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NOTE: This is the original version of the essay that appeared in the program book of the 2003 Conference on Alternatives in Jewish Education (New York: Coalition for the Advancement of Jewish Education, 2003), pp, 35-36.  The published version, edited without my approval, badly mangled my meaning in the last paragraph. 

CHAIM POTOK'S CONTRIBUTIONS TO JEWISH EDUCATION

The death of  Chaim Potok last summer [2002] at the age of 73 was not only a loss for the world of letters, but for Jewish education as well. His sensitive novelistic portrayals of Jews struggling to reconcile their commitment to a Judaism with the currents of modernity and critical scholarship, and his book about Jewish history, Wanderings, gave readers, young and old alike, enormous amounts of information about Jewish belief, culture, and history.  Much less well known is his direct involvement in Jewish educational projects for all of his adult life, both before and concurrently with his career as a novelist. 
In 1958-59 Potok was the director of Camp Ramah in California, and in the 60's he was the Director of  the Leaders Training Fellowship (LTF) of the Jewish Theological Seminary. In the latter capacity he wrote a valuable series of  study pamphlets about Jewish ethics, dealing with human nature and the ethics of such areas as business and advertising, language, law, and family (the pamphlets were republished by the Seminary in book form as Ethical Living for a Modern World ca. 1987). From 1965-74 he was the Editor-in-Chief of the Jewish Publication Society where, in addition to the JPS's ongoing publication of scholarly works, he was responsible for the publication of its innovative and popular The Jewish Catalogue. 
Potok's most lasting contributions to Jewish education are three landmark projects that made modern Jewish Biblical scholarship accessible to laypersons. 
In the first of these projects Potok served from 1965-82 as managing director of the committee that translated the Ketuvim for the JPS's Bible translation Tanakh. Because of his combination of Jewish learning, his mastery of literary English, and his ear for the cadences of the language, the committee relied on him help make the translation not only accurate but readable both in print and aloud. When the academics on the committee could not agree on which English expression to use, they turned to him to break the tie.  
The second project was the JPS Torah Commentary, for which he served as literary editor and Prof. Nahum Sarna served as scholarly editor (completed in 1996).The goal of the commentary was to combine the rich Jewish interpretive tradition with up-to-date modern scholarship, and to present it in a clear, jargon-free style accessible to non-specialists.  Following the model of the Mikra'ot Gedolot, the traditional rabbinic editions of the Bible in which separate commentaries of diverse, often contradictory ap​proaches all appear together on the same page, Sarna and Potok engaged scholars of very different views and approaches to write each volume of the commentary, with no attempt to impose a consistency of viewpoint on them.

Potok's final educational project was planning and serving as co-editor (along with David Lieber and Harold Kushner) for Etz Hayim, the new Torah commentary that the Conservative Movement published in 2001. Etz Hayim includes the JPS's translation and three levels of commentary: the peshat commentary, the derash commentary,  and the Halakhah L'maaseh commentary, which presents the Jewish laws that emerged from each verse. Potok saw the latter commentary as expressing the idea that Etz Hayim was not only an intellectual exercise but aspired to be part of Jewish living. His major contribution was to produce the peshat commentary, by abridging the five volumes of the JPS Torah commentary to less than half of this volume. Because of his intimate familiarity with the JPS volumes, his understanding of the scholarship, and his rabbinical experience, no one was better qualified to make the right choices of what to omit and what to save. 
The significance and challenge of all these projects in Potok's mind was nicely encapsulated in an article he wrote for New York Times Magazine about the experience of translating the Bible:
We were translating the book that was at the heart of Judaism and the Jewish people; and we were using as a matter of course a radical, new and, in many ways heartless, scholarly methodology that was a gift to us from the heart of Western secularism....[T]he Bible and scientific Biblical scholarship, two core elements of culture, are often at odds with each other. At what point does your commitment to objective scholarship begin to do violence to a revered text? And at what point does your reverence for the sanctity of the text begin to affect your integrity as a modern scientific scholar? We were attempting to create a work that would speak to two civilizations -- Judaism and secular humanism -- simultaneously. 

Potok's answer to this dilemma was expressed by David Lurie, the lead character in his novel In the Beginning: "[I]f the Torah cannot go into [the] world of [critical] scholarship and return stronger, then we are all fools and charlatans. I have faith in the Torah. I am not afraid of truth." Though others found critical scholarship a threat to religion, for Potok it made Judaism come alive by showing the unusual sophistication that went into the shaping of Jewish sacred texts. 
In all of these projects Chaim Potok played the altruistic, barely visible role of editor. The two commentaries would never have seen the light of day were it not for his part in initiating and advocating for them. He was impelled by his lifelong commitment to educate the Jewish community and enhance its intellectual and spiritual life. 
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