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“Grandchildren are the crown of their elders, and the
glory of children is their parents.”
– Proverbs 17:6
In honor of my grandchildren and great-grandchildren: their
lives burnish the glory of those who perished in the Shoah.
For my parents, Benjamin and Charlotte Gottesfeld z”l,
these children are the greatest reward…
•
•
•
•

Chana Hanina
Galia Hanina
Sarah Rose Warren
Joseph Nathan Warren

Children of Shira and Steve Stein
• Simcha Meir
• Tamara Yocheved
• Eliyahu Aryeh
• Eitan Yosef
Children of Aliza and Zev Ganz
• Shmuel Yoel
• Atara Rina
• Daniel Yomtov
Children of Tamar and Josh Heller
• Yakira Eliyana
• Gavriella Talia
• Yehuda Meir
Son of Laura and Adam Hanina
• Samuel Azriel Hanina

And in tribute to Rabbi Adin Steinsaltz, whose work
has opened the doors of Jewish learning to our
generation and those to come.
– Fanya Gottesfeld Heller
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A

lmost two years ago, we began to work on an international day of
Jewish study—a day that would honor Rabbi Adin Steinsaltz’s
unique achievement in completing his monumental Talmud translation and
commentary. We did not know at the time how willing and excited Jewish
communities would be to join in this effort. The Rabbi’s dream—to make
Jewish learning accessible to all Jews—begins to be realized through the
Global Day of Jewish Learning, the cumulative efforts of some 300
communities and thousands of individuals. We are grateful to them all.
Both the Global Day and this curriculum are the work of many hands,
internationally and in communities large and small. We extend special
gratitude to Rabbi Meir Klein and Rabbi Avi Weinstein for developing and
creating the 19 different classes that comprise the Global Day Adult
Curriculum. The early childhood curriculum has been prepared by The PJ
Library authors and an additional class on “What is Talmud Torah?” is
reprinted with the kind permission of Florence Melton Adult Mini-School.
The Aleph Society, which spearheads the Global Day of Jewish Learning,
is an affiliate of the Shefa Institute, a world-wide consortium that
promotes the work of Rabbi Adin Steinsaltz. We are grateful to Rabbi
Menachem Even-Israel, its Executive Director, and Amitai Eytan,
Educational Director, for their enthusiasm, guidance and creativity.
Several agencies and individuals were instrumental in the planning and
outreach for the Global Day. Our deepest thanks go to Steve Schwager,
Gideon Taylor, and Ariel Nadbornick at the American Jewish Joint
Distribution Committee. In North America, we worked closely with Jerry
Silverman and Andrea Fram-Plotkin of the Jewish Federations of North
America; we are most grateful for them.
Finally, our thanks go to Gabriela Lupatkin, our indefatigable and cheerful
community coordinator and to our respective husbands, Perry Davis and
Rabbi Benjamin Berger, for having patience with us, above and beyond
the call of duty.
Margy-Ruth Davis
Rachel Weiss-Berger
Aleph Society
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D

uring the past fifty years, Jewish life has witnessed a
renewed passion for Jewish study in general, and the study
of Talmud in particular. Early on, Rabbi Adin Steinsaltz understood
that many Jews, in Israel and throughout the world, yearned to
have access to Talmud study, but required a text that was more
accessible to a modern reader. This desire for accessibility without
sacrificing authenticity gave birth to a lifelong project known
worldwide as The Steinsaltz Talmud. The project was nothing
short of revolutionary. The readable translation alongside the
vocalized and punctuated Talmud gave access to many for whom
the Talmud was a closed book. Jews from all walks of life awaited
each successive volume with tremendous enthusiasm. Forty-five
years, and tens of thousands of learners later, this daunting task
is about to be completed. Fueled by his passionate axiom “Let my
people know,” Rabbi Steinsaltz has completed this amazing gift to
the Jewish people.
The Global Day of Jewish Learning was conceived in order to celebrate this monumental achievement. Because so many Jews have
been enriched by this work, it is only fitting that representatives from
the entire Jewish community come together to mark this special
day. In keeping with his vision, we have endeavored to make this
curriculum accessible to those who have never studied Talmud
before as well as to those who are seasoned scholars. The only
thing required to bring to the text is one’s unique life experience.
This is the context necessary for delving deeply into the passages
that have been selected for today’s learning.
Nevertheless, it is the study of Talmud that is the goal of today’s
encounter. Rendered in English, the translation is faithful to the
original text, with the goal of letting the Talmud speak for itself. It
has not been softened. Many of these classes have been piloted
with different audiences and the engagement and insights of
student and teacher alike have been astounding.

The Global Day of Jewish Learning • November 7, 2010

www.theglobalday.com

6

front matter

9/14/10

11:08 AM

Page 7

In Preparation for this Day
www.theglobalday.com

The Talmud is best learned in conversation and discussion.
The classic Beit Midrash, literally “The House of Seeking
Understanding,” was a social environment where texts came
alive through conversation and argument. This medium gave
birth to the gregarious scholar who would have never been able
to sit still in a library where silence was required. Thus, in most
cases there is no one correct answer to the questions referring
to the texts. They are designed to initiate a discussion and leave
room for different opinions.
With great care, texts have been selected that provoke thought,
but do not assume beliefs or practices by the reader. Anyone who
engages with the text seriously will be engaged to think not only
about the meaning of the text, but the meaning of their lives as well.
This encounter with meaning is critical for the success of these
classes. The student shares the responsibility of engagement with
her or his facilitator.
There is only one agenda, and that is to understand what the Talmud
says while respecting both the integrity of the text and the person
who is learning it. It has been our sacred vision to accomplish this
task to the best of our ability.
Rabbi Meir Klein and Rabbi Avi Weinstein
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A

n initiative of this magnitude can only be successful with the
partnership of organizations throughout the world. We are
very grateful for the relationships that we have established with
many Jewish agencies, transcending religious denominations and
institutional priorities.

