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Machon Siach at SAR High School is a research institute committed to developing teachers 
as public intellectuals and thought leaders on matters of Jewish education, curriculum, 
and culture that are central to the Modern Orthodox Community. Machon Siach, which was 
dedicated in 2015 with a legacy gift from Marcel Lindenbaum z”l in memory of his wife, Belda 
Kaufman Lindenbaum z”l, strives to create a “Thinking Institution” with the high school at the 

Here is the story of a nascent and daunting 
Machon Siach project. Although still in its early 
stages, it serves as testament to the importance 
of developing the high school to become more 
of a thinking institution, where educators have 
a place to research and explore, and to consider 
some of the pressing questions affecting our 
student community.

About one year ago, we at Machon Siach 
began to discuss the issue of substance use in 
our “Yeshiva League” community. We precisely 
focused on ‘use’, not ‘abuse’. While abuse is 
undoubtedly of deep concern, our anecdotal 
sense was that the use of marijuana and 
alcohol was on the rise in our teen community 
in a manner that has, in recent years, invaded 
the social fabric of the community even more 
intensely than in the past. Students who were 
not - and largely would not become - abusers, 
had nonetheless begun to socialize around 
these substances more than they previously 
had. The strategy of yeshivot to tackle this issue 
has largely focused on education programs and 
speakers, and developing health curricula. We 
wondered if there was a way for our network 
of yeshivot to marshall our collective strength 
to deliver a stronger message to our student 
community and families.

Leveraging Our Collective Strength: 
Substance Use in the Yeshiva League
BY RABBI TULLY HARCSZTARK
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This model emphasizes collaboration among the school, community, alumni, and parents while engaging in research 
around crucial issues affecting Jewish education. Machon Siach supports in-depth faculty cohort research as well as 
programs for SAR graduates, community educators, and academics. 
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not-and largely would 
not become-abusers, 
had nonetheless 
begun to socialize 
around these 
substances more than 
they previously had.

We invited seven schools to participate in six 
meetings over the course of the school year 
and a 25 hour retreat/conference in June 2018. 
We did not yet have an endgame; we trusted 
the power of collective thinking and shared 
investment of intellectual energy - and hoped for 
the best. It turned into a very rewarding process 
for all who participated. Although the final 
outcomes remain undetermined, the experience 
itself has been deeply transformative.

In corners of the educational and scholarly 
world, this type of work has a name: it is called 
action research. Action research is 1) a reflective 
process of problem solving. It is scholarly 
research that 2) seeks to discover useful 
knowledge 3) to address practical problems. 
It attempts 4) to bridge theory and practice 
through participatory, collaborative inquiry. The 
goal of action research is 5) to generate values-
oriented outcomes that improve people’s lives.  
In this instance, it meant bringing a group of 
yeshiva administrators together to explore what 
kind of knowledge is “out there” that can help us 
address the important issue of substance use.

What we found: in 1996 the city of Reykjavik, 
Iceland discovered that its teen community had a 
significant alcohol problem. A survey at the time 
showed that 42.5% of Reykjavik teens had gotten 
drunk in the recent past. Eighteen years later, in 
2014, the number responding affirmatively to the 
same question was down to 5%. How did they 
achieve such substantial change? The Icelandic 
model is a multi-pronged strategy: 1) surveys 
were scientifically designed and administered 
to gather meaningful data from teens, 2) the 
team developed pledges for parents to commit 
to increased quality time and shared curfews, 3) 
the government invested in social programming 
so that teens had interesting things to do with 
their time. These types of steps resulted in real 
cultural change. 

How did it work? 
Simply described, this model is a ‘public health’ 
approach to the problem, one that does not 
rely on classroom education and deterrence 
strategies alone but, instead, places its most 
significant energy into making cultural change. 
This approach does not focus on providing 
information that would affect the conscious 
decision making of teens - although that, too, is 
important. Rather, it seeks to shift the routine 

This model is a ‘public 
health’ approach to 
the problem, one 
that does not rely on 
classroom education 
& deterrence 
strategies alone 
but, instead, places 
its most significant 
energy into making 
cultural change.

behaviors of the teen community - how they 
socialize with each other and what they do with 
their free time. 

We found this approach quite compelling and 
attempted to track down Professor Harvey 
Milkman whose team developed the Icelandic 
Model and, over the course of twenty years had 
expanded their research organization, Youth 
in Europe, throughout numerous European 
cities.. In the interim, we looked for a similar 
concept on American shores. We found one. 
Communities That Care (CTC) is a program of the 
Center for Substance Abuse Prevention (CSAP) 
in the office of the United States Government’s 
Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services 
Administration (SAMHSA), a division of the U.S. 
Department of Health and Human Services. 
This program was designed at the University 
of Washington and now has programs in a few 
hundred locations across the Americas. 

Both of these public health models (Icelandic 
and CTC) require community organizing and 
they demand long term commitment. ‘Long 
term’ means thinking in terms of 5, 8, and 10 
years of determined and consistent effort in 
order to make real cultural change. It requires a 
process that includes gathering student data via 
an extensive survey, developing a data-based 
community profile followed by a community 
action plan (that would allow us to partner with 
parents in this effort), and then implementing 
and evaluating the plan.

continued on page 4
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Carving 
Out Space 
for Adult 
Learning: 
Reflections 
on Makom’s 
First Year
BY DR. TAMMY JACOBOWITZ

The idea for Makom B’Siach germinated in 
my mind eight years ago, as soon as I started 
working at SAR High School. Before I was a High 
School teacher I was an adult educator, and for 
years I had been astounded by the power that 
adult learning can offer the class as a collective 
as well as each individual learner. When adults 
bring life experience, difficult questions and 
sophisticated ways of thinking, Torah study can 
become personal and highly relevant; at its best, 
it awakens or renews commitments to Torah and 
to Judaism.

