ or 
movie with sound, The Jazz Singer, tells the story of a Jewish man who tries to reconcile his 
professional ambitions with his heritage. This Jewish content was atypical because studio heads 
feared that it would alienate non-Jewish Americans. Likewise, Jewish entertainers changed their 
names to be more acceptable to a large audience. Notably, the lead actor in The Jazz Singer, Al 
Jolson, was a Jew who had changed his name from Asa Yoelson. Other famous examples of 
this include: Harry Houdini (Erik Weisz), the famous magician and escape artist; Irving Berlin 
(Israel Isidore Beilin) one of the most prolific and influential songwriters in history whose songs 
include ―God Bless America,‖ ―White Christmas,‖ and ―There's No Business Like Show 
Business;‖ and George Gershwin (Jacob Gershowitz), the composer who wrote many jazz 
standards and musicals, and who is the namesake of the Library of Congress‘ award for lifetime 
contributions to popular music, the Gershwin Prize. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/God_Bless_America
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/White_Christmas_%28song%29
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/There%27s_No_Business_Like_Show_Business_%28song%29
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/There%27s_No_Business_Like_Show_Business_%28song%29


 

 

Jews in America from the Mid-Twentieth Century through Today 

 
 
In the years before World War II, antisemitism was pervasive in America. The anti-Jewish 
attitudes that had grown in the early twentieth century were magnified by the Great Depression 
as many Americans sought someone to blame for their misfortunes. In a Gallup Poll from 1938, 
50% of Americans said that they had a ―low-opinion‖ of Jews.  
 
At the same time, anti-Jewish policies and anti-Jewish violence was increasing in Nazi 
Germany. Many German Jews sought to flee to America as discrimination and persecution 
increased. However, due to the National Origins Act of 1924, only a small percentage was 
allowed entry into the US. This restriction matched popular American sentiment. A 1938 Gallup 
Poll was conducted two weeks after Kristallnacht, when German and Austrian Jews were 
attacked and their businesses and synagogues were destroyed. Only 21.2% of Americans 
thought the government should allow more Jews to immigrate. These attitudes persisted as the 
situation of European Jews deteriorated. Since virtually every other country also refused to 
accept Jewish immigrants, most of these individuals were murdered in Nazi death camps during 
the Holocaust. Some Jewish individuals, including Albert Einstein, one of the most famous 
physicists in history, were able to immigrate. But most were trapped under Nazi control.  
 
After entering the war, the U.S. government‘s position was that the best way to help the Jews in 
Europe was to win the war quickly. However, by 1944, with millions of Jews already dead, the 
Roosevelt Administration felt it could no longer ignore the systematic murder of the Jewish 
population. After reading a report detailing the United States‘ failures to obstruct Hitler‘s 
destruction of Europe‘s Jewish population, President Roosevelt created the War Refugee 
Board. It saved approximately 200,000 Jews and was an important development in the idea that 
it is important to protect civilians in other countries.  
 
Jewish experiences also influenced American immigration and asylum policies. Before World 
War II began, Jews under Nazi rule tried to flee to other countries, including the U.S., but were 
turned away. Most were later murdered in the Holocaust. In 1951, the U.S. and other members 
of the United Nations agreed not to return refugees against their will to any territory where they 
fear persecution. Today, America and other Western nations are safe havens for thousands 
fleeing persecution. 
 
Lessons from the Holocaust also shaped medical and legal precepts. In response to inhuman 
Nazi experiments, new research guidelines requiring experimenters to receive the consent of 
human subjects were created. The trial of Nazi officials after the war established the principle 
that individuals could be held responsible for their role in crimes whether or not their 
government ordered them to commit the crimes and whether or not they were actually present 
when the crime was committed.  
 