Spearheaded by the Aleph Society, the organizing
partners for the Global Day of Jewish Learning
include:
• Hillel: The Foundation for Jewish Campus Life
• The American Jewish Joint Distribution Committee
• The Jewish Federations of North America
• The Jewish Education Service of North America
• The Jewish Community Centers Association of North
America; and
• The Shefa Institute
Our supporting partners have played a critically important role
in pledging to participate and in promoting the Day among their
constituencies.

As of August 31st our supporting partners include:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

92nd Street Y
American-Israeli Cooperative Enterprise
Birthright Israel Next
Central Conference of American Rabbis
eJewish Philanthropy
The Florence Melton Adult Mini School
Hebrew Union College-Jewish Institute
of Religion
The International Rabbinic Fellowship
Jewish Agency for Israel
Jewish Book Council
Jewish Educators Assembly
The Jewish Publication Society
The Jewish Theological Seminary
The Lookstein Center for Jewish Education
Mechon Hadar
Moishe House
MyJewishLearning
Orthodox Union
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• Paideia: The European Institute for Jewish
Studies in Sweden
• Partnership for Excellence in Jewish Education
• The PJ Library
• Rabbinical Assembly: The Worldwide
Association of Conservative/Masorati Rabbis
• Rabbinical Council of America
• RAVSAK
• Reconstructionist Rabbinical Association
• Repair the World
• Shalom Sesame
• Siegal College
• Union for Reform Judaism
• The United Synagogue of Conservative
Judaism
• World Confederation of Jewish
Community Centers
• YCT Rabbinical School
• Yeshiva University
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R

abbi Adin Steinsaltz (Even-Israel) is internationally regarded as one of the
leading scholars and rabbis of this century, and of the last. As described in
Newsweek, “Jewish lore is filled with tales of formidable rabbis. Probably none
living today can compare in genius and influence to Adin Steinsaltz, whose
extraordinary gifts as scholar, teacher, scientist, writer, mystic and social critic
have attracted disciples from all factions of Israeli society.”

Born in 1937 to a secular family, the Rabbi studied at Hebrew University and was
Israel’s youngest high school principal at the age of 23. He began his monumental
work on the Talmud in 1965, under the auspices of Israel’s President Zalman Shazar and Knesset
Speaker Kaddish Luz. Now 45 years later, Rabbi Steinsaltz has completed his 45 volume Talmud
translation and commentary in Hebrew. His commentary is also being translated and published in
French, Russian and English; a Spanish edition is being prepared.
In addition to the Steinsaltz Talmud, Rabbi Steinsaltz has authored more than 50 books and hundreds
of articles on Jewish mysticism, religious thought, sociology, biography, and philosophy. In addition to
the Talmud, his best known works are the Thirteen Petalled Rose, a book of Kabbalah; the Essential
Talmud, which serves as an introduction to the work; and Biblical Images, character sketches of men
and women of the Bible. He is also the author of a ten volume commentary on Tanya.
In 1985, Rabbi Steinsaltz established the Mekor Chaim network of schools in Israel, attracting students
from a wide spectrum of Israeli society. Today, there are over 1,000 youngsters in his educational
network, which begins in pre-school and extends to a yeshivat hesder—combining service in Israel’s
defense forces with religious studies—and to a yeshiva gavoha for advanced studies.
Rabbi Steinsaltz travels frequently to the Former Soviet Union. There, he founded the Institute for
Jewish Studies in the CIS, comprising Melamedia College; Lamed, the Jewish teacher’s organization; a
national network of informal education programs; Judaicaru – a comprehensive on-line resource center
and a publishing house for Jewish books.
Rabbi Steinsaltz has served as resident scholar at Yale University, the Institute for Advanced Studies in
Princeton, Columbia University and The Woodrow Wilson Center in Washington, D.C. In 1989, he
received the Israel Prize, his country’s highest honor, and in 1995 was also awarded the Legion
d’Honneur, the French Order of Arts and Letters. In 2002, Rabbi Steinsaltz received the Zalman Shazar
Memorial Prize for his pioneering work in the Talmud.
He lives in Jerusalem with his wife, three children and grandchildren.
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by Rabbi Adin Steinsaltz