SAR HS has long run an excellent adult education 
program, where parents, grandparents and 
community members study with our faculty on a 
variety of topics. But what we were missing-- and 
what Machon Siach helped to facilitate-- was an 
immersive environment where parents could 
benefit from a rich, prolonged engagement with 
texts. Deep learning takes time, and it also thrives 
on relationships. Building the Makom program 
was about providing a context where parents 
could commit a sizable amount of time -- to 
learning, to themselves, and to other parents-- 
and experience the benefits of studying time and 
again with the same group of people.

A few years ago, I had the opportunity  
to teach an intensive Bible course for the  
Wexner Heritage program. During the hours of 

Torah study we enjoyed together, I marveled at 
how naturally we related the stories we discussed 
to parenting dilemmas, and how easily the 
students forged connections with each other 
steeped in a shared discovery of our tradition’s 
wisdom. The experience was transformative for 
me as a teacher and rekindled in me the desire to 
create a similar program for SAR parents.

With the launch of Machon Siach, the timing was 
right. Machon Siach encourages faculty to carve 
out time and space to deepen our practice and 
to develop a greater understanding of important 
topics in Jewish Education. Makom B’Siach affords 
a parallel experience for parents: time and space 
to think more deeply about Jewish texts and 
learning, and the opportunity to play an active 
part in the wider community of learners. One 
of the distinct areas of strength at SAR High 
School is that all members of our community 
contribute to shaping our collective vision for 
the kind of world we want to build. We all have 
a stake in our community’s present and future: 
students, teachers, and parents. Makom B’Siach 
is a learning-based way to invite parents more 
explicitly into that vital conversation.

Our inaugural year was a wonderful success. 
Twenty-three parents, representing a variety 
of communities, joined us to study in Makom. 
The group was comprised of veteran parents as 

Torah study can 
become personal & 
highly relevant; at its 
best, it awakens or 
renews commitments 
to Torah & to Judaism.

Over the course of six meetings, twelve administrators representing 
seven yeshiva high schools discovered and explored these programs 
and consulted with representatives of both. When we retreated together 
in June, we had the opportunity to spend hours meeting with Professor 
Milkman regarding his Icelandic Model, and Dalene Dutton, a CTC Master 
Trainer located in Camden, Maine, both via video-conference. The 
sessions were rich and illuminating; the deliberation of the administrators 
that followed the presentations were thoughtful, and reflected shared 
commitment and values among the members of our group.

An undertaking of this type is daunting. It requires bringing together 
schools, shuls, families, educators, rabbis, and community leaders 
representing the range of our non-contiguous but nonetheless 
connected communities. And at the end of our process, the group  
of administrators were in agreement that we must continue along  
the path we had taken; that this is an approach that we must  
continue to pursue seriously.

I recently had the opportunity to present this initiative to a larger group of 
principals. The number of interested schools has now increased to fifteen. 
That is a sign both of the importance of the issue to our principals, and to 
the compelling nature of the public health strategy.

The work has continued through the summer. But it takes time and 
patience. I am not certain that our communities will ultimately adopt this 
strategy nor precisely what it would look like if we did. But something else 
has indeed become very clear: educators need time to think, explore 
and imagine. When educators are challenged to think deeply, they raise 
real-world challenges that demand our attention - and are better able 
to give these challenges the attention they deserve. When educators 
engage in action research, they discover strategic possibilities that are 
otherwise unavailable to them. When educators deliberate together, they 
can marshal their collective wisdom and strength to further enable the 
psychological and spiritual flourishing of our children. This is an example 
of the work that Machon Siach seeks to cultivate. 

well as first time parents in the High School. In 
advance of our opening breakfast meeting, each 
parent read If All the Seas Were Ink: A Memoir, 
by Ilana Kurshan, which allowed us to think 
together about different models of adult Jewish 
education and the ways in which we hoped to 
be impacted by our learning. Our lively, honest, 
and provocative discussions that morning set 
the tone for our year together. Each participant 
brought his or her own perspective and was 
excited to hear and learn from all in attendance. 

Our subjects of study are/were topics within 
Tanakh as well as Jewish Philosophy. Before 
each class, participants read academic articles 
that offer context as well as new ways of 
thinking about familiar issues. During our 
learning sessions, we rotate through different 
configurations of learning: full-group discussion, 
chevruta study and small groups of learners.  Our 
style of learning in the class is investigative rather 
than conclusive. The approach to textual study 
draws on scholarship but at the same time invites 
collaborative thinking and meaning-making. The 
three hours of learning (including a delicious 
dinner with time for socializing) flew by! At 9:30 
pm, when our class sessions came to a close, 

conversation was always still animated, and we 
reluctantly concluded for the evening. In addition 
to the text classes, Makom participants attended 
the annual Machon Siach convening held in the 
spring. Parents loved the presentations by faculty 
and delighted at being “on the inside at SAR, at 
the cutting edge of education.”