World War II and the Holocaust had a tremendous effect on America‘s Jews. One major effect 
was to greatly increase support for the creation of Israel. Zionism, the belief that the Jewish 
people have the right to create a country in their ancient homeland, had not previously been 
very influential among Jewish Americans. Attitudes changed after learning of the Holocaust in 
which six million Jews were brutally murdered and hundreds of thousands were left as survivors 
in horrible displaced persons camps with nowhere to go. Both of these facts fueled support for 
Zionism. First, immigration to Israel was seen as a solution to the question of where the 
survivors could live. Second, it was clear that a Jewish homeland could have prevented the 



 

 

Holocaust and could prevent similar future atrocities. Other countries did little to save Jews, but 
a Jewish state could have offered them refuge. These realizations also led many to learn more 
about Zionism. For example, individuals might reflect on the fact that for millennia Jews had 
maintained a strong connection to the Land of Israel and the daily prayer service asked for 
Jewish exiles to be able to return. 
 
World War II also impacted interactions between Jewish and non-Jewish Americans. Most 
Americans had never met a Jew before the war. During the war, more than 550,000 Jewish 
soldiers served. 26,000 of these Jewish soldiers received the Medal of Honor or the Purple 
Heart. In addition, sixty percent of all Jewish physicians under the age of 45 served in the armed 
forces during the war. Interacting with Jews in the military challenged antisemitic ideas.  
 
Furthermore, when the horrors of the Holocaust became known, antisemitism became less 
socially acceptable. One indicator of this was the film, Gentleman’s Agreement, which won three 
Oscars, including Best Picture in 1947. The film was critical of antisemitism in American society. 
During the 1950s, barriers to Jewish participation in mainstream American life continued to 
shrink. Clubs and hotels began admitting Jews. University quotas limiting the number of Jewish 
students were removed. Businesses and banks became willing to hire Jewish individuals.  
 
America‘s acceptance of Jews both enabled and was reinforced by Jewish entertainers. Unlike 
earlier Jewish entertainers who tried to hide their Jewish identity, Jewish actors and comedians 
in the 1950s were identifiably Jewish. This shows an increased confidence among Jews 
regarding their acceptance in America. These Jewish individuals further eroded antisemitism 
through their popularity and by exposing millions of Americans to Jewish culture. Words such as 
―klutz‖ and ―oy‖ entered the American vocabulary as Jewish culture became more mainstream. 
Likewise, foods such as the bagel and kosher dill pickle entered American cuisine.  
 
At the same time, elements of American Jewish culture began to disappear as Jews became 
more assimilated. Throughout Jewish American history, many Jews felt that sounding or looking 
different from their non-Jewish neighbors was an obstacle towards acceptance and success. 
The Eastern European Jews who immigrated in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries 
urged their children to become ―as American‖ as possible. Unfortunately, this often resulted in 
the loss of cultural elements that set Jews apart such as the use of the Yiddish language. The 
disappearance of Yiddish theater and literature was accelerated by the growth of the suburbs, 
since this destroyed the Jewish neighborhoods upon which these institutions depended.  
 
A less direct effect of the Holocaust on American Jews was to spur great levels of participation 
in the Civil Rights Movement. The memory of their own community‘s recent experience with 
vicious hatred, combined with Jewish ethical teachings, inspired many Jews to fight for the 
equality of all Americans regardless of race. Approximately half of the civil rights attorneys in the 
South during the 1960s and half of the white Freedom Riders who fought segregation were 
Jewish. Almost two-thirds of the white people who went to Mississippi in 1964 to challenge Jim 
Crow Laws during Freedom Summer were Jewish, including Michael Schwerner and Andrew 
Goodman, two of the three activists in the campaign who were murdered by the Ku Klux Klan.  
 
Jews were also very involved in the struggle for women‘s rights. Many feminist leaders, as well 
as many of the rank-and-file, are Jewish. Betty Friedan is widely considered the most influential 
American feminist after World War II. Her 1963 book, The Feminine Mystique, attacked the 
notion that women could find fulfillment only through childbearing and homemaking. Gloria 
Steinem, cofounder of the national Women‘s Political Caucus and founder of Ms. magazine, is 



 

 

also Jewish. So was Bella Abzug, a leading Feminist who was elected to Congress after stating, 
―This woman‘s place is in the House — the House of Representatives."  
 
