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By Rabbi Peretz Wolf-Prusan 

Introduction (5 minutes)

Welcome to the Global Day of Jewish Learning!

In this session we will explore connections between Jewish visual art and perceptions of beauty. Humans in all cultures 
use art to capture experiences of beauty, though different cultures’ aesthetics and customs may vary. Judaism is no 
exception. There is a rich variety of Jewish art available to us, which helps us connect to our history, culture and religion. 
Today we will look specifically at Jewish religious art, using Jewish texts to discover more about how the making of art 
connects with beauty. 

o Ask:

1.  What varieties of Jewish art have you encountered? 

2.  What Jewish art do you have in your home? How does it enhance your home? Do you consider it beautiful? 

3.  Have you ever been inside a beautiful synagogue? What made it beautiful?

4.  Do you feel that all art is beautiful? 

Part One: Beautiful Spaces (20 minutes)

There is a tradition of sacred artistic creation that goes back to the description of the Mishkan (Tabernacle) in the Book 
of Exodus. The Mishkan was God’s dwelling place among the Israelites in the desert and the “place of meeting”. This 
detailed chapter of Exodus further spells out every single measurement required to build the Mishkan. This text is 
significant because it is a blueprint for production of ritual objects and of a sacred space.

Text #1: Exodus 26:1. English translation [bold text] and commentary [plain text] by Rabbi Adin Even-Israel 
Steinsaltz in The Steinsaltz Bible, forthcoming from Korean Publishers Jerusalem.

ה אָֹתֽם׃ ב ַּתֲעֶׂש֥ ה חֵֹׁש֖ ים ַמֲעֵׂש֥ י ְּכֻרִב֛ ַעת ָׁשנִ֔ ֶלת ְוַאְרָּגָמ֙ן ְותַֹל֣ ר ּוְתֵכ֤ ׁש ָמְׁשזָ֗ ת ֵׁש֣ ֹ֑ ֶׂשר יְִריע ה ֶע֣ ן ַּתֲעֶׂש֖ ְוֶאת־ַהִּמְׁשָּכ֥

And you shall make the Tabernacle, within which you shall place the aforementioned vessels, of ten curtains 
made of spun white linen (see Yevamot 4b; Ibn Ezra on Exodus 25:4), and with it shall be twined woolen threads 
dyed sky blue wool, and reddish-purple wool, and scarlet wool. With artfully worked likenesses of cherubs 
shall you make them, the curtains. Craftsmanship was required to ensure that the form of cherubim appeared on 
every curtain. According to some opinions, there was a different picture on each side of the fabric of the curtains 
(see Jerusalem Talmud, Shekalim 8:2; Yoma 72b; Rashi and Ibn Ezra ad loc). 

o Ask:

1.  Why should the Mishkan look beautiful? 

2.  How might art be seen as an act of devotion in Judaism? 

Appreciating Beauty and Art 
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Text #4: Ibn Ezra. Commentary on Exodus 38:8.

וטעם הצובאות. כי משפט כל הנשים להתיפות לראות פניהם בכל בקר במראות נחשת או זכוכית לתקן הפאדות שעל ראשיהם... והנה היו בישראל נשים עובדות 
השם שסרו מתאות זה העולם ונתנו מראותיהן נדבה כי אין להם צורך עוד להתיפות. רק באות יום יום אל פתח אוהל מועד להתפלל ולשמוע דברי המצות. וזהו אשר 

צבאו פתח אוהל מועד. כי היו רבות.

And the reason that the Torah says “הצובאות”, these crowds of women, is because women habitually look in the mirror — 
made of copper or glass — every morning to put their headdress into shape...Now, amongst the Israelites were certain 
women, dedicated to the service of God, who distanced themselves from worldly desire. They donated their mirrors to the 
Mishkan, as they had no further use for beautification. These women would come each day to the entrance of the Tent of 
Meeting to pray and to hear the details of the mitzvot. And these crowds near the entrance of the tent are the “הצובאות” 
referred to in the Torah.
 

Part Two: The Good of the “Evil Inclination”?

Text #5: Babylonian Talmud Yoma 69b. English translation [bold text] and commentary [plain text] by 
Rabbi Adin Even-Israel Steinsaltz in the Koren Talmud Bavli.