I

f The Bible is the cornerstone of Judaism, then the Talmud is the central pillar, soaring up from the
foundations and supporting the entire spiritual an intellectual edifice. In many ways the Talmud is the
most important book in Jewish culture, the backbone of creativity and of national life. No other work has
had a comparable influence on the theory and practice of Jewish life, shaping spiritual content and
serving as a guide to conduct. The Jewish people have always been keenly aware that their continued
survival and development depend on study of the Talmud, and those hostile to Judaism have also been
cognizant of this fact. The book was reviled, slandered, and consigned to the flames countless times in
the Middle Ages and has been subjected to similar indignities in the recent past as well. At times,
talmudic study has been prohibited because it was abundantly clear that a Jewish society that ceased
to study this work had no real hope of survival.
The formal definition of the Talmud is the summary of oral law that evolved after centuries of scholarly
effort by sages who lived in Palestine and Babylonia until the beginning of the Middle Ages. It has two
main components: the Mishnah, a book of halakhah (law) written in Hebrew; and the commentary on the
Mishnah, known as the Talmud (or Gemarah), in the limited sense of the word, a summary of discussion
and elucidations of the Mishnah written in Aramaic-Hebrew jargon.
This explanation, however, though formally correct, is misleading and imprecise. The Talmud is the
repository of thousands of years of Jewish wisdom, and the oral law, which is as ancient and significant
as the written law (the Torah), finds expression therein. It is a conglomerate of law, legend, and
philosophy, a blend of unique logic and shrewd pragmatism, of history and science, anecdotes and
humor. It is a collection of paradoxes: its framework is orderly and logical, every word and term subjected
to meticulous editing, completed centuries after the actual work of composition came to an end; yet it is
still based on free association, on a harnessing together of diverse ideas reminiscent of the modern
stream-of-consciousness novel. Although its main objective is to interpret and comment on a book of
law, it is, simultaneously, a work of art that goes beyond legislation and its practical application. And
although the Talmud is, to this day, the primary source of Jewish law, it cannot be cited as an authority
for purposes of ruling.
The Talmud treats abstract and totally unrealistic problems in the same manner in which it refers to the
most prosaic facts of everyday life, yet succeeds in avoiding abstract terminology. Though based on the
principles of tradition and the transmission of authority from generation to generation, it is unparalleled
in its eagerness to question and reexamine convention and accepted views and to root out underlying
causes. The talmudic method of discussion and demonstration tries to approximate mathematical
precision, but without having recourse to mathematical or logical symbols.
The Global Day of Jewish Learning • November 7, 2010
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The Talmud is best understood through analysis of the basic objectives of its authors and compliers.
What were they aiming at, those thousands of sages who spent their lives in debate and discussion in
hundreds of large and small centers of learning? The key is to be found in the name of the work: Talmud
(that is, study, learning). The Talmud is the embodiment of the great concept of mitzvat talmud Torah—
the positive religious duty of studying Torah, of acquiring learning and wisdom, study which is its own
end and reward. A certain talmudic sage who has left us nothing but his name and this one dictum had
this to say on the subject: “Turn it and turn it again, for everything is contained in the Torah. Regard it
and grow old in it and never abandon it, for there is no greater virtue.”
Study of Torah undoubtedly serves numerous practical purposes but these are not the crucial objectives.
Study is not geared to the degree of importance or the practical potential of the problems discussed. Its
main aim is learning itself. Likewise, knowledge of Torah is not an aid to observance of law but an end
in itself. This does not mean that the Talmud is not concerned with the values contained in the material
studied. On the contrary, it is stated emphatically that he who studies Torah and does not observe what
he studies would better never have been born. A true scholar serves as a living example by his way of
life and conduct. But this part of the general outlook of the Talmud; for the student poring over the text,
study has no other end but knowledge. Every subject pertaining to Torah, or to life as related to torah, is
worthy of consideration and analysis, and an attempt is always made to delve into the heart of the matter.
In the course of study, the question of whether these analyses are of practical use is never raised. We
often encounter in the Talmud protracted and vehement debates on various problems that try to examine
the structure of the method and to elucidate the conclusions deriving from it. The scholars invested all
this effort despite the fact that they knew the source itself had been rejected and was of no legislative
significance. This approach also explains why we find debates on problems that were relevant in the
distant past and were unlikely ever to arise again.
It sometimes occurs, of course, that problems or debates once thought impractical or irrelevant gain
practical significance in some later age. This is a familiar phenomenon in the sphere of pure science. But
this development is of little consequence to the Talmudic student, as, from the outset, his sole objective
has been to solve theoretical problems and to seek the truth.
The Talmud is ostensibly constructed along the lines of a legal tract, and many people commit the error
of thinking that it is legal in essence. It treats the subjects with which it deals—basic halakhah, biblical
verses, or traditions handed down by sages—as natural phenomena, components of objective reality.
When a man has dealings with nature, he cannot claim that the subject does not appeal to him or is
unworthy of perusal. There are, of course, varying degrees of importance to issues, but all are alike in
that they are—they exist and note must be paid to them. When the talmudic sage examined an ancient
tradition, he perceived it, above all, as a reality in itself, and whether binding on him or not, it was part of
his world and could not be dismissed. When the scholars discuss a rejected idea or source, their attitude