Feminism also affected Jews in other ways. Most notably, it had a profound effect on the Jewish 
religion. Judaism had long taught that men and women had equal worth but different 
responsibilities. As a result of American feminism, gender roles in religious worship were 
challenged. In 1972, Sally Pries and became the first woman rabbi, a leader of a Jewish 
congregation. Many communities have added traditions affirming the equality and experiences 
of women in Judaism. Even within many traditionally observant Jewish communities, religious 
women focus on increased inclusion within the framework of traditional modes of worship.  
 
Another mass movement within the American Jewish community during this time was advocacy 
on behalf of the more than four million Soviet Jews. Jews in the former Soviet Union were 
prohibited from practicing their religion freely and often faced harsh discrimination, but few were 
given permission to leave the country. American Jews traveled to the Soviet Union to secretly 
offer support. They also strove to raise attention to the issue and to urge the U.S. government to 
help. In 1987, a quarter-million people marched in Washington to urge action. Ultimately, this 
grass roots movement succeeded and most Jews from the former Soviet Union now live in 
Israel, Western Europe, or the United States.  
 
Jewish Americans are an incredibly diverse group. They hold the same wide range of political 
beliefs and occupations as other Americans. Some have families who have lived in America for 
centuries; others have immigrated recently. Some observe all of the millennia-old traditional 
Jewish practices; some feel that individual choice in how to express one‘s religion is the best 
way for them to connect to their Jewish religious heritage; and some are not religiously 
observant. Along with this diversity, American Jews have a strong sense of community and 
Jewish communal organizations thrive. These organizations include religious, social, 
educational, cultural, and philanthropic institutions. Some cater to the Jewish community; others 
are devoted to providing services to the larger community. 
 
Today, Jews are integrated into mainstream American culture and society more than ever 
before. Unlike times past when opportunities were limited or when Jews changed their names to 
be more accepted by mainstream society, Jewish heritage is not typically seen as an obstacle to 
success. Jewish American experiences show that the struggle for greater equality and 
acceptance is part of American history and that this struggle can succeed.  
 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/United_States_House_of_Representatives
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What Is Judaism? 

 
 
Overview 
This resource consists of: 

1) A three page student reading that briefly describes different elements of Judaism 
2) A student worksheet 
3) An answer sheet 

 
 
Note 
Please download the latest version of this lesson from www.icsresources.org/curricula. ICS 
frequently updates, revises, and strengthens its materials. The ICS website includes a variety of 
lesson plans, teacher’s guides, maps, and primary source materials. Most maps and images are 
in color if accessed through the website. All materials may be downloaded and shared. 
 
Sign up at www.icsresources.org/register to be notified of major updates, new materials, and 
events in your area. Please send questions, suggestions, and requests about ICS educational 
materials to bchaika@icsresources.org. 
 
 
Goal 

1) Students will be able to describe key features of Judaism. 
 

 
Materials 
Each student will need: 

1) What is Judaism student handout 
2) What is Judaism Reading Questions 
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What Is Judaism? 

 
 
Judaism is one of the world’s oldest religions still practiced. It originated in the beliefs, practices, 
and experiences of the ancient Israelites. Today, Judaism is practiced by millions of Jews living 
in every inhabited continent.  
  
Jewish observance is expressed through the fulfillment of the commandments of Jewish law. 
These commandments include both teachings about traditional practices, such as not eating 
certain foods, and teachings about ethical requirements, such as giving charity. Some forms of 
Judaism believe that all Jewish teachings must be followed. Other forms of Judaism believe that 
only the teachings about how to lead moral lives are required and the others are optional. 
Because Judaism is a diverse religion with a wide variety of beliefs and practices, one should 
not assume that a Jewish person has a particular belief or follows a particular religious practice. 
Different forms of Judaism are connected by a strong sense of peoplehood, a common heritage, 
and shared values.   
 
God 
The central belief of Judaism is that there is a single God who created the universe, cares about 
humanity, and wants people to live moral lives. This belief, called ethical monotheism, spread 
from Judaism to Christianity and Islam. It is one of the main reasons that understanding 
Judaism is important in understanding world history.  
 