Leveraging Our Collective Strength:  
Substance Use in the Yeshiva League  
Continued from page 3

participants felt that the experience was unlike 
any other adult education they had been a part of 
in the past. Many spoke about the commitment 
of the group as playing the biggest role for 
them; others identified the open, honest 
group dynamic as singular.  One participant 
remarked, “I enjoyed listening to everyone. 
This was a unique opportunity to be able to 
learn without an agenda.” The other recurring 
theme was the parents’ greater sense of 
connectedness to the SAR community as 
a result of the program. Learning with SAR 
teachers, in an environment shaped by the 
serious, open inquiry of SAR, was greatly 
appreciated by the participants.  One parent 
shared that she felt a sense of “partnership 
with her kids” and that learning in the Makom 
program “opened her mind to new pathways”.

In the 2018-2019 school year, we will be 
welcoming a new cohort of parents to Makom 
as well as continuing to offer a few “reunion” 
text classes and Siach presentations to the first 
Makom cohort. We look forward to continuing 
to build this valuable component of Machon 
Siach and growing together as engaged, 
reflective students of Torah. 

At our end of year reflection session, two main 
themes emerged about the program. For one, 

This past semester, we had the great fortune to be the inaugural class 
of Makom, the parent-learning group under Machon Siach.  Led by the 
extraordinary educators of SAR High School, the classroom was exciting 
and thought provoking. Machon Siach, established in memory of Belda 
Lindenbaum z”l, looks at contemporary issues facing the Modern Orthodox 
community with a positive but critical eye and with the goal of finding 
solutions, as well as improving the way we teach our values as Modern 
Orthodox Jews. Makom invited us to join in the ‘Grand Conversation;’ and 
partner with our educators in examining these important issues facing our 
school and community.

Our class was a cross-section of parents from different communities 
and backgrounds.  As we learned together, we discovered that we face 
many of the issues at home that our teachers tackle in the classroom... 
To be able to study with our children’s teachers was invaluable, not only 
in creating a partnership but also in recognizing how truly blessed we are 
to have such talented, brilliant and caring teachers guiding our children 
every day. We hope that more parents will join in this program with the 
same goals of partnership. 

We want to give special thanks to our incredible teachers this semester, 
Dr. Tammy Jacobowitz and Ms. Shuli Taubes, who guided us through the 
inaugural Makom classroom with depth, grace and brilliance. We are 
indebted to you, and to Rabbi Harcsztark, and all the teachers of Machon 
Siach, and SAR High School. Thank you for all that you do for our children, 
our community and Clal Yisrael. We would also like to give a special thank 
you to the Lindenbaum Family, (including our brilliant classmates, Abigail 
and Nathan,) for the gift of Machon Siach in memory of their beloved 
and incomparable Belda z”l. Her spirit is infused into every aspect of this 
program, and her life’s work continues to inspire us to improve ourselves, 
and to better the world. 

On Being a Learner in the Makom 
B’Siach Parent Program BY MS. DEBORAH DAVID AC ‘78
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Machon Siach at SAR High School  
Hosts Inaugural Convening

Privilege or Responsibility: Bogrim Panel 
Defines Citizenship BY MS. ALICE LEBOWITZ

On Sunday morning, April 29, Machon Siach at SAR High School hosted “Bridging Theory and Practice: A Machon Siach Convening.” Three Machon 
Siach Faculty members shared their research-based perspectives on three different topics: Jewish Sexual Ethics (Ms. Shuli Taubes), Citizenship and 
Modern Orthodox Education (Dr. Rivka Press Schwartz), and Substance Use and the Yeshiva High School Community (Rabbi Tully Harcsztark). 

The morning achieved several important goals. Faculty shared their current research with an engaged audience, participants contributed to each 
of the individual research projects, and all who were present gained a deeper appreciation for what the work of Machon Siach is all about.

Several aspects of the program made it a “Machon Siach Convening” rather than a more conventional conference:

This past May’s Bogrim alumni program entitled, “American Citizenship and the 
Modern Orthodox Community” explored essential questions of how Modern 
Orthodox Jews engage as American citizens. Should we as a community adopt a 
transactional approach, advancing policies that directly benefit us as Jews, or should 
we view citizenship as a broader call to social responsibility? What Jewish texts and 
halakhic guiding principles should govern our engagement as citizens? We put these 
questions to a panel of Machon Siach fellows comprised of two faculty members 
and one community member--Mr. Josh Lannik, (History Department), Rabbi Kenneth 
Birnbaum, (Performing Arts and GLC), and Mr. Shloime (Stanley) Fortgang, a long 
time SAR parent and active member of the SAR community. Dr. Rivka Press Schwartz 
moderated the panel.

Each panel member offered personal perspectives on the intersection of their 
American-ness and their Jewishness, and collectively modeled for the Bogrim how 
Machon Siach cohorts explore issues through the sharing of ideas. What follows is a 
short excerpt of the panel discussion.

Key: Dr. Rivka Press Schwartz (RPS), Mr. Josh Lannik (JL),  
 Rabbi Kenneth Birnbaum (KB), Mr. Shloime Fortgang (SF)

Machon Siach’s history to this point has been one of two interrelated 
processes of development and refinement, clarifying both what we do and 
how we do it. Machon Siach began with a vision of engaging high school 
faculty in thinking, researching, and writing about pressing issues in the 
life of the Orthodox community that have ramifications within our walls 
(or not-walls.) One outcome of this Machon Siach work would be the ideas 
generated, the papers written. But another would be the positioning of 
high school teachers to take their places as public voices about issues of 
importance within our community.