Text #6: Rabbi Joseph B. Soloveitchik. Halakhic Man. 
When God engraved and carved out the world, he did not entirely eradicate the chaos and the void, the deep, the 
darkness, from the domain of his creation. Rather, he separated the complete, perfect existence from the forces of 
negation, confusion and turmoil and set up cosmic boundaries, eternal laws to keep them apart. Now Judaism affirms the 
principle of creation out of absolute nothingness. Therefore, the chaos and the void, the deep, the darkness, the relative 
nothingness must all have been fashioned by the Almighty before the creation of the orderly, beautiful, majestic world.

...However, the forces of relative nothingness at times exceed their bounds. They wish to burst forth out of the chains of 
obedience that the Almighty imposed upon them and seek to plunge the earth back into the chaos and the void. It is only 
the law that holds them back and bars the path before them.
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 e Gemara maes a areneial observaion. Rav anina said: 
Learn from this a the seal of the Holy One, Blessed be He, is 
truth. 

In resonse o e indiaion o divine aeane, they observed 
a fast for three days and three nights, and He delivered e evil 
inlinaion to them. A form of a  ery lion cub came forth from 
the chamber of the Holy of Holies. Zearia the prophet said 
to the Jewish people:  is is the evil inclination for idol worship, 
as it is stated in e verse a reers o is even: �And he said: 

 is is the evil one� (Zearia : ).  e use o e word �is� 
indiaes a e evil inlinaion was ereived in a sial orm. 

When they caught hold of it one of its hairs fell, and it let out a 
shriek o ain that was heard for four hundred parasangs.  ey 
said: What sould we do o ill i? Perhaps, Heaven forfend, 
they will have mercy upon him from Heaven, sine i ries ou 
so mu.  e prophet said to them:  row it into a container 
made of lead and seal the opening with lead, since lead absorbs 
sound. As it is stated: �And he said:  is is the evil one. And he 
cast it down into the midst of the measure, and he cast a stone 
of lead upon its opening� (Zearia : ).  e ollowed is 
advie and were reed o e evil inlinaion or idol worsi.

Wen e saw a e evil inlinaion or idol worsi was de-
livered ino eir ands as e requesed, e Sages said: Since 
it is an auspicious time, let us pray also concerning the evil in-
clination for sin in e area o seual relaionsis.  ey prayed, 
and it was also delivered into their hands. 

Zearia e roe said to them: See and undersand that if 
you kill is evil inlinaion the world will be destroyed beause 
as a resul ere will also no longer be an desire o roreae.  e 
ollowed is warning, and insead o illing e evil inlinaion 
they imprisoned it for three days. A a ime, eole searched 
for a fresh egg throughout all of Eretz Yisrael and could not  nd 
one. Sine e inlinaion o rerodue was quased, e iens 
soed laing eggs.  ey said: What sould we do? I we kill it, 
the world will be destroyed. I we pray for half, i.e., a onl al 
is ower be annulled, noing will be aieved beause Heaven 
does not grant half gi  s, onl wole gi  s. Wa did e do?  ey 
gouged ou its eyes, e  eivel limiing is ower, and set it free. 
And is was e  ective o e een that a person is no longer 
aroused to ommi ines wi his lose relatives.

 e Gemara reurns o is disussion o e verse in Neemia 
ied above: In the West, i.e., Erez Yisrael, they taught e debae 
onerning e verse �e Lord, e grea God� as follows: Rav 
Giddel said: �Great� means that he ascribed greatness to Him 
by enuniaing God�s explicit name. And Rav Ma  ana said:  e 
reinsered e ollowing aellaions o God ino eir raers: 

�  e great, the mighty, and the awesome God� (Neemia : ). 

 e Gemara ommens:  is inerreaion a Rav Ma  ana 
said leans to, i.e., is onsonan wi, e eosiion of Rabbi
Yehoshua ben Levi. As Rabbi Yehoshua ben Levi said: Why are 
e Sages o ose generaions called the members of the Great 
Assembly? I is because they returned the crown o e Hol 
One, Blessed be He, to its former glor. How so? Moses came 
and said in is raer: �  e great, the mighty, and the awe-
some God� (Deueronom : ). Jeremiah e roe came 
and said: Gentiles, i.e., e minions o Nebuadnezzar, are ca-
rousing in His sanctuary; where is His awesomeness?  ereore, 
he did not say awesome in is raer: �  e grea God, e mig 
Lord o Hoss, is His name� ( Jeremia : ). Daniel came and 
said: Gentiles are enslaving His children; where is His might? 
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 Killing the evil inclination �   : Some 
explain that the Gemara�s description alludes to 
the measures taken by the members of the Great 
Assembly to curb the sinful activity that was wide-
spread during the First Temple era. Through the 
public teaching of Torah they succeeded in increas-
ing the people�s knowledge and commitment to 
the Torah, which was e ective in weaning them 
away from their desire for idolatry. Nevertheless, this 
was not enough to eliminate the people�s sexual 
passions. However, through several decrees govern-
ing the modesty of women in the home, they did 
succeed in reducing the desire to sin with close 
relatives (Ya�arot Devash).

 The great, the mighty, and the awesome �  
 : Jeremiah, who witnessed the destruc-

tion of the Temple, did not feel it appropriate to 
describe God as awesome. Daniel, who lived after 
the destruction and saw the enslavement of the 
Jewish people, ceased to describe God as mighty 
(Maharsha).
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Looking Beyond the Surface  
(Middle School)
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Introduction (5 minutes)

Welcome to the Global Day of Jewish Learning!

Today we’ll learn more about beauty and ugliness by looking closely at Jewish texts, which will challenge us and 
expand our understanding of what it means to be beautiful or ugly. 

Let’s do a short writing activity. Write down the words “beauty” and “ugliness”. Take a few minutes to think about 
these words and come up with your own definitions for them. Hold on to your notes — at the end of our session we’ll 
look back at what we wrote.

Part One:  In the Image of our Creator and Craftsman (20 minutes)

We learn in Genesis that human beings were all created in God’s image. 

Text #1: Genesis 1:27. Translation by Rabbi Adin Even-Israel Steinsaltz in The Steinsaltz Bible, forthcoming from 
Koren Publishers Jerusalem.

א אָֹתֽם׃  ה ָּבָר֥ א אֹ֑תֹו זָָכ֥ר ּונְֵקָב֖ ֶלם ֱאֹלקים ָּבָר֣ א ֱאֹלקים׀ ֶאת־ֽהָָאָד֙ם ְּבַצְל֔מֹו ְּבֶצ֥ ַוּיְִבָר֨

God created man in His own image, in the image of God He created him; male and female He created them.

o Ask:

1.  How do you understand the idea that humankind is created in the image of God? What does it mean to you 
personally, about yourself and how you view others?

2.  Having read this piece of Genesis, do you think that all people must be beautiful? Or can people, made in the 
image of God, be ugly?

The Talmud brings a story that may challenge how we think about these ideas. Let’s do a close reading of the story in 
chavruta. Chavruta is partnered learning. Learning with a friend or two allows you to share ideas and insights with one 
another as you read and discuss texts together.

Text #2: Babylonian Talmud Ta’anit 20a-b. English translation [bold text] and commentary [plain text] by 
Rabbi Adin Even-Israel Steinsaltz in the Koren Talmud Bavli. 
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 further taught A person should 

cedar. An incident occurred in which Rabbi Elazar, son of 
Rabbi Shimon, came from Migdal Gedor,  from his rabbi’s 
house, and he was riding on a donkey and strolling on the 
bank of  was 
swollen with pride because he had studied much Torah. 

He happened upon an exceedingly ugly person, who said to 
him: Greetings to you, my rabbi, but Rabbi Elazar did not 
return said to him: Worth-
less [ ]  person, how ugly is that man.  Are all the people 
of your city as ugly as you? said to him: I do not know, 
but you should go 
How ugly Rabbi Elazar realized 
that he had sinned and insulted this man merely on account of 
his appearance, he descended from his donkey and prostrated 
himself before him, and he said to I

said to him: I will not for-

say: How 

He walked behind until they 
reached 
greet him, saying to him: Greetings to you, my rabbi, my 
rabbi, my master, my master. said to them: Who are 
you calling my rabbi, my rabbi
who is walking behind you. He said to them: If this man is a 
rabbi, may there not be many like him among the Jewish 

said to them: He : 
as he is a great Torah scholar. 

He said to them: For 
he accepts upon himself 
like this. Immediately, Rabbi Elazar, son of Rabbi Shimon, 
entered the study hall and taught: A person should always be 

cedar, as one 
who is proud like a cedar is likely to sin. And therefore, due to 

reed merited that a quill is taken from 
it to write with it a Torah scroll, phylacteries, and .

§ And likewise, if a city is by 
pestilence or collapsing buildings,  that city fasts and sounds 

they do not fast. 
to which referred are those of sturdy and not dilapi-
dated that are not ready to fall, and not 
those that are ready to fall. 

of the baraita What are sound what are walls that are 
not ready to fall; what are dilapidated what are those 
that are ready to fall?  
apparently the same, and the baraita

No, it is necessary to specify that in the case of walls 
that fell due to their height, i.e., they are sound but also ready 

the baraita 
where the walls were positioned on a 

Migdal Gedor – : The location of Migdal 
Gedor is unclear. Some contend that it was a small 

According to this opinion, the river referred to in 
the Gemara was apparently the Yarmouk.

Worthless [reika] – : This term was apparently 
commonly used at the time, as it is also mentioned 
in sources outside the Talmud. It is the Aramaic ver-

reik, meaning empty. It is also 
used to refer to a person void of decent behavior, a 

vain [reikim

How ugly is that man – : 
Some commentaries explain that Rabbi Elazar was 
reacting to the boorishness and moral corruption 
he thought were expressed in the man’s face. When 
the man responded with his wise retort, Rabbi Ela-
zar realized that he had been mistaken and that 
the man’s ugliness was merely physical, and he 
immediately expressed his regret for having humili-
ated him (

Dilapidated…ready to fall – : 
Apparently, the subsequent incident involving the 
wall that stood for thirteen years is cited as an 
example of a shaky wall that is not in danger of 
imminent collapse but should still be treated as a 
hazard (see Dikdukei Soferim

Collpasing buildings – : If the walls of the 
buildings in a certain city begin to collapse, and 
these walls were sound and were not positioned 
on a riverbank, the people of that city must fast 
and sound the alarm ( ,  
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Hiddur Mitzvah: Books that show how beautiful objects are used (or created) to enhance the  
performance of a mitzvah or the celebration of a holiday 

How Kindness Creates Beauty: Books in which acts of kindness make beauty appear   

Read the PJ Library Book

Hanna’s Sabbath Dress 
BY ITZHAK SCHWEIGER-DMI’EL  
ILLUSTRATED BY ORA EITAN  
PUBLISHED BY SIMON & SCHUSTER

Synopsis 
Hanna is delighted when her mother makes her a beautiful new Shabbath dress. Hanna 
tries to keep her new dress spotless, but when she sees an old man struggling with a 
heavy bag of charcoal, she rushes to help him, soiling her dress in the process. Just 
when Hanna fears that her dress is permanently ruined, the moon comes to her aid, 
rewarding Hanna’s kindness with a special moonlit kindness of its own. 

Discuss the Jewish values and vocabulary 
Acts of loving kindness — ge-mi-lut cha-sa-dim — גְִמלּות ֲחָסִדים
Welcoming the Shabbath — Ka-ba-lat - Sha-bat — ַקָּבַלת ַׁשָּבת
Beautifying the commandment — hi-dur mitz-vah — ִהדּור ִמְצָוה 

o  Acts of loving kindness / gemilut chasidim. Pirkei Avot (Ethics of Our Ancestors) — a collection of rabbinic sayings — 
notes, “The world rests upon three things: Torah, avodah (work or prayer), and gemilut chasidim (acts of loving kindness)” 
[Chapter 1:2]. Our ancient sages felt that the world depended not only on our learning the right things to do, but putting our 
reflections into action through kind deeds. Attempting to clarify the definition of gemilut chasidim or chesed (kindness), the 
Talmud, a book of Jewish law and custom, explains that chesed is an all-encompassing term. It involves helping others by 
offering kind words, a helping hand, a listening ear, and/or financial and material assistance [Babylonian Talmud Sukkot 49b]. 

o  Welcoming the Shabbath / Kabalat Shabbat. Jewish poems, prayers, and songs often describe Shabbat as a 
queen or bride, as a way of showing how much the coming holiday is revered and anticipated. During the 1500’s, 
Kabbalistic (mystical) Jews usually dressed in white and went out into the fields to dance, sing, and joyously 
welcome Shabbat into their midst. It is still common to wear white on Shabbat, just as Hanna does in this book. The 
well-known song Lecha Dodi Likrat Kallah (“Come my beloved, to meet the Shabbat bride”) was composed during 
this time period as a way to usher in the Shabbat queen. The song is sung in many homes and synagogues today, 
with hundreds of variations on the melody. As the last line, “bo-i kallah” (“enter bride”), is sung, it is customary to 
turn toward the door and bow to greet and joyously welcome the arrival of Shabbat. 
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