Sacred Texts 
The Jewish Bible is called the Hebrew Bible because it was originally written in the Hebrew 
language. Jews believe that studying the Hebrew Bible helps one learn how to lead a righteous 
life. Because Christianity developed from Judaism, the Christian Bible includes the Hebrew 
Bible as the Old Testament. The Hebrew Bible contains accounts of the early history of the 
Jewish people and Jewish laws. The Ten Commandments are an example of Jewish law. The 
Hebrew Bible is divided into three sections: the Torah, the Prophets, and the Writings. The 
Torah, also called the Five Books of Moses, is the holiest of the sacred texts of Judaism.  
 
The Talmud also contains Jewish teachings along with legal discussions 
and narratives about Jewish history, ethics, and traditions. These laws 
were passed down through the generations until the early rabbis began 
writing them down to ensure the knowledge was not lost after the Temple 
in Jerusalem was destroyed in 70 CE. The Talmud contains a great 
amount of material and a typical printing covers about 12,800 large 
pages. It is pictured to the right. Together with the Hebrew Bible, the 
Talmud forms the foundation of Jewish ethics, law, philosophy, and 
religious practice today.  
 
Religious Leaders 
Jewish religious leaders are called rabbis. Rabbis spend many years studying Judaism. They 
teach, lead religious services, comfort community members who have lost loved ones, and 
represent the Jewish community to the larger community. Rabbis are respected because they 
have a great deal of knowledge, but Jews do not think that rabbis speak for God. Rabbis have a 
leadership role because of their scholarship and commitment to serve the community.    
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The Star of David 
The most common Jewish symbol is the Star of David, which is pictured to the left. 
The Star of David is named after King David of ancient Israel. According to tradition, 
it represents the shape of his shield or an image that was on it. Many synagogues 
have a Star of David on the outside to identify them as a Jewish place of worship 
similar to the way that many churches have crosses outside. The Star of David is 
also a common non-religious symbol of Jewish identity and peoplehood. 

 
The Jewish People 
The idea that Jews are a people as well as a religious community is important in Judaism. In 
fact, people can be Jewish without being religiously observant. Religious practice and belief are 
components of Jewish identity, but other elements, such as culture, history, and a connection 
with the Land of Israel are also important. This sense of belonging to a people is a key element 
of Jewish identity. 
 
According to the Hebrew Bible, God formed a covenant, or agreement, with the Jewish people 
in which He promised to protect them and they promised to follow the Torah’s laws. The idea of 
Jews being a “chosen people” because of this covenant has sometimes been misunderstood 
and used to attack Jews by suggesting that they see themselves as better than others. In 
reality, Jews see their covenant with God as a special responsibility to improve the world. Jews 
believe that God loves all people.  
 
Social Justice 
Judaism teaches the importance of social justice, the idea that individuals and groups should be 
treated fairly. This concept is derived from the idea that all human beings are created in the 
image of God and therefore entitled to dignity and equal opportunity. In addition, it states in the 
Torah: “love your neighbor as yourself.” Jewish texts stress the commandment in the Torah to 
treat everyone fairly because “you were strangers in the land of Egypt” and therefore 
understand what it means to be treated unfairly. Biblical law requires that trials be just, that 
workers receive fair wages, and that foreigners and weaker members of society be protected. 
The books of the Prophets build upon the idea expressed in the Torah with passages such as 
“Justice, Justice, shall you pursue.” It is not surprising that many Jews rank commitment to 
social justice as the most important aspect of their Jewish identity. 
 
Traditional Practices 
Traditionally observant Jews have several distinctive practices based on the 
commandments of Jewish law. They eat only kosher food – food that the Bible 
says can be eaten. For example, they do not eat pork or shellfish or mix milk 
and meat products. Men keep their heads covered with a special cap called a 
kippah, which is pictured at the right. During major holy days, including 
Shabbat, work is prohibited and traditionally observant Jews avoid activities 
such as writing and driving. Many Jews today do not follow all of these 
practices. They believe that these practices can be modified as long as Judaism’s ethical 
teachings are followed.  
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Israel 
Judaism began in the Land of Israel. Israel is the ancestral homeland of the Jewish people and 
the site of Judaism’s holiest places. Jewish prayers, artwork, and songs express a deep 
connection to Israel. The city of Jerusalem is very special because it was the capital of the 
ancient Jewish kingdoms and the site of Judaism’s holiest 
place, the Temple.  
 