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resembles that of the scientist contemplating an organism that has become extinct because of its
inability to adapt itself to changing conditions. This organism has, in a manner of speaking, “failed” and
died out, but his fact does not detract from its interest for the scientist as a subject of study.
One of the greatest historical controversies was that between the methods of the “houses” (schools) of
Shammai and Hillel, which lasted for more than a century. It was eventually resolved in the famous
dictum: “Both are the words of the living God, and the decision is in accordance with the House of Hillel.”
The fact that one method is preferred does not mean that the other is based on a misconception. It, too,
is an expression of creativity and of “the words of the living God” When one of the sages ventured to say
a certain theory was not to his liking, he was scolded by his colleagues, who informed him that it was
wrong to say of Torah, “This is good and this is not.” Such a view is analogous to the case of the scientist
who is not permitted to say that a certain creature seems to him “unappealing.” This does not mean to
imply that evaluations (even of appeal) should never be made; they should, however, be based on a
consciousness of the fact that no man has the right to judge or to determine that a certain object lacks
beauty form the purely objective point of view.
This analogy between the natural world and Torah is ancient and was developed at length by the
sages. One of its earliest expressions is the theory that just as an architect builds a house according
to a blue-print, so the Holy one, Blessed be He, scanned his Torah in creating the world. According to
this viewpoint, it follows that there must be a certain correlation between the world and Torah, the
latter forming part of the essence of the natural world and not merely constituting external speculation
on it. This way of thinking also engendered the view that no subject is too strange, remote, or bizarre
to be studied.
The Talmud reflects so wide a range of interest because it is not a homogeneous work composed by a
single author. When several people collaborate on a book, they have in mind a certain specific aim which
lends the work character and direction. But the Talmud is the end result of the editing of the thoughts
and sayings of many scholars over a long period, none whom envisages a final written work at the time.
Their remarks were inspired by life, growing out of the problems submitted to them and the exchange of
views between the various sages and their disciples. This is why we cannot discern a clear trend of a
specific objective in the Talmud. Each debate is, to a large extent, independent of others and unique, and
each subject is the focus of interest at the time it is being discussed. At the same time, the Talmud has
an unmistakable and striking character of its own, which does not bear the imprint of an individual, or of
the editors, but is collective, reflecting the quality of the Jewish people over a given period. Not only
where the thousands of anonymous views are concerned, but also in cases where the identity of the
author or proponent is known, the differences between individuals are blurred and the general spirit
prevails. However violently two sages may differ, their shared traits and likemindedness must eventually
become evident to the reader, who then discerns the overall unity that over comes all differences.
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Since the Talmud is concerned with subjects, ideas, and problems, there evolved over the centuries the
custom of quoting various views in the present tense: “Abbaye says, Rabba says.” This stylistic habit
reflects the belief that the work is not merely a record of the opinions of the scholars of past ages, and
it should not be judged by historical criteria. The Talmudic sages themselves distinguished between
personalities and periods (clarification of such questions is, in fact, an integral part of study), but the
distinctions are only cited when strictly relevant and are not employed for evaluation and discussion. For
those scholars time is not an ever-flowing stream in which the present always obliterates the past; it is
understood organically as a living and developing essence, present and future being founded on the
living past. Within this wide-ranging process, certain elements take on more stable form, while others,
pertaining to the present, are flexible and much more changeable; the process as such, however, is
bases on faith in the vitality of each element, ancient as it may be, and the importance of its role in the
never-ending, self renewing work of creation.
This process of renewal is closely connected to the centrality of the query in the talmudic debate. To a
certain extent, the entire Talmud is framed by questions and answers, and even when not explicitly
formulated, questions constitute the background to every statement and interpretation. One of the most
ancient methods of studying the Talmud attempted to reconstruct the question on the basis of the
statement that serves as a response. It is no coincidence that the Talmud contains so many words
denoting questions, ranging from queries aimed at satisfying curiosity to questions that attempt to
undermine the validity of the debated issue. The Talmud also differentiates between a fundamental query
and a less basic inquiry, a question of principle and marginal query. Voicing doubts is not only legitimate
in the Talmud, it is essential to study. To a certain degree, the rule is that any type of query is permissible
and even desirable; the more the merrier. No inquiry is regarded as unfair or incorrect as long as it
pertains to the issue and can cast light on some aspect of it. This is true not only of the Talmud itself but
also of the way in which it is studied and perused. After absorbing the basic material, the student is
expected to pose questions to himself and to others and to voice doubts and reservations. From this
point of view, the Talmud is perhaps the only sacred book in all of world culture that permits and even
encourages the student to question it.
This characteristic leads us to another aspect of the composition and study of the Talmud. It is
impossible to arrive at external knowledge of this work. Any description of its subject matter or study
methods must, inevitably, be superficial because of the Talmud’s unique nature. True knowledge can only
be attained through spiritual communion, and the student must participate intellectually and emotionally
in the talmudic debate, himself becoming, to a certain degree, a creator.