We began with faculty cohorts studying Israel education and Gemara 
education. Each of these groups explored something we teach as a 
matter of deep conviction--Torah sheb’al Peh, and Zionism and the history 
of Medinat Yisrael. Both are central to our commitments as Modern 
Orthodox Jews--and both raise challenging questions of content and 
pedagogy, as we pass those commitments on to Modern Orthodox 
teenagers in the contemporary world. In Gemara, we seek to engage 
students in appreciating the deeper religious and ethical values that 
emerge from the sometimes-highly-technical details of the Talmudic text 
and arguments. And in Israel education, we wrestle with how to inculcate 
deep love of and commitment to Medinat Yisrael while preparing our 
students to meaningfully engage with the complex realities of her history 
and current politics.

In our second year, we added cohorts studying teaching teens about 
sexuality, and sexual and gender diversity. These topics force us to engage 
with challenging questions that arise when halakha and halakhic values 
do not align neatly with contemporary ethical norms and standards of 
practice. Each of these groups was comprised of a faculty cohort that 
spent about a year in reading, talking, and reflection. After that, each 
faculty fellow developed an individual research project focusing on one 
specific aspect of the broader question. 

The first change to the structure of Machon Siach came as we prepared 
last summer to embark on the newest issue that we wanted to tackle, 
Substance Use in the Yeshiva League. Because our students’ social lives, 
and the substance problems that can come along with them, cross 
school lines, it seemed that the working group trying to address these 

Machon Siach Faculty Cohorts: The 
Evolution of the Who, What, & How
BY DR. RIVKA PRESS SCHWARTZ

The convening was limited to 60 participants 
with the sessions running consecutively and 
not concurrently. This more intimate gathering 
and format encouraged genuine dialogue and 
conversation between the presenters and the 
participants. Participants included faculty, parents, 
alumni, and several current students, all of whom 
are invested in the work of the Machon.

Audience  
Size

Structure of 
Presentations
The three talks were all presented as works in 
progress, rather than finished products, and each 
presentation concluded with a series of questions 
by the presenter, followed by extended discussion 
time. This, too, was deliberate, as a primary goal of 
the event was to elicit feedback and contributions 
from the participants regarding past and future 
directions for research.

Focus on Research 
Methodologies
Each of the presentations highlighted the methods, 
process, and orientation of Machon Siach cohorts, 
specifically the model of action-based research 
employed to bridge theory and practice. This 
emphasis led to a number of comments and 
exchanges about the commonalities and differences 
between the three topics during individual sessions 
and at the concluding discussion of the convening.

issues would need to cross school lines, as well. A second structural 
change was that that group, to achieve its goals, would need to be 
oriented towards identifying implementable steps to address the 
challenges of substance use among our students, rather than the more 
rarefied realm of research papers that might or might not translate 
directly into practice. Both of these reorientations led us to organize the 
Substance Use group as a convening of school leaders from a number 
of our peer institutions, to begin to work towards a broader communal 
tackling of what is a broader communal problem.

These topics force us to engage  
with challenging questions that  
arise when halakha and halakhic 
values do not align neatly with 
contemporary ethical norms & 
standards of practice.

The second change to Machon Siach came as we thought about both 
the topics currently underway, and where we might go from here. In 
the past year, in addition to the Substance Use group, we have begun a 
faculty cohort focused on American citizenship and Modern Orthodox 
Jews. Asking the questions of how we engage in the politics of a 
democratic republic, as a minority population and as committed Jews, 
seems increasingly important in our increasingly polarized country, and 
community. That group for the first time engaged SAR High School parents 
as well as faculty in the readings and conversation. 

As we looked at the range of issues that we’re currently working on, two 
things became clear: 1. There are certain through-lines that unite the 
various topics or questions under a few broad overarching themes and 
2. These projects need a sustained engagement that continues beyond 
two years. We do not feel that we are finished with the groups that have 
completed their two-year intended lifespans, nor do we want to move 
on from probing and engaging those issues. As Machon Siach moves out 
of its infancy, it continues to evolve, away from engaging with an entirely 
new set of topics on a two-year rotation, and towards a broad and deep 
exploration of a few core issues in their varied manifestations. Our focus 
is on our commitments and practice as Jews; our modes of engagement 
in the various communities of which we are members; and our teenagers’ 
lived experiences as Jewish adolescents in the contemporary world. Both 
the questions that we ask and the approaches that we take to answering 
them will vary, but at its core, Machon Siach emerges from a dedication 
to the idea that high schools can be deeply-thinking institutions in 
dealing with the most challenging questions of living observant Judaism 
in the contemporary world, and that high school teachers can lead the 
community in doing so.

Q (RPS): Is there one idea or experience or story that goes to the core of how you 
think of yourself as a citizen?

A (JL): If there’s one event I’d have to pick, it would be in 2004 when I was a student 
in college and it was my first time being able to vote for the Presidency. At the time, I 
was [living] in Pennsylvania and as you know you can register in the place where you 
go to college. Pennsylvania, then as now, was a “swing state” so that if one side was 
going to win, it was likely that Pennsylvania would have voted for that candidate. I 
went out and stood in line and it took a pretty long time to get through because the 
polling place was in the middle of the campus. There was something pretty incredible 
about being able to vote with kids from my classes and professors and being able to 
participate in being an American citizen in voting where it felt like it mattered

A (KB): The way I think about citizenship has been very much impacted by my annual 
pilgrimage to West Point with the choir. Every April, there is a ceremony that’s held in 
the Jewish chapel at West Point that honors the memory of Colonel Mickey Marcus, 
who was a tremendous figure in the founding of the State of Israel and the first 
Jewish General since Judah Maccabee. The event on a Sunday morning is not exactly 
the easiest or the most convenient thing to go to, but it’s really a priority. Mickey 
Marcus went to West Point, served in the American military, and did important work in 

continued on page 11
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produce a generation of committed, sophisticated Modern Orthodox 
Jews capable of influencing peers. Our alumni, through leadership roles on 
campuses across the country, are engaging their peers in many of the Siach 
conversations we are having with them. Last year, under the auspices of 
our Bogrim fellowship, alumni hosted programs and discussions on their 
campuses which explored themes of Citizenship, Religious Zionism, and 
Jewish Values and Sexuality. 

Finally, as our graduates mature beyond the college years, we have begun 
extending the conversation to a new cohort - young professionals. This past 
year, in collaboration with BaBayit (a Bnei Akiva organization) and Upper 
West Side Jews, Siach convened a conversation with a diverse group of 

young adults entitled Jewish and Democratic: Dilemmas in Jewish Education. 
Rabbi Harcsztark spent two hours discussing with some 60 Upper West 
Side young professionals about the obligations and challenges of citizenship 
as a religious minority in America and compared and contrasted them 
with the challenges and responsibilities the Jewish and democratic state of 
Israel has towards its religious minorities. We are excited that planning is 
underway to convene several more conversations this coming year. 

Six years later, it is remarkable to reflect on our first Bogrim program and 
to see how far we have come in developing SAR High School as a thinking 
institution, facilitating important research and conversations - a truly 
thriving Machon Siach. 

For two years, the Machon Siach Israel education working group was 
given the gift of sacred time to immerse ourselves in studying, discussing, 
and evaluating how best to educate about Israel at SAR. This gift was 
particularly timely because the North American Jewish community is in a 
transitional moment with respect to Israel education, having gained the 
understanding that fostering deep and abiding love for Israel necessitates 
a more nuanced and complex Israel education; one that is proudly Zionist 
and yet unafraid of alternate narratives and sometimes uncomfortable 
realities. As our Machon Siach research project, SAR History Department 
Chair Adina Shoulson and I embarked on an evaluation and restructuring 
of SAR’s Israel curriculum. We began by surveying academic literature 
in the fields of history, Jewish history, and Israel education, and then 
integrated our Machon Siach studies to analyze our existing curriculum. 
In many ways, our research and analysis confirmed what we already 
believed about Israel education, and what we had already begun to 
implement in our curriculum. It was transformative in that it opened our 
eyes to the need to overtly articulate our thinking about Israel education 
and the philosophy in which it is rooted. We believe that our students’ 
connection to Israel, particularly on a high school level, is enhanced by 
using critical study. The developmental stage of adolescence and the 
complexity of identity building in the twenty-first century demand a more 
sophisticated and nuanced presentation in the classroom. We risk turning 
students off if we do not treat Israel education with the same rigor as 
other topics. Furthermore, recognizing the world that our students will 
enter after leaving SAR compels us to not whitewash Israel’s history. Our 
students will hear the unpleasant narratives about Israel on their college 
campuses soon enough, and we would rather expose them to those 
narratives in our classrooms where there is a shared commitment to, and 
love for, Israel. As a result of our research, we introduced a substantial 
unit on Israeli history into the end of our tenth grade world history course 
which grounds students in the large themes and major events of Israeli 
history, and introduces nuance and complexity into their understanding 
of that history. We also revamped and renamed the senior Israel studies 
course “Modern Israel,” framing it as an exploration of Israel’s often 
complicated identity as both a Jewish state and as a democracy, and 
the triumphs and challenges that arise from that identity. We have now 
graduated two classes that had both the tenth grade Israeli history unit 
and the twelfth grade Modern Israel course, and therefore can begin 
to reflect on our work. We are thrilled that the seeds we have planted 
have already begun to bear fruit. Over the summer, we heard from two 

Machon Siach’s Impact on Israel 
Education at SAR BY MS. LAURA SHAW FRANK

different SAR students who had 
just completed the tenth grade 
unit. Both spent the summer in 
Israel, one on Mach Hach B’Aretz 
and one on Yad B’Yad, (both 
summer programs for Jewish 
teens in Israel). The student on 
Mach Hach told me, “The SAR kids 
know so much more about Israel 
than anyone else. It’s because of 
what we learned in our Israel unit 
this past year. We understand the 
issues so we know what questions 
to ask.” The student on Yad B’Yad 
similarly articulated that she and 
her fellow SAR students had a 
wider, deeper, and more thoughtful 
understanding of Israeli history 
and society than those from other 
yeshiva high schools. We also 
heard from our recent graduates 
about the impact of the Modern 
Israel course. One student recently 
wrote me, “As I started packing 
for seminary, I remembered our 
class.” She reminded me that 
I promised to give her a list of 

books to read that would allow 
her to continue the work we 
began in our course, enriching her 
understanding of Israeli politics 
and society. The feedback from 
these students reflects the success 
of our work through Machon 
Siach. Our students have more 
than just factual knowledge about 
Israel; they have the ability to ask 
questions and delve deeper, and 
the desire to know more. Most 
importantly, they have a love for 
Israel that encompasses both 
their minds and their hearts. 
As we head into the 2018-2019 
year, we are proud of the work 
we have done to create a cutting-
edge, deep, and nuanced Israel 
education curriculum for our high 
school students. We look forward 
to working with our incoming 
sophomores and seniors, and 
will continue to draw upon the 
work we did in Machon Siach to 
educate thoughtful, engaged, and 
passionate Zionists for the future.

Though we did not know it at the time, the first Machon Siach program 
was held in 2012, four years before the official launch of Machon Siach 
at SAR High School, dedicated to the memory of Belda Lindenbaum, 
z”l. Spring 2012 marked the fifth anniversary of SAR High School’s first 
graduating class.  In recognition of that milestone and with the conviction 
that the school had an abiding responsibility to maintain a learning-based 
relationship with its alumni, SAR High School hosted its first alumni intensive 
learning program (Bogrim) for a group of twenty graduates. That first 
Bogrim program was a success as a wide range of alumni reconnected with 
the school through serious study; in fact, many of the participants returned 
the following year for a second year of Bogrim. But it was two transformative 
insights from that initial Bogrim program which formed the kernel of 
Machon Siach’s mission and vision.

The first enduring takeaway from Bogrim was about the importance of 
providing faculty with time and a supportive environment to research and 
discuss critical cultural and educational issues. The theme of that first 
Bogrim program was Homosexuality and Orthodoxy. Faculty spent months 
preparing the program which featured in-depth sessions from a range 
of perspectives (rabbinic texts, general texts, halakhic analysis, American 
history, etc.). Bogrim, we soon realized, was not merely an opportunity to 
connect meaningfully through Talmud Torah with our former students; it 
was a gift to the faculty who participated in the research process and in the 
teaching sessions. After the initial Bogrim experience, we were galvanized to 
deepen our thinking about a host of educational and cultural topics critical 
to our school, our alumni, and our community. Bogrim helped us realize the 
need for a Machon, a structured, ongoing framework for faculty research 
and discussion. Indeed, several topics from the early years of Bogrim have 
subsequently been explored more fully by Machon Siach faculty research 
cohorts, including Gender and Sexual Diversity, which developed from that 
first Bogrim program.

Graduates and the 
Grand Conversation: 
Alumni Learning 
and Machon Siach
BY RABBI SHMUEL HAIN

A second foundational insight emerged from the Bogrim program, 
and specifically from the teaching methodologies we employed. The 
Bogrim sessions were co-taught by SAR HS Faculty which encouraged 
more robust discussion and reflective learning, among the faculty and 
the alumni. This dialogical method of teaching and discussion reflected 
the more advanced stage of intellectual and social development of 
the alumni. As we explored and analyzed a wide range of texts and 
ideas, our alumni invariably shared perspectives that augmented 
the faculty’s understanding of particular texts and the overall topic. 
Through Bogrim we realized that sustained conversations with SAR 
High School’s wider community of learners - faculty, students, alumni 
and parents - produced more nuanced and sophisticated thought 
leadership. In a word, the inaugural Bogrim program underscored the 
value of Siach - ongoing dialogue and conversation. 

The best example of the ongoing dialogue of Machon Siach and Bogrim 
learning is our work on Israel education. We first explored the topic of 
Religious Zionism as a theme with our alumni during Bogrim several 
years ago. The learning and conversations with our alumni during Bogrim 
challenged us to broaden our orientation to Israel education during the 
high school years and beyond, across different subject areas. A Machon 
Siach Faculty Beit Midrash cohort formed to further research and explore 
Israel education. Faculty members wrote papers, produced Siach talks, 
and developed curricula on a range of subtopics within the broader 
theme. This past year, we shared these perspectives at a conference 
for parents and during several online Zoom sessions with our alumni 
to incorporate their feedback on the faculty’s work. Similarly, our most 
recent Bogrim intensive explored Citizenship and Modern Orthodoxy. 
Our faculty cohort on Citizenship, which began its research in the fall 
of 2017, shared its research and perspectives for the first time, and our 
Bogrim’s input will help shape the continuing work of this group. Through 
the synergy of Machon Siach and its Bogrim programming, our alumni 
have emerged as active learners with the capacity to enrich the Grand 
Conversation in meaningful ways.

With the formation of Machon Siach and the “virtuous cycle” of ongoing 
dialogue, we are developing more programming to generate ongoing 
dialogue with our Bogrim. This coming year we are planning additional 
programming for more of our college-age alumni: two half-day Yemei 
Iyun (fall and spring) with sessions devoted to current Siach work and 
sessions on topics suggested by our alumni. These sessions may well 
inspire new research cohorts of Machon Siach.  

This past year, Machon Siach also expanded Bogrim programs to bring 
even more community members into the ongoing siach. Through 
the Machon, we are actively exploring ways to further our mission to 

Through Bogrim, we realized that 
sustained conversations with SAR 
High School’s wider community  
of learners – faculty, students, alumni, 
and parents-produced more nuanced 
& sophisticated thought leadership.
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Machon Siach’s mission, its mandate, is to engage faculty to generate 
new thinking and ideas about issues of importance in American Modern 
Orthodoxy that have ramifications in the lives of the SAR High School 
community. Once our first faculty cohort finished its work, and we had 
those ideas and that thinking to share, our focus turned to ways of 
distributing those ideas to a broad and varied audience.

Certainly, we would share finished papers in print and online, and we would 
hold convenings or conferences to discuss our findings with groups of 
people. But both of those limited our reach, and we wanted other ways to 
share our ideas with those who might not be able to attend a convening 
or want to read an academic paper. One way of doing so that has gained 
currency in the past decade or so is to record a video of a short, engaging 
talk, which is shared online for the broadest-possible dissemination. This 
format, honed and popularized in TED talks, has been copied widely, and 
we wanted to use it to share these ideas in Siach Talks.

But part of the experience of working on Machon Siach over the past 
two years has been learning that everything is its own skill set, its own 
expertise. That we may be very capable high school educators, and 
experienced public speakers, does not mean that we know very much 
about how to structure, record, or present this sort of talk. And so we 
sought expert guidance. At Dr. Tammy Jacobowitz’s suggestion, we turned 
to Rebecca Joy Fletcher, an actor and director who also coaches speakers 
for ELI talks (essentially a Jewish-ideas version of TED talks.) We reached out 
to Rebecca last summer to seek her guidance and direction as we prepared 
to record our first round of Siach talks, featuring Rabbi Harcsztark, Dr. 
Jacobowitz, and me.

The experience was one of going beyond comfortable limits for the three 
of us, all the more so since we regularly speak publicly. But a talk of this 
sort is very different than our usual presentations, and calls for a different 
mode of presenting. Distilling fifteen to thirty pages of fully-articulated 
and -researched ideas into a brief and accessible talk, figuring out how 

In the highly-polarized, highly-charged atmosphere that surrounded 
the 2016 presidential election and its aftermath, we in SAR High School 
engaged in some of the same conversations and reflections--indeed, 
heshbon hanefesh (soul-searching)--that took place more broadly in 
American society: Had we lost some common sense of citizenship, of a 
civic kinship with our fellow Americans, that united us even as our politics 
might diverge? How did we think about our American citizenship--our 
participation in, and obligation to, the two-century old experiment in 
self-government that is the United States? For us, specifically, how do our 
commitments as Orthodox Jews shape how we engage in that citizenship? 
And, crucially, how are we educating our students about their citizenship, 
as Americans and as Jews?

That last question was easiest to answer: we weren’t. In an institution that 
devotes a great deal of time to educating thoughtfully about many aspects 
and challenges of being a committed Jew in the modern world, we had 
simply skipped over entirely being an American. We teach American history 
at a high level of sophistication and intellectual rigor, but except implicitly 
within that curriculum, we never discussed or taught towards citizenship, 
its import, and its obligations.

Under the aegis of Machon Siach, and its stated mission of enabling SAR 
High School to be a thinking institution--to be reflective about gaps in our 
education and to work to fill them--we launched a Siach faculty cohort 

Move Over Ted: 
Siach Talks,  
Take One
BY DR. RIVKA PRESS SCHWARTZ

Cultivating  
Civic Values
BY DR. RIVKA PRESS SCHWARTZ

to engage our audience in caring about that talk, and then rehearsing for 
filming before a live audience were all new to us. (And that is to say nothing 
of the work done by SAR High School’s tech department, which was 
pressed into service as a film production company for this undertaking).

Beyond what we gained from producing the Siach Talks, that experience 
itself was a valuable one for us. As professionals, we get to keep doing the 
things we are good at and know that we are good at. To place ourselves 
into a situation that forces us to try something new, something that’s 
not automatically successful, is indeed uncomfortable-and thus a 
powerful spur to growth. While most students were not aware of the 
work that we were doing, for those students (primarily seniors) who 
were aware, it was also a powerful modeling of our own willingness 
to be non-experts, to be newbies, to do as we say about lifelong 
learning and comfortable limits.

When the long-awaited evening of the filming arrived, we stood 
before a small audience of SAR High School parents, students, 
and faculty. Rabbi Avi Bloom, Josh Lewis, and the tech team had 
coordinated lighting, sound, and cameras; Alice Lebowitz had 
handled endless logistical demands (down to the draping and decor 
for the background). Rebecca Joy Fletcher flew in from Chicago for 
the occasion. We stood on our taped marks on the floor, did vocal 
warm-up exercises that made us feel silly, and, in the moment, fed off 
of the energy of the audience in a way that felt entirely different than 
rehearsals recorded in front of our computers in our offices.

After a great deal of post-production work, the Siach talks have been 
shared, on the Siach website (www.machonsiach.org) and on social 
media, for broader viewing and engagement. We continue to work to 
develop this and other modes of sharing our ideas, and the work of 
Machon Siach continues to offer us surprises, unexpected benefits,  
and opportunities for growth.