Because of their religious and historical connection to the 
Land of Israel, Jews across the world feel a special 
connection to the modern State of Israel, which is pictured 
to the right. This connection is strengthened by the fact 
that while there are many countries that are officially 
Christian or Muslim, Israel was founded as the world’s only 
Jewish state and it has offered a refuge for those who face 
persecution because they are Jewish. Israel is a democracy with equal rights for all its citizens, 
Jewish and non-Jewish.  
 
Jewish Holidays 
All Jewish holidays begin at sunset before the date specified on most calendars. This is 
because a Jewish "day" begins at sunset and ends the next evening, rather than at midnight. 
The dates of Jewish holidays, or holy days, are different each year. A year in the Jewish 
calendar does not have 365 days like the secular, or non-religious, calendar. But the Jewish 
calendar periodically adds extra days; therefore Jewish holidays always fall in the same season.  
 
The idea of a weekly day of rest is one of Judaism’s important contributions to the world. 
Shabbat, the Hebrew word for Sabbath, is the most frequently mentioned holiday in the Hebrew 
Bible, and many Jews see it as the most important holy day. It is observed from sundown on 
Friday until nightfall on Saturday each week. On Shabbat, one is supposed to set aside work 
and everyday concerns. Most other Jewish holy days commemorate major events in the 
Hebrew Bible and Jewish history. The special customs and foods of these holidays help connect 
Jews around the word to each other and to their ancestors.   
 
Places of Worship 

Jewish places of worship are called synagogues. A synagogue for Jews 
is like a church to Christians or a mosque to Muslims. Approximately 
50% of American Jews belong to a synagogue. Synagogues have 
Torah scrolls which are hand-written in the Hebrew language. There is 
a picture of an open Torah scroll to the left. When they are not being 
used, Torah scrolls have beautiful, decorated covers and are kept in a 
special cabinet called an ark.  
 
During religious services, on certain days, members of the congregation 

read aloud from the Torah. When Jewish children are in 6th or 7th grade, boys become a Bar 
Mitzvah and girls become a Bat Mitzvah, which means they have the religious responsibilities of 
an adult. Many Jews have a special ceremony, also called a Bar or Bat Mitzvah, in the 
synagogue to celebrate this event.  
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What is Judaism? 
Reading Questions 

 
 

I) Write the term in the left column that matches the description in the right column: 
 

1)  Jewish places of worship 
 

2)  The most sacred text in Judaism  
 

3)  Along with the Hebrew Bible, the 
foundation of Jewish ethics and 
religious practices 

 
4)  The belief that that there is only 

one God and that God wants 
humans to lead moral lives  

 
5)  The ancestral homeland of the 

Jewish people and site of 
Judaism’s holiest places 

 
6)  Adopted as the Old Testament by 

Christianity 
 

7)  The idea that individuals and 
groups should receive fair 
treatment  

 
8)  Jewish religious leaders  

1) __________________________ 
 
 

2) __________________________ 
 

 
3) __________________________  

 
 

4) __________________________  
 
 

5) __________________________  
 
 

6) __________________________  
 
 

7) __________________________ 
 
 

8) __________________________
 
II) On the back of this handout or on a separate sheet of paper, briefly answer the 
following questions: 
 

1)  What is the relationship between the Torah and the Hebrew Bible? 
2)  If the calendar says that the first day of a Jewish holiday is September 18, when 

do Jews begin celebrating the holiday? Why? 
3)  In your opinion, what might be the reason that fewer Americans know about the 

importance of the Talmud in Judaism than know about the importance of the 
Hebrew Bible?  

4)  One of the contributions of Judaism to the world is the idea of a day of rest. How 
do days of rest, like the weekend, help people? 
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What is Judaism? 
Reading Questions 

 
Answer Sheet: 

 

I) Write the term in the left column that matches the description in the right column: 
 

1)  Jewish places of worship 
 

2)  The most sacred text in Judaism  
 

3)  Along with the Hebrew Bible, the 
foundation of Jewish ethics and religious 
practices 

 
4)  The belief that that there is only one 

God and that God wants humans to lead 
moral lives  

 
5)  The ancestral homeland of the Jewish 

people and site of Judaism’s holiest 
places 

 
6)  Adopted as the Old Testament by 

Christianity 
 

7)  The idea that individuals and groups 
should receive fair treatment in all areas 
of society 

 
8)  Jewish religious leaders  

 
1) Synagogues________________ 

 
 

2) The Torah_________________ 
 

 
3) The Talmud________________  

 
 

4) Ethical monotheism________  
 
 

5) Israel____________________  
 
 

6) The Hebrew Bible__________  
 
 

7) Social Justice_______________ 
 
 

8) Rabbis__________________ 

 
II) On the back of this handout or on a separate sheet of paper, briefly answer the following 
questions: 

1)  What is the relationship between the Torah and the Hebrew Bible? 
The Torah is part of the Hebrew Bible. 

2)  If the calendar says that the first day of a Jewish holiday is September 18, when do Jews 
begin celebrating the holiday? Why? 
The night of September 17; Jewish days begin at sunset. 

3)  In your opinion, what might be the reason that fewer Americans know about the 
importance of the Talmud in Judaism than know about the importance of the Hebrew 
Bible? 
Answers will vary. Students might mention that most Americans are Christian and that 
the Hebrew Bible, not the Talmud is important in Christianity or that the Hebrew Bible 
contains the Torah which is Judaism’s most sacred text.  

4)  One of the contributions of Judaism to the world is the idea of a day of rest. How do days 
of rest, like the weekend, help people? 
Answers will vary. Students might mention that people need to have time to relax so they 
can be productive during the weekday, that it allows people to spend time with their 
family and friends, or that it gives people time to do things they enjoy. 
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Teaching About Jewish Holidays 

 
 
Overview 
In this lesson, students will read about Jewish holidays, label images with holiday 
names, and play a game to reinforce their knowledge of the key characteristics of each 
holiday. 
 
This resource includes: 

1) A lesson plan 
2) A student reading and worksheet 
3) An answer sheet 
4) Instruction sheet and cards for an educational game 

 
Note 
Please download the latest version of this lesson from www.icsresources.org/curricula. 
ICS frequently updates, revises, and strengthens its materials. The ICS website 
includes a variety of lesson plans, teacher’s guides, maps, and primary source 
materials. Most maps and images are in color if accessed through the website. All 
materials may be downloaded and shared. 
 
Sign up at www.icsresources.org/register to be notified of major updates, new materials, 
and events in your area. Please send questions, suggestions, and requests about ICS 
educational materials to bchaika@icsresources.org. 
 
 
Goal 

1) Students will be able to briefly describe eight Jewish holidays. 
 

 
Materials 
Each student will need: 

1) Jewish Holidays  
2) Images of Jewish Holidays  

 

Each group of 3-4 students will need: 
3) A set of cards for Memory: A Jewish Holiday Matching Game (cards should be 

cut out from the card sheet before class) 
 
The teacher will need: 

4) (Optional) -  transparency of  Instructions for Memory: A Jewish Holiday Matching 
Game 
 

  

http://www.icsresources.org/curricula
http://www.icsresources.org/register
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Instructional Design 
Part I: Jewish Holiday Reading and Worksheet 
 

1) Distribute Jewish Holidays and Images of Jewish Holidays. 
 

2) Have students read Jewish Holidays and fill in the blanks on Images of Jewish 
Holidays with the name of the holiday to which the image corresponds.  You may 
have students work individually or in mixed-ability pairs. Inform the students that 
you will ask them how the images connect to the holidays. Alternatively, you may 
read the information while students follow along. This enables you to check for 
understanding and to provide support to ensure full comprehension. This may be 
valuable for younger learners and for English language learners. 
 

3) After students have filled in Images of Jewish Holidays, go through the correct 
answers.  Have student volunteers share their answers and explain how the 
images connect to the holiday (e.g., a student should identify the answer to #1 as 
Passover. The first image shows something cracker-like and the description of 
Passover talks about matzah, a cracker-like bread. The second image shows an 
elaborate dinner with some sort of special book by each plate and the description 
of Passover mentions a special religious text that is used during an elaborate 
dinner).  
 

4) (Optional additional questions about the Jewish calendar - this is also a good 
opportunity to check/reinforce correct pronunciations) Ask students: 

 
a. The Jewish Sabbath is on Saturday. So, why do Jews begin celebrating 

Shabbat on Friday night? (because Jewish days begin at sunset) 
 

b. If the calendar says that the first day of Chanukah is December 22, when 
do Jews begin celebrating Chanukah? (the night of December 21) 
 

c. Which of the holidays are in autumn? (Rosh HaShanah, Yom Kippur, 
Sukkot) 
 

d. Which are celebrated in spring?, (Passover, Shavuot)   
 

Part II: Memory: A Jewish Holiday Matching Game 
 

1) Ask students, “Memory is a game where there is a set of face down cards that 
you turn over two at a time trying to find pictures that match. Who played Memory 
when you were younger?”  
 

2) Inform the class that they are going to play a game very much like Memory 
except instead of matching identical pictures they will match the name of a 
holiday with its description. 
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3) Read the instructions listed on the next page and make sure everyone 
understands the game. You may also want to display it as an overhead 
transparency.  
 

4) Pass out a set of cards for each group. Tell students that pronunciations are 
written under the names of the holidays.  Encourage students to help each other 
pronounce the words correctly during the game. Tell students that they have ___ 
minutes for the game (10 minutes recommended). 



 

 

 

                                                             

Instructions for  
Memory: A Jewish Holiday Matching Game 

 
1) Shuffle cards and lay them out face down in a 4x4 grid. 

 
2) The first player picks two cards and turns them over so 

everyone can see them. 
 

3) Read the cards aloud. 
 

a. If the cards have the name of a holiday and its 
matching description, the student takes the cards, 
scores a point, and picks again. 
 

b. If the cards do not match, turn the cards face down 
again without moving them and the next player picks 
two cards.  

 
c. The cards do not match if:  

i. Both are the names of holidays. 
ii. Both are descriptions of holidays. 
iii. The name of the holiday and description of the 

holiday do not match. 
 

d. Pay attention when the other players are turning over 
cards. It is easier to make matches if you remember 
where other cards are. 

 
4) When all the cards have been removed, reshuffle them and 

play again. 
 

5) Whoever scores the most points by the end of the activity 
wins! 

    



 

 

 

                                                             

Jewish Holidays 

   
 
Jewish holidays are “holy days” with religious importance. Many are great celebrations 
with special foods and traditions, but they are not simply vacation days. All Jewish 
holidays begin at sunset before the date they are listed on most calendars. This is 
because a Jewish "day" begins and ends at sunset, rather than at midnight.  The dates 
of Jewish holidays are different each year. This is because a year in the Jewish 
calendar does not have 365 days like the secular, or non-religious, calendar. But, 
Jewish holidays always fall in the same season.  
 
There is a wide variety of religious practice among Jews and Jews celebrate holidays in 
different ways. This worksheet does not list all Jewish holidays, only eight of the most 
important ones. These include: the Sabbath, which is a weekly day of rest; the two High 
Holy Days (Rosh HaShanah and Yom Kippur); the three pilgrimage festivals when the 
ancestors of the Jews used to travel to the Temple in Jerusalem (Sukkot, Passover, and 
Shavuot); and two of the minor holidays (Chanukah and Purim).   
 
There are a many ways to spell the names of Jewish holidays because their names 
were originally written in Hebrew, not English. There is a pronunciation guide next to the 
name of each holiday in the descriptions below. To use the pronunciation guide just 
sound out the word in the parentheses.  The part in bold is the part of the word that is 
stressed. For example, the pronunciation guide for computer would be kuhm-pyoo-ter. 
 
Shabbat (shah-baht), the Jewish Sabbath, is observed from sundown on Friday until 
nightfall on Saturday each week. It is a day of rest when Jews are supposed to focus on 
things other than work and material concerns. The holiday begins with a prayer over 
lighting candles. The candles are often held in two beautiful candlesticks. Then prayers 
are said over wine and a special braided bread, called challah (khah-lah, the ch is 
pronounced like Loch Ness Monster or Bach). After these prayers, families eat a special 
meal and some sing traditional songs. Shabbat is the most frequently mentioned holiday 
in the Hebrew Bible and many Jews see it as the most important holiday. In part, this is 
because of the importance of celebrating a day of rest every week. This idea of a 
weekly day of rest is an important Jewish contribution to the world and is one of the 
origins of our modern weekends. 
   
Rosh Hashanah (rohsh hah-shah-nah) is the Jewish New Year.  It usually occurs in 
September or October. During the prayer service, a ram’s horn is blown to symbolically 
“wake-up” the congregation to think about how they can lead better lives. It is customary 
to eat apples and honey on these days as a symbol of a wish for a sweet new year. 
Rosh Hashanah marks the beginning of the Ten Days of Repentance which end on 
Yom Kippur. During this time, Jews reflect on their actions during the past year, seek 
forgiveness from those they may have upset, and think about how they can improve in 
the year to come.   
 



 

 

 

                                                             

Yom Kippur (yohm ki-poor), the Day of Atonement, is the most solemn holiday in the 
Jewish calendar.  It is devoted to fasting and prayer and marks the end of the Ten Days 
of Repentance when Jews ask for forgiveness from other people and from God.  A 
ram’s horn is blown to mark the end of the fast which lasts from sundown to nightfall the 
following day.  
 
Sukkot (soo-koht) is the weeklong fall harvest festival that commemorates the Jews’ 
journey to freedom in the Land of Israel after living in slavery in Egypt. During this 
migration, Jews lived in tents rather than houses because they were traveling. To 
commemorate this, Jews build a temporary structure (sukkah) in which they eat and, if 
possible, sleep. These structures are often decorated with fruits and vegetables and 
covered with leaves and vines. Sukkot begins 15 days after Rosh HaShanah.  
 
Chanukah (khah-noo-kah, the ch is pronounced like Loch Ness Monster or Bach; 
Hanukah is acceptable if you can’t make the sound), the Festival of Lights, occurs in 
December. It commemorates the survival of Judaism after an emperor outlawed Jewish 
practices and tried to force Jews to worship idols. It is observed in Jewish homes by 
lighting candles in a special candleholder called a menorah for eight nights, beginning 
with one candle and adding a candle each night.  According to Jewish tradition, this 
represents a miracle that happened when Jews rededicated their Temple in Jerusalem. 
Even though there was only enough lamp oil in the temple for one day, the oil lasted for 
eight days. In America, giving gifts at this time is common.  
 
Purim (poo-reem) remembers the foiling of a plot to kill the Jews in ancient Persia.  It is 
a  celebration that usually occurs in March. The biblical Book of Esther which recounts 
the story is read aloud in the synagogue. People come dressed in masks and costumes. 
They cheer the heroes and boo the villains during the reading. A special triangular 
cookie with fruit filling is often eaten during this holiday and friends exchange gift 
baskets.  Giving money to the poor, which is important throughout the year, is especially 
important at this time.  
 
Passover is the Festival of Freedom that celebrates the deliverance of the Jews from 
slavery in Egypt. In Hebrew it is called Pesach (pay-sahkh, the ch is pronounced like 
Loch Ness Monster or Bach;), but many American Jews call it Passover. This weeklong 
holiday usually occurs in March or April. Families join together in an elaborate ritual 
meal and use a special religious text to retell the struggle of the Jewish people to gain 
their freedom and to celebrate the cause of freedom for all.  According to tradition, when 
the Jews fled Egypt there was not time for the bread they were preparing to rise, so they 
took the unleavened bread in their escape.  Jews therefore eat unleavened cracker-like 
bread called matzah instead of normal bread during the week of Passover.   
 
Shavuot (shah-voo-oht) commemorates the giving of Jewish law.  According to 
tradition, God gave the Ten Commandments to Moses at Mount Sinai on this day. This 
holiday usually occurs in June. Young children are often given small replicas of the 
Torah scroll, the most sacred Jewish text, to symbolize the beginning of their journey of 
learning about their religion.  Many Jews also celebrate this holiday by staying awake all 
night to study. 
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