Copyright © 2006 by Adin Steinsaltz
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The Jewish definition of leadership is the ability to react to each person in
a different way. Perhaps it is a Divine gift to be able to appear different to
each person, according to his or her need.

—Rabbi Adin Steinsaltz
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Models of Leadership
ewish leadership comes in all shapes and sizes. When we ask, “What are the essential qualities of a leader?”
the Jewish answer is: It depends… Social scientists have much to say on this subject and so does the
Talmud. In this class, we will examine the opinion of a social scientist, look at the contemporary example of
Carolyn McCarthy as a challenge to his understanding, and then look at a short Mishnah from Pirkei Avot, Values
of Our Fathers.

J

1. Leaders from Birth
V. A. Howard, a leading social scientist, asks whether leadership can be taught and rejects the possibility.
Leadership is a very abstract concept, and cannot be looked at as if it were some skill that if taught could easily
be mastered. Howard prefers to look at leadership like an art form, a talent much like musicianship; either you
have it or you don’t. But while leadership is innate, knowledge about leadership can be taught. He also feels that
a great deal of the strategies, tactics, and skills of leadership can be helpful.
V. A. Howard Navigator
o What good is knowledge about leadership if leaders are born and not made?
o What would V. A. Howard’s definition of a leader be?

2. Circumstances Created Leaders
Congresswoman Carolyn McCarthy, 55, was first elected to the United States House of Representatives in 1996
and was re-elected for her second term, in 1998. A life-long resident of Mineola, New York, she is a Licensed
Practical Nurse (LPN) with over 30 years experience in the health care field. Carolyn married Dennis McCarthy in
1967 and they raised one son, Kevin. She had led a mostly quiet life as a nurse, wife, and mother until she was
thrust into the spotlight on December 7, 1993. On that day, her husband was killed and her son injured when a
crazed gunman randomly shot into a rush-hour commuter train returning from New York City to Long Island.
Rather than allow this tragedy to defeat her, Carolyn McCarthy turned the incident into a public campaign against
gun violence. She began by speaking across the country on the roots and causes of gun violence, and she soon
became a vocal advocate for common-sense laws to reduce gun violence in New York State and on a national
level.
McCarthy believes gun violence is the end product of society’s ills and that to stop the violence we must address
its root causes. She advocates providing all children with a good education and an opportunity to attend college;
creating safe and drug-free schools; and creating more job opportunities that pay a livable wage.
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Values of Our Fathers

Chapter 2 Mishnah 6
He [Rabban Gamliel] used to say: A boor will never be wary of wrongdoing. An ignoramus cannot be pious. The
shy will not learn. The impatient cannot teach. And not everyone who increases their wealth becomes wise. And
in a place where there is no one person [to do what is needed] endeavor to be that person.
Mishnah Navigator
o What does the last sentence in the Mishnah have to do with all the previous ones?
o In light of V. A. Howard’s insights, how is the final statement of the Mishnah compatible with what he says
about leadership?
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Who is a spiritual leader in time of crisis?
Two Talmudic Visions on One Mishnah
Jerusalem Talmud Ta’anit 1:4
Who are considered the special ones? These are the ones who
have been appointed trustees of the community. Just because he
was appointed a trustee for the community are his prayers are
answered? Because he was appointed and was trustworthy, it is
fitting for his prayers to be answered.

Babylonian Talmud Ta’anit 10b from
Rabbi Steinsaltz Commentary

The Rabbis taught: One should not say about himself
that he is a Torah scholar, but not suited to be a special one. All Torah scholars are considered special
ones for this purpose. Who is considered a special one
and who is considered a Torah
scholar? A special one is anyThings to Think About
one who is fit to be a trustee
o Remember how V.A. Howard
The 17th of Marcheshvan had
for the community. A Torah
assumed that leaders are born, but
come, but the rains hadn’t—the
scholar is anyone who when
not made? How does his theory
asked a question on the tractate
special ones fast three fasts… The
apply to spiritual leadership? Where
he is currently learning—even
New Moon of Kislev arrived, but the
does Carolyn McCarthy fit, or is she
if that is the only one he
rains hadn’t—the court decreed
different from both models?
knows—he can speak on it.
three fasts upon the community.
The Rabbis brought the following teaching: Not everyone
Ta’anit Navigator
can or should make himself
o According to the Jerusalem Talmud, what are the essential
into a special one for this purpose, and not everyone
criteria for being considered a special one?
who wants to make himself into a Torah scholar for this
o According to the Babylonian Talmud, what further criteria
purpose can or should, says Rabbi Meir. Rabbi Yossi
are listed?
says, he can in both cases, and it is commendable. For
o Can the two Talmudic interpretations be viewed as compatible?
in this instance, he is not doing it for praise, but it is
o Given all these criteria, what does a leader need to be in
causing him to suffer.
order to be effective in this context?

Mishnah Ta’anit 4:1
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What Is Jewish Humility? And What Does It Have to Do with Leadership?

vubg

he Hebrew word for humility is
(ANaVa), and it is mentioned in the Torah only once. When Aaron
and Miriam choose to use Moshe’s marriage to the Kushite woman as a pretext for challenging his
authority, Moshe does not defend himself: the narrative describes him as the “humblest (anav m’od) of
all men who dwell on the face of the earth.”

T

For context, look at the whole incident as it appears at the end of Parshat B’ha’alotcha:
Numbers 12:1-13
1. And Miriam and Aaron spoke against Moses because of the Kushite woman whom he had married; for he
had married a Kushite woman.
2. And they said, Has the Lord indeed spoken only by Moses? Has he not spoken also by us? And the Lord
heard it.
3. And the man Moses was very humble, more than any other men who were upon the face of the earth.
4. And the Lord spoke suddenly to Moses, and to Aaron, and to Miriam, “Come out you three to the Tent of
Meeting.” And the three came out.
5. And the Lord came down in the pillar of the cloud, and stood in the door of the Tent, and called Aaron and
Miriam; and they both came forth.
6. And He said, “Hear now my words; if there is a prophet among you, I the Lord will make Myself known to
him in a vision, and will speak to him in a dream.
7. Not so with My servant Moses, for he is the trusted one in all My house.
8. With him I speak mouth to mouth, manifestly, and not in dark speech; and he beheld the form of the Lord.
Why then were you not afraid to speak against My servant Moses?”
9. And the anger of the Lord was kindled against them; and He departed.
10. And the cloud departed from off the Tent; and, behold, Miriam had become leprous, white as snow; and
Aaron looked upon Miriam, and, behold, she was leprous.
11. And Aaron said to Moses, “Oh, my lord, I beg you, lay not the sin upon us, because we have done foolishly,
and because we have sinned.
12. Let her not be as one dead, of whom the flesh is half consumed when he comes out of his mother’s womb.”
13. And Moses cried to the Lord, saying, “Heal her now, O God, I beseech you.”

Torah Navigator
o Why doesn’t Moshe defend himself, and why is this considered laudable behavior for a leader?
o Why is humility considered to be an indispensible quality for true leadership in Jewish tradition?
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Leadership and Humility
It was common practice in the 19th-century Mussar movement—those who felt that ethical perfection required an
annihilation of the ego—to indulge in what was called self-annihilation. Those practitioners spent hours breast
beating and repeating over and over, “I am nothing.” Once, while they were engaging in this practice a child
walked in off the street and noticed what the sages of the town were doing. He promptly sat down and joined
them in their declarations of humility, “I am nothing.” One wizened sage turned to the other and said, “Look who
thinks he’s a nothing!”

Understanding the
Mishnah and Talmud
The fast this refers to fasts
for rain after an extended
drought.
Leader of the community
presumably to demonstrate
that even those of great
stature are publicly humbled.
With those of least stature
because we are cursed with
a drought, why would we
begin with the leaders?
Shouldn’t we begin with the
general community?
Your importance is signified because your prayers
are considered more important, this is not considered to
be humiliating.

Ta’anit 15 a-b
Mishnah: How should the prayers that
accompany the fast be performed? The Ark
should be taken to the main square of the
city, and burnt ashes should be placed on
top of the Ark, and they should be placed
on the head of the leader of the community, and the leader of the court. Then everyone should place the ashes, each on his
own head.

Talmud: “On the head of the leader of the
community” and then it teaches that
afterwards, “everyone should place the
ashes, each on his own head”! Is this so? Is
it not taught, “Rabbi Yehuda Hanassi said:
For great things, one begins with those of
great stature, and for curses one begins
with those of least stature!”
In this case being first enhances their
stature because it is as if we are saying,
“Your importance is signified through your
asking for mercy on behalf of all of us.”

Babylonian Talmud:
Yoma 22b
Rabbi Yehuda said in the
name of Shmuel: “Why is it
that Shaul’s kingdom did not
have its own successor? It
was because there was no
shame in its lineage. For
Rabbi Yochanan said in the
name of Rabbi Shimon Ben
Yehotzadak: ‘Do not appoint
a leader of the community,
unless there is a basket of
vermin hanging right behind
him, so that if he becomes
arrogant, they can say, “turn
around!’”
Rabbi Yehuda said in the
name of Rav: “Why was
Shaul punished? Because he
would give up the honor due
to him, as it is written: And
some scoundrels said: ‘How
will this one save us?!’ and
they scorned him and
brought him no gift. But he
pretended not to mind.”
(I Samuel 10:27)

Questions and Comments
1. Do you think that it is fitting to elect a leader who has some defect? Isn’t the fact that he has “a basket
of vermin hanging right behind him” a pretext for getting rid of him?
2. Why was Shaul removed because he gave up the honor due to him? Isn’t that humility exactly the
quality one should look for in a leader?
3. How do we reconcile the two Talmudic passages? Was Shaul too arrogant, or too humble?
4. Can you make these passages inform and modify each other? Once you have done this, can you define
the nature of humility?
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A Tale of Two Rabbis
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Can or Should a Leader Be Humble?
lfa and Rabbi Yochanan were studying Torah together, and both were pressed for income. They said: “Let us get
up from study and go start a business, so that we can take care of ourselves, ‘There shall be no needy among
(because of) you.’” (Deuteronomy 15:4).

I

They went off and stopped to sit underneath a rickety wall to break bread.
Two ministering angels came and Rabbi Yochanan heard one say to the other: “Let’s push over this wall and kill
them because they are leaving an eternal world for a temporary one!”
The other one answered: “Leave them, for one of them will have his day.”
Rabbi Yochanan overheard them, but Ilfa didn’t.
Rabbi Yochanan asked: “Did you hear anything, sir?” Ilfa answered: “No.”
Yochanan thought to himself, since I heard and Ilfa didn’t, this must mean that I am the one that will have his day!
Rabbi Yochanan said: “I will go back, and I will be able to sustain myself: For the poor will never cease from the
earth.” (Deuteronomy 15:11)
Rabbi Yochanan returned, but Ilfa didn’t for a long time. When Ilfa finally returned, Rabbi Yochanan had been
appointed the leader of the community.
People said to Ilfa: “If you had stayed we would have appointed you instead!” Ilfa walked to a ship and climbed
up the main mast and said: “If there is one of you that can ask me a question from the Mishnah of Rabbi Chiyya
and Rabbi Oshiya that I can’t answer, then I will jump down from this mast!”
This old man stepped forward and said over the following Mishnah:
It is taught:
One who says in his will: Give a shekel to my children for Shabbat, and there was a need to give them significantly
more (a sela), then one gives them a sela. But if he says, Only give them a shekel, then they only receive a shekel.
If they died, and others inherited in his son’s place. Regardless whether he said “Give” or “only give”—in this case,
one only gives a shekel.
Ilfa said to him: “Who is the author of this statement? Rabbi Meir is, because he said that it is a mitzvah to fulfill
the words of the deceased.”

Navigating the Old Man’s Mishnah

o If there is time afterward, look at the case where one bequeaths in his will a shekel’s worth of Shabbat provisions for
his children.
o Why does one allow for more to be given if the man did not qualify his words with “only”?
o Why does this not hold true if his sons died before getting the chance to inherit?
o Does this Mishnah have a deeper connection with the narrative that preceded it? If so, what could it be?

The Global Day of Jewish Learning • November 7, 2010

www.theglobalday.com

Adult Class

9

ADULT_LEADERSHIP

9/14/10

11:22 AM

Page 10

Leadership

A Tale of Two Rabbis
Hebrew Sources

PJ LIBRARY Leadership

9/14/10

11:35 AM

Page 1

Leadership

Nachshon, Who Was Afraid to Swim
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Nachshon, Who Was
Afraid to Swim
By: Deborah Bodin Cohen

Age Appropriate:
5-7 year olds
Class Length:
1–11⁄2 hours

Look Closely and
Select a Book

Identify Big Ideas
VALUES TO HIGHLIGHT
1. Ometz lev: Courageous leadership

WHY THIS BOOK WAS SELECTED
o The book highlights an unusual leader;
someone who was willing to take a literal
leap of faith. Nachshon led by being willing
to do what others were not.
o Many children long to try new things but,
at the same time, they are fearful. This
book reassures that a “leap” can be a
step of courage.
o Though the book speaks about God, it speaks
of faith as trusting in God and trusting in
oneself, which is language a primary age
child can understand, especially with the
concrete example given in the story.
o The book can be read before Passover, but is
also one that can be used at any time of year
a story of courage is appropriate

GOALS OF PROGRAM
1. Highlight and connect the major themes of
this book to daily life
2. Involve families in a project to continue to
engage in Jewish living at home:
a. to note times when their child displays
faith and tries something new
b. to share stories of struggles and
leaps of faith

This book-based Program curriculum was developed by The PJ Library.
The L-I-S-T-E-N rubric was initially developed by Ina S.G. Regosin, Director, Hebrew College, Early Childhood Institute, with
input from Rachel Raz and Sherry Grossman.
Program submitted by Iris Koller, Syracuse: iriskoller@gmail.com
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Set the Scene

(10–15 minutes)

{ Intro Activity }

Sharing Stories of Strength and Courage
Materials Needed
• Sheet of drawing paper, pencil, and crayons for each
child and parent
• A large sheet with the phrase Be strong and of good
courage (in Deuteronomy 31:7, God told Moses
to tell Joshua as he was charged to be the next
leader of the Jewish people, the leader that would
help them to settle in the land of Israel after years
of wandering)
1. Have this large sheet hanging on a wall that has
lots of space for additional papers to be added
around it
2. Have additional 81/2x11 copies on the table with
the additional questions and directions:

o When have you been strong and of good
courage?

o When have you tried something that you
were a bit scared to do?

o When have you led others?

o Draw a picture and write a sentence or two

to tell your story. Parents can share their
stories, too!

o Have some PJ books available for families
to read together if they finish the project
sooner

• Poster putty or painter’s tape (to hang participants’
art work around the text).

Adaptations for Group Size and Age
Larger Groups
Before hanging their pictures have families share
their stories at the tables.
Younger Children
May need more prompting from parents and will
need parents to write for them.

The Global Day of Jewish Learning • November 7, 2010

Directions
1. Be sure to welcome each family as they arrive.
Direct them to where they can put their hats, coats,
gloves, etc., and to where they can sign in and
make name tags.
2. Direct them to a table and if others are there, invite
them to introduce themselves and share what the
newcomers are to do.
a. Point out the text on the wall and share that the
words “be strong and of good courage” are
from the Torah, sharing context noted above.
b. Point out the quote and directions on the table.
Ask parents to help children think, and children
to help parents think, of a time they were strong
and had courage, and then to draw and write a
bit about it.
3. As you have time, wander and chat with people
about what they have done; prompt with questions
if people are struggling, such as:
a. Did they learn to swim even if they were a bit
scared?
b. Did they teach someone how to do something?
c. Did they give a presentation (again, teaching
people) or take part in a play even though it made
them nervous to be in front of people like that?
4. If folks come in too late to finish this, encourage
them to think about the question and be ready to
share; suggest they can complete the picture later
or at home.
5. As families finish they can hang their stories around
the text on the wall.
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Tell the Story

(20–30 minutes)

READER’S INTRODUCTION
{ Transition }
Invite all to come and join you. Ideally you can have space under or near the Be strong and of good
courage text for all to sit. Ask them to bring their pictures to share.
NOTE: If group is very large, ask them to introduce themselves to each other and share what they drew
and wrote about at their tables before they come and join you.
As everyone settles in, welcome all. Have families briefly introduce themselves and share, in a sentence
or two, each of their pictures. One family member can stand and point out their picture on the wall. Briefly
explain that the stories the families just shared help to make words that were said a long time ago, words
from the Torah, relevant to today. Also share that even though those words were written thousands of
years ago, the stories are one way of showing that the lessons of Torah still have meaning for our
lives today.
Go on to explain that Rabbis and Jewish teachers connect stories to the Torah, too. Many times when they
are writing a d’var Torah or sermon they start with the words in the Torah and then connect them to a story
in their own life or the lives of others today.
o Rabbis did that a long time ago, too. They tried to understand the Torah by thinking about their
lives.
o Also, when they weren’t quite sure how something in the Torah happened, they created stories
to help explain what might have happened. Those stories are called midrash. Today’s story is a
midrash, telling the story of a boy who just might have helped the Red Sea to part when the
Jewish people, who had been slaves in the land of Egypt, were trying to get beyond the sea to
be free people.
SETTLING IN TO READ
As you read encourage active movement as the book describes if you see that the children are restless.
o They can, with great effort, pound straw and mud into bricks, for instance.
o They can make the sounds of horses by slapping hands on their thighs.
o They can cheer for freedom.

FINISHING THE STORY
You might want to ask the children and parents:
o What did they like best about the story?
o How was Nachshon a leader?

o Was he strong and of good courage and if yes, how?
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ACTIVE PARTICIPATION
Use movement and active dramatic reading to engage the
listeners.

{ Follow Up Activity #1 }

Drum Making
Materials Needed:

Adaptations for Group Size and Age
Larger Groups
Stand if needed to show all the pictures in the story.
Younger Children
Be sure to plan to engage them in appropriate movements to
enhance their experience and keep them engaged (see above).

• Assorted coffee cans, quartsized yogurt containers,
cocoa tins, etc.
• Construction paper of a size
that can wrap around the cans
• Masking or packing tape
• Scissors
• Crayons or markers
• Paper glue

Advance Preparation
for Drum Making

Enhance and Extend
the Experience

o Collect various metal and plastic
containers of quart size or larger

{ Follow-up Activity #1 }

Be a Leader Without Saying a Word

o Also useful to have a sample
made

25–35 minutes

T

o If families will be working at
tables, it will be helpful to have
previously packed containers
of materials for each table
(see below)

his is a 2-part activity—first the craft of making a drum,
and then using the drum to lead others. If you do not
have time for both parts.

LEADER INTRODUCTION
Before families head back to their tables, let them know that
just like Nachshon sometimes we need to take a risk and try
something new, something we might not have thought we
could do. We are going to do that very soon, but first we need
to make something to help us: we will make drums!
(see sidebar at right)

Directions
1. Each participant (parents and
children alike) should choose
a container.
2. Using the tape provided, they
should cover the opening at the
top with overlapping strips of
tape, being sure that they have
no spaces in between the strips.
3. Then, measure and cut a piece
of construction paper to wrap
around the body of the can
with enough overlap to be
able to glue it in place once
it is decorated.
4. Decorate the paper, and then
glue it around the can.
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Nachshon, Who Was Afraid to Swim

{ Follow-up Activity #2 }

{ Follow-up Activity #2 }

Being a Drum Leader

Directions

Note to Leaders:
For many of you, this might be a day where you are taking a
risk as a leader. Many of us are very used to leading with our
words. This activity will stretch us as well as our participants,
and it is something worth sharing with them as part of the
wrap-up of the program. As you start leading without a sound,
you will likely be a courageous leader!

1. With the beating of your drum,
call everyone to attention and
then with a marching beat and
signal of your hand, draw everyone to march and sit in a circle.
2. Hold your hand up for silence.
3. Beat a simple rhythm, and then
just with hand motions, invite all
to join you so that everyone is
beating in unison.
4. Get fancy. Stop everyone, and
then, with hand signals, divide
the group in half. Model and
then have everyone join you in a
basic rhythm. Then, while they
continue, model and have the
other half do a variation that
complements the initial rhythm.
5. Silence all and then motion a
parent to come up and (ideally
continuing without speaking)
invite him/her to play a brief
pattern of beats. Then invite
all to follow his/her model a
few times to make music.
6. Send that person back to sit
down and then bring up one of
the older, more eager-looking
children to do the same.
7. Continue in this fashion until
many (or all, if it is a small group)
have had a turn.
8. End with a “drumroll of beats”
by all and then take a minute or
so to give praises to this group
of great leaders and terrific
drummers!
9. Talk about how leadership is
about doing, not just about
using words to tell others
what to do.
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Nurture the Family
TAKE THE LEADERSHIP HOME
As a closing activity, provide each participant with an award for “Courageous Leadership” (see one idea
attached) citing their being willing to step up and lead all in drumming.
o You can immediately encourage them to add a sentence or drawing to the picture they shared at
the beginning of the program.
o Encourage them (parents and children alike) to recognize future moments of leadership by adding
more stars and notations to the award.
o Make sure families take down their pictures from the beginning of the program.

o If you’d like to end with a song, consider Sheldon Low’s You Can Do It from his CD It’s All Challah
to Me!
o Let parents know you will be sending home an e-mail filled with information about Jewish life and
raising children to be leaders.

{ Try This at Home }
Web links to learn from and share
On Children, Judaism, and Leadership
www.myjewishlearning.com/practices/Ethics/Caring_For_Others/Ethical_Behavior/
Concepts_and_Ideas/Derekh_Eretz/Teaching_Your_Children.shtml
www.myjewishlearning.com/practices/Ethics/Caring_For_Others/Ethical_Behavior/
Concepts_and_Ideas/Being_a_Mentsch/Raising_a_Mentsch.shtml
www.associatedcontent.com/article/3262/help_your_children_become_good_leaders.html?cat=25
www.myjewishlearning.com/life/Relationships/Parents_and_Children/
Raising_a_Jewish_Feminist.shtml
www.ehow.com/how_5021792_develop-leadership-skills-children.html
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Hazak v’ematz
Be strong and of good courage
Devarim 31:7

When have you been strong and of good courage?
When have you done something that you were scared to do?
When have you led others?

Draw a picture and write a sentence or two to tell your story.
Parents can share their stories, too!
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The tzedakah box—whether it is a personal one out of which one gives to the poor, or a box
belonging to a social or educational institution—is part of one’s on-going self-education and the
education of one’s children. It is a constant reminder of a Jew’s obligations to society, of the fact
that the religious life is not confined to ritual alone but entails responsibility to others.

—Rabbi Adin Steinsaltz

Tzedakah
Exemplars of Empathy
The Man Who Would Give Too Much
www.theglobalