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Introduction
I Have Some Questions About 
God is a second to fourth grade 
book that is designed to facilitate 
comfortable conversations about 
God. It is made of three parts. First, 
there are twelve questions about 
God that were most important to 
eight- to ten-year-olds. Next, each 
of these questions receives two to 
four answers, each from a different 
rabbi. Finally, a series of exercises 
and activities allow students to 
personalize and build on each of the 
ideas that emerge.

HUGE IDEAS
I Have Some Questions About God was built around these huge ideas. 
(Some people would call them 
“enduring understandings.”)

• It is really important for children 
to engage in conversations about 
their big God questions. It is not as 
important for these conversations 
to resolve these questions or have 
concrete final answers.

• One of the best ways for children 
to evolve their own “theology” 
is by being exposed to a series 
of answers from which they can 
either choose or begin their own 
“faithing” process.

• Stories and metaphors are one of the best vehicles for talking about 
God.

• There is a Jewish language that is useful for thinking about God and 
reflecting upon the experience of God in our lives.

• One of the best ways of “finding” God is to isolate the places in our 
own lives where we touch or experience the Divine.

TURNING I HAVE SOME QUESTIONS ABOUT 
GOD INTO LESSONS
The usual chapter in I Have Some Questions About God has three stories 
and two exercises. One of the stories is long and the other two are short 
or very short. Following these are two exercises. There is also a page 
between the stories and the exercises called “Your Turn” that allows 
students to review the stories and state their own beliefs.

The way to create good lessons is by using this material out of order.

LESSON ONE
a. Read the question and discuss it.

b. Read and discuss the first story.

c. Use the first exercise as a way of 
exploring this issue further.

LESSON TWO
a. Read and discuss the next two 

stories.

b. Use the second exercise as a way of 
exploring the issue further.
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c. Use the “Your Turn” page as a 
closure activity, reviewing the 
stories and allowing students 
to express their own beliefs.

Feel free to add extra 
activities as specific areas 
become interesting to you 
and your students, but 
keep an eye on the 
calendar. Remember 
that there are twelve 
questions, and if each 
take two weeks, that 
is twenty-four lessons. 
You may well need to 
choose to skip some 
questions or not go 
as deeply as you 
want. As the teacher, 
you get to make those 
choices.

“I DON’T KNOW.”
The secret to successfully teaching this book is comfort with the words 
“I don’t know.” Children are very comfortable with things that cannot 
be answered. They go through life with many things that they do not 
understand or that cannot be explained in ways that they get. What 
gives them problems are questions or discussions that make adults 
uncomfortable. If you are comfortable with your own “I don’t know,” 
they will be comfortable with it, too. When it comes to God, no one has 
all the answers; we have (a) what we know, (b) what we believe, and (c) 
what confuses us—or that we are “not sure” about.

Your goal here is to be comfortable with the conversations—not 
to have clear and powerful answers to each question, but to 

be able to think and wonder with your students.

USING STORIES
Here are a few really good ways of using stories:

• The teacher can tell the story. If you are comfortable, 
telling stories is a wonderful way of bringing them alive 
and making them yours.

• The teacher can read the story. Reading stories is also 
an art form. It can be a different kind of acting out.

• Students can silently read the story on their own and 
then be ready to discuss it.

• Students can read the story in pairs (or very small 
groups) and discuss it together before you go over it as 
a class.

Here are a few ways of using stories that many not be as successful.

•Having students read them out loud. This activity has two problems. 
First, many students in these grades are not successful at oral readings. 
Second, waiting for another student to struggle through a story can be 
tedious and lose the attention of other students. Reading out loud is 
often the perfect way to work with a text, but these (for the most part) 
are stories and not texts.

• Having students prepare and act out these stories. This is a wonderful 
activity, but it takes a long time. By-and-large, there is not time to 
devote to these preparations and performances. This might be a great 
one-time strategy.

USING THE EXERCISES
The exercises in this book, for the most part, fall into a category that 
could be considered “values clarification” or “confluent.” They tend to 
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use a single pattern or process in a lot of variations. First we introduce a 
Jewish idea or image, then we find our own personal, association with it.

Here is a very simple example. On page 15 we introduce Hannah 
Szenes’ poem Eli Eli. We ask one question about why a “secular” person 
would write a poem like this about God. Then we ask students, “What 
would you put on the list of things that you hope will never end?” (The 
poem begins, “My God, My God, I pray that these never end…”

There are no “right” answers to this question. Every answer that takes 
this question seriously 
(even if it is funny) is a 
good answer. Our job 
here is not to approve of 
these answers but to enjoy 
them, not to grade or 
judge them, but to notice 
that which is interesting 
or really worthwhile about 
each answer.

It is good when a teacher 
“restates” an answer, better 
when a teacher asks a 
student a good question 
about their answer—a 
question that shows that 
the answer was listened to 
and taken seriously, and it is 
best each and every time a 
teacher can demonstrate true 
appreciation for an answer. 
Appreciation sometimes 
involves laughing, sometimes 
involves silence, and always 
is based on profound 
listening.

DISCUSSING THE STORY
When I teach with stories I always begin the same way.

Sometimes I ask “hearing questions” to make sure that students have 
understood the facts and details of the story. These are questions like 
“Who was Peter?” “What happened to the wolf?” “What was the duck’s 
name?” These questions are designed to check out the facts we need to 
understand and discuss the story. 

When I am ready to actually work on the story I always begin with one 
question: “What do you think this story means?” 
“What do you think this story teaches?” (These 
two questions are different ways of asking the 
same question.)

The best way to listen to an answer is to:

a. Lock your eyes on the student and actively 
listen directly to him/her. Taking a step toward 
the student as you do this enhances the 
process.

b. Do not look away, do not do something else, 
just actively listen—is a great indicator of your 
interest.

c. Verbally respond to each answer by (1) 
restating the answer in your own words, (2) 
asking a question about the answer, or (3) 
sharing your own reaction or response to the 
answer (but this is different than grading or 
judging the response).
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THE BIG GOAL
This book is based around two big goals:

1. That students engage is good discussions of key God questions.

2. That students develop their own provisional answers to these 
questions. (One’s God answers are always in process.)

We do not believe that third graders (or so) will be developing their final 
theology through this book. What we do believe is that they will begin to 
master a process and develop a confidence that will give them the tools 
to continually question, find difficulties, and then find answers about God 
throughout their lives.

THE LAST WORD

Here is the final word. Our friend Carol Starin pointed out, “Kids love 
these conversations.” While adults may be nervous (because they don’t 
know all the answers), talking about God and the related questions is 
something that really excites students because they are real questions 
for them—things they are really wondering about. The book, the exercises, 
and in fact any lesson plan you create is just a vehicle to enable the 
talking. This book should be an awful lot of fun.
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Chapter 1
How Do We Know There 

Really Is a God?
THIS CHAPTER IS MADE UP OF...
• Answer One: The Garden in the Middle of the Forest, by Rabbi Sybil Sheridan 

(page 8)

• Answer Two: I Just have to Care, by Rabbi Ed Feinstein (page 10)

• Answer Three: Uh-Oh, by Rabbi Jeff Salkin (page 11)

• Answer Four: The Puppy, by Aaron Roth (page 12)

• Your Turn: The wrap-up you will find in every chapter summarizing the ideas 
in each answer and presenting the opportunity to share their own viewpoints 
(page 13)

• Exercise One: Hide and Seek (page 14)

• Exercise Two: Eli Eli (page 15)

• Exercise Three: Loving God Through Actions (page 16)

LESSON PLANS
This first chapter is a little bit longer than most because it is our starting place. This 
unit has four answers, while most have only three. It has three additional exercises, 
while most others have two. Most of the chapters will conform readily into two 
sessions, but this unit will probably require three sessions. Here’s how you can 
construct your plan.

LESSON ONE
• Discuss the question

• Answer One: The Garden in the Middle of the Forest (page 8)

• Exercise One: Hide and Seek (page 14)

Required items: Large leaf, shofar, and a picture of a baby.

LESSON TWO
• Answer Two: I Just Have to Care (page 10)

• Answer Three: Uh-Oh (page 11)

• Exercise Two: Eli Eli (page 15)

LESSON THREE
• Answer Four: The Puppy (page 12)

• Your Turn (page 13)

• Exercise Three: Loving God Through Actions (page 16)

A Next Step (Optional, in Teachers’ Guide only, page ____.)
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DISCUSS THE QUESTION
Start the class by opening up the textbook to the pages 6-7 and asking the question 
found there, “How do we know there really is a God?”

Invite your students to present their own answers to this question. You may want to 
write a simplified version of the response of each student along with their name on 
the board.

Establishing this as a pattern will help invest your students in the readings, exercises 
and conversations to follow because they will have gotten the “first crack” at the 
question. Also, if a student finds his or her own idea echoed in one of the readings, 
it provides instant inclusion and validation of his or her thinking.

In this opening conversation you will have to help your students begin to feel 
comfortable discussing questions that do not have immediately apparent right and 
wrong responses.

Transition: As we read, try to find the basic idea in each answer. At the end of the 
chapter we will compare our ideas from today with the ideas in the text.
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The Garden in the Middle of the 
Forest
THE BIG IDEA
• Some people see evidence of God in the beauty and complexity of everything 

in the world. This is called an “argument from design.”

• Other people don’t buy that argument. They look at the world and believe 
that it could have evolved through accident and coincidence.

SUMMARY

Two explorers come across a beautiful garden in the middle of a forest. 
One perceives it as a miracle; the other doesn’t. They perform a series of 
experimental observations in order to find the gardener or ruler responsible for 
the garden, but none of them work. In the end, they are left only with a garden 
and different opinions about its origin.

GETTING STARTED: AN OPENING ACTIVITY

Place (1) a large leaf, (2) a shofar, and (3) a baby picture on a table in front of 
your students. (Feel free to add or change items! This is YOUR class!)

Say: “How do we know there really is a God? We don¹t know and we cannot 
know for certain. But we can use our senses to find out if there is evidence (not 
proof) of God’s presence. Look at the items on the table. How might one of 
them provide a clue that God is in the world?”

Possible kinds of answers include:

• Leaf: complexity of veins and structure and the ability to turn sunlight into food-
energy are remarkable.

• Shofar: symbol of God’s communicating with us, High Holiday tool

• Baby Picture: Amazingly cute and complex

TELLING THE STORY

There are many stories/answers in this book that, despite their brevity, contain 
complex and often novel ideas. This is one of those stories. 

For these stories, I strongly suggest that you, yourself, read the story out loud. 
You will have some students who process information visually. For them it is 

necessary to have the book open to scan while you are reading. All students 
should have that option. 



8 9

QUESTIONS FOR UNPACKING THE STORY

COMPREHENSION QUESTIONS

These questions make sure that students understand the basic details of the story.

1. Who is looking? Two explorers.

2. What do they find, and where do they find it? A garden in the middle of the 
forest.

3. What is remarkable about the garden? Its order and beauty in the middle of 
the wild jungle.

4. Do they both think the garden is a miracle? One explorer does, the other 
does not.

5. What do they do next? They try to figure out where the garden came from.

6. Does a ruler come to enjoy the garden? No.

7. Do gardeners come during the daytime? No.

8. What about gardeners coming at night? Doesn¹t happen.

9. At the end of the story, what is the one thing the explorers agree on? That 
they will never know about the origin of the garden. 

INTERPRETATION QUESTIONS

These questions help students draw out meaning from the story.

1. How is the garden like planet earth? It is an island of life. It is ordered and 
beautiful—and therefore stands out from the wild forest around it.

2 Which explorer are you? Explain. There are no wrong answers to this 
question.

3. Do you think it matters that the garden is found in the middle of a rain 
forest? Absolutely. The presence of an ordered and somewhat “designed” 
garden in the middle of a wild and random rain forest raises questions. While 
there is no “proof” that it was created and planned, it seems too intentional to 
be an accident. The world is like this for some people.
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I Just Have to Care
THE BIG IDEA
• Human caring shows that God exists.

SUMMARY

An angry man complains to a rabbi that there is too much pain and suffering 
in the world to believe in God. In the course of discussion the rabbi asks three 
times, Why do you care? Exasperated, the man responds, “I have to care!” In the 
end the rabbi responds, “As long as you care, we know God is real.”

YOU SHOULD KNOW
Hasidism: Hasidism is a way of being Jewish that embraces joy, feelings, and 
spontaneity.

Menachem Mendel of Kotsk: Menachem Mendel of the city of Kotsk, Poland, 
was an important Hasidic rabbi. He believed that trying to discover absolute 
truth was all-important. The Kotsker Rebbe, as he was sometimes called, had 
many followers.

TELLING THE STORY
You should probably read this story. When you are reading you¹ll see that the 
phrase “Why do you care” appears three times in this story. You might think 
about emphasizing different elements in the sentence by accenting different 
words each time you read it.

a) “care”

b) “you”

c) “why”

DISCUSSION HEADS UP
Be careful about how you define “care.” This story uses the word “care” 
to express a very specific idea--concern about the welfare of people. The 
word “care” is used very broadly in general conversation. The Interpretation 
Questions section below is designed to push your students toward a specific 
definition for “care.”

QUESTIONS FOR UNPACKING THE STORY

COMPREHENSION QUESTIONS:
1. What is the name of the rabbi telling the story? Rabbi Ed Feinstein.

2. What is the name of the rabbi in the story? Menachem Mendel of Kotsk

3. What are some of the things making the man in the story so angry? Hunger, 
sickness, and other human suffering.
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4. What does the rabbi keep saying (3 times)? “Why do you care?”

5. What does the story teach is “proof” that there is a God? “As long as people 
care, we know that God is real.” People not being selfish and worrying about 
others—especially people to whom they are not directly connected—makes 
them different from all other animals.

INTERPRETATION QUESTIONS
1. What does it mean to care? It means worrying about another person.

2. What are some examples of caring from your own lives? (No wrong 
answers.)

3. What about animals? Do animals care? The probable answer is yes.

4. So how is human caring, shown in our story, different? Caring is not just 
about your family. Caring is about all people. Caring is about taking care of 
the Earth. 

5. There is the idea in the Torah that people are created in God’s image, that 
we are in some ways similar to God. How is human “caring” similar to 
the way God “cares”? Humans care about the bigger picture just like God. 
People have the power to make the world a better place WHEN we care.

Animals tend to care because of a direct connection. God loves everyone. 
People can expand their caring way beyond people they know, people they 
like, and people with whom they have a connection.

Uh-Oh
THE BIG IDEA / SUMMARY
• The feeling you get when you do something wrong is called “conscience.”

• Conscience is another possible sign that there is a God.

DISCUSSION HEADS UP
Beware of the “I got my conscience from my parents” trap. Point out that such a 
“from parents to parents to children” chain had to start somewhere.

TELLING THE STORY
This story is simple and straightforward. Any reading option should work.
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QUESTIONS FOR UNPACKING THE STORY

COMPREHENSION QUESTIONS
1. What is the “Uh-oh feeling”? It is the feeling you get when you do something 

wrong.

2. What is another name for it? “Conscience.”

3. Where does Rabbi Salkin say conscience comes from? God.

INTERPRETATION QUESTIONS
1. Why do you think people call your conscience a “LITTLE voice inside you”? 

You don¹t always listen to it. You might not hear it all the time. You have 
to pay close attention to hear it. The voice starts when you¹re little, and it 
stays the same even though you get bigger. (Each of the above responses 
represents a different idea. You might want to share if they do not hit all of 
them.)

2. Rabbi Salkin feels that conscience is a very powerful force. So why do you 
think he calls it a “QUIET voice?” Sometimes we pay closer attention to 
whispering than we do to screaming. Sometimes we trust softer voices more 
than we trust shouting voices. A quiet voice comes from being relaxed and 
sure of yourself--screaming doesn¹t. (Each of the above responses represents a 
different idea. You might want to share if they do not hit all of them.)

The Puppy
THE BIG IDEA
• Love can be evidence that God exists. 

• One can respect science and still believe in God.

SUMMARY
Aaron thought that science explained everything, including love. Love was just 
a chemical reaction in the brain. Then his family adopted a dog. His feelings for 
the dog were profound, and that led him to think that love was a gift from God.

TELLING THE STORY
This is a straightforward story. Use whatever reading modality suits you. (Option: 
this story is simple enough that students could read it in pairs, so long as you 
measured everyone’s grasp of the story during your discussion.)

QUESTIONS FOR UNPACKING THE STORY
COMPREHENSION QUESTIONS
1. What kind of puppy does Aaron’s father bring home? Golden Retriever.
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2. How old was it? Six weeks old.

3. How did Aaron think about love before the puppy came home? Love was 
just a chemical reaction in the brain.

4. How does Aaron think about love now? Love is a gift from God. Love cannot 
be an accident.

INTERPRETIVE QUESTIONS
1. Do you think the way Aaron thought about love at the beginning of the 

story makes sense? Explain. (No wrong answers.)

2. Do you think there is a difference between loving an animal and loving a 
person? Explain. (No wrong answers.)

3. How is Aaron¹s idea about love-from-God the same as Rabbi Feinstein’s 
human-caring-is-proof-of-God? Both are about emotions. Both are about 
connecting with another. 

4. How is Aaron’s idea about love-from-God different from Rabbi Feinstein’s 
human-caring-is-proof-of-God? One is about a dog and the other is about 
humanity in the world. One is about wanting to improve the world and the 
other is about a personal relationship.

Your Turn
BIG IDEA
• There are many different valid Jewish answers to the question “How do we 

know there really is a God?”

• To evolve an “adult” connection with the Jewish tradition students need to 
evolve their own answer to major questions about God. Choosing between 
well-articulated answers is a first step in this process.

USING THIS PAGE
1. Have students read the four review statements on their own.

2. Invite the class to summarize in their own words each of the four answers. 
You may want to write the summaries on the board.

3. Then invite students to “choose” the answer that came closest to their own 
belief. Encourage them to explain “why” the answer works for them.

4. You may want to compare the answers they are giving now to the answers 
they gave when your class first looked at the question.

5. Ask them to explain how their ideas have changed.

A NEXT STEP
Students can videotape each other and share their ideas about this question. 
Take the time to let students watch their responses as a group. This can help 
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create a culture of inquiry that includes all of your students. Save the video to 
re-view at the end of this unit. Ask follow-up questions at that time to see if 
students have changed their thinking about God over time. 

Create a God Wall. One section of wall space can be devoted entirely to this 
unit. It will reflect new vocabulary, art projects, idea sharing boards, etc. Your 
God Wall will fill in over time and reflect the complexity of your students’ 
thinking. The only limit here is your creativity (and wall space). 

Hide and Seek
THE BIG IDEAS
• It often feels like God is in hiding.

• It often feels like our job is to search for God.

• The idea of God in hiding is a classic Jewish idea.

SUMMARY
There is a traditional Hasidic story where a grandfather explains to a grandchild 
that God often feels like someone “who is hiding when those looking have 
given up seeking.” This story then invites students to find the Godly in ordinary 
experiences.

GETTING STARTED
Read the story.

Ask: Why do you think that God is hidden and hard to find? This will be a big 
question for many students. It may get revoiced as “Why doesn’t God talk to us 
anymore?”

Expect some “I don’t knows.” Also expect “To give people space.” “Because God 
doesn’t like the way we are acting.” And even—perhaps—that “God made stuff and 
then went away.”

If there is no response, try rephrasing the question: “Pretend that you are God. 
Why would you choose to hide from humanity/people?”

The bottom line is that while we may not know why God is hiding, we know the 
feeling that God is hard to find—and that may mean that God is hiding.

Let your students process questions #2 and #3 on their own.

Question two asks about places where a “glimpse of God can be seen.” You can 
expect a student to say “God is everywhere.” If they say that, redirect the question 
emphasizing the “you.” Which places are easiest for “you” to catch a glimpse of 
God?
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Eli Eli

THE BIG IDEAS
• Many people have a sense of the Godly or the Divine in their life even if 
they don’t believe in a personal or traditional God.

• As Jews we have many different spiritual heritages to draw on. Even the 
secular kibbutz movement offers us such resources.

HOW TO USE THIS EXERCISE
Read the section.

(Option: the poem is a fairly well known song, with verses in Hebrew and 
English, and might be sung or performed for the class.)

1. Why would someone who did not go to services or observe most 
religious customs write a poem about God?

 Even if you do not believe in the God of the Bible, or believe that God does 
miracles or talks to us you can still believe that there are holy or Godly things in 
the world.

2. What else would you put on a list of things that you hope will never 
end?

 This question invites students to share things that are important to them. 
Your job as a teacher is to appreciate these things.
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Loving God Through Actions

BIG IDEAS
• The Torah commands us to “love God.”

• Rashi explains this commandment as “doing things that show love.”

• When we do mitzvot we make God real to us and to others.

SUMMARY
In the first paragraph of the Shema (the v’ahavta) we find the commandment 
“You must love the Eternal your God” (Deu. 6.5). Rashi, a medieval 
commentator, worried about a commandment “to love.” He feels that one 
cannot be commanded to have a feeling. He reinterprets this command as a 
responsibility to do other commandments as “acts of love.” E.g., you cannot be 
commanded to “have respect,” but you can be commanded to “show respect.”

In the second half of this exercise we have students examine how the doing of 
some of the mitzvot (commandments) both shows love to God and makes God 
real in the world.

USING THIS PAGE
1. Read the biblical verse and discuss the problem with a commandment “to 

love.”

2. Read Rashi’s answer and explain how it works.

3. Move on to the examples on the right hand side of the page. Below are 
sample answers (of many) for each of the given mitzvot.

a. Saying the Shema at bedtime. This is a testimony that there is a God and 
that we should make God part of our life. Saying the Shema commits us 
and shows others our commitment.

b. Eating matzah during Passover. This demonstrates that we believe that 
God took us out of Egypt.

c. Helping a poor person. This shows that all people are created in God’s 
image.

d. Taking care of the environment. This shows that we are God’s partners in 
creation.

e. Celebrating Shabbat. Shabbat is a testimony that God created the world 
and took us out of Egypt.

f. Studying Torah. This shows that we value the things that God taught and 
gave us.

g. Respecting the elderly. This shows that all people are created in God’s 
image.

h. Not cheating at business. Ditto.