Machon Siach marks with sadness the passing of Marcel Lindenbaum z”l in June 2018, pictured 
at left with his beloved wife, Belda z”l, in whose memory, Machon Siach was dedicated in 2015 
with a landmark gift from the Lindenbaum Family. The Lindenbaums were visionaries who will be 
remembered for their tremendous dedication to Jewish education and learning.

about citizenship. We engaged faculty from across disciplines (though, 
granted, with a greater representation of the history department), as well 
as, for the first time, SAR High School parents as Machon Siach fellows. The 
goals of this undertaking were to think deeply and reflectively about these 
questions, to generate ideas, and to share them.

At the same time, it felt urgent to start bringing citizenship education and 
civics training into SAR High School classrooms. So even as the research and 
exploration characteristic of a Siach faculty cohort got underway, SAR High 
School became a founding partner in the Civic Spirit initiative, an undertaking 
to develop curricula and approaches for teaching American citizenship and 
civics in faith-based schools. Educators from the twelve participating schools, 
six Catholic parochial schools and six Jewish day schools, spent a week on a 
retreat in July working on developing a curriculum, considering foundational 
texts, and designing action civics projects to engage their students in the 
practice of citizenship. The vast differences in demographics and religious 
approaches among the schools; and the deep shared commitments to 
values that derive from religious belief; spurred profoundly meaningful 
reflection and conversation among the participants.

This year, while our faculty cohort continues to do its work of idea-
generation and writing, we have introduced a new pilot course in the 
12th grade called The Values of Citizenship.  It takes a different approach 
than most of our other general studies courses, which equip students to 
know, understand, and think. This course seeks to do something more 
akin, in fact, to what we do in our Judaic studies courses--to also have our 
students act and feel as American citizens. An essential part of the course 
is to ask students to engage, as Jews and Zionists, in deliberation about the 
meaning, obligations, and commitments of their American citizenship. 

At a time when American citizenship--what it gives us and what it asks 
of us--is the subject of a broad national conversation, Machon Siach has 
made space for teachers and other members of the SAR community to 
engage in that conversation within the school, in a deep exploration of 
ideas that ultimately shapes what and how we teach. 

the DA’s office in NY busting up gangs. There is a serious giving back to America in being 
actively involved in the fighting for the principles and ideals of America, but also having 
a tremendous sense of one’s Jewishness and people-hood and mission of statehood. I 
think that model is very meaningful to me. Service guided by our Jewish principles with 
each strengthening the other very much informs how I think about citizenship.

A (SF): We spent a lot of time this year not only talking about citizenship but talking 
specifically about how citizenship relates to us as Jews. A theme that came up a lot in 
our meetings that answers your question is: -I am a first generation American. Both my 
parents were survivors of the Shoah. My mother was in a concentration camp. So I have a 
somewhat different perspective of my responsibility. What I have always believed in as an 
American and what was taught to me is Hakarat Hatov--gratitude--for having my parents 
welcomed into this country as they were and being encouraged to make something of 
themselves, to thrive and to have the opportunities to live here as Orthodox Jews, to 
bring up their children and send them to Jewish schools, to be full-fledged members of 
American society while at the same time practicing Judaism so soon after the Shoah. I 
grew up with the sense, and still carry that sense, that we as Jews owe this country a 
tremendous Hakarat Hatov. How I interpret that into my day to day living is to be as good 
a citizen as I can be--not only following the law, but contributing as much as I can to 
American society.

Q (RPS): Each of you has described from a different point of view, a deep sense of 
investment in citizenship, in what it means to be an American. Do you think that sense of 
investment is shared across the Modern Orthodox community and do you think that’s 
something that’s changed over time?

A (KB): I think the idea of Hakarat Hatov that Shloime talked about is really beautiful and 
really important, but I don’t get the sense that with younger Americans that they operate 
with that sense of Hakarat Hatov. On the heels of the Holocaust and the persecution of 
Jews in Europe, it makes a ton of sense, but I feel that we are removed from that.

A (SF): It has certainly changed. It’s a significantly greater challenge for my kids’ 
generation to understand that we Jews have to carry within ourselves the legacy of 
how thankful we need to be in every generation. This is a country that has given us 
tremendous opportunity. To me gratitude is part of a contract. You give me so much 
and I owe something in return.

A (JL): I think there has been something of a change and it stems from a trend which 
is prevalent in American society in particular with groups of Modern Orthodox Jews 
which is commitment to a day school education. In and of itself [it] separates us out 
much more now than a previous generation where a lot more Modern Orthodox Jews 
might have gone to public school and had more degree of closeness or interaction with 
the rest of society. I agree with Hakarat Hatov. But anyone who has had the privilege 
of learning a Masechet of Gemara knows the piece we say after finishing, “anu ratzim 
ve hem ratzim.” “We do this and they do that.” It is a phenomenon where behaviors or 
attitudes toward society get excused and I think it ends up being dangerous because it 
allows us to say, “it’s not my problem.”

A (RPS): My maternal grandfather came to the US in the 1930s and served in the 
American army in WWII. His experience was one of profound gratitude to the US. In 
the right wing world in which I grew up, people don’t celebrate Thanksgiving. My 
grandfather always insisted when he was alive that we celebrate Thanksgiving and we 
had to eat turkey. We had to do that American thing that wasn’t done in our community 
because of his intense sense of gratitude. As time has passed in my own family, as the 
generations passed, I’ve seen a natural attenuation in the sense of gratitude. 

To watch a video of the entire panel discussion,  
visit the Bogrim section of our website at MachonSiach.org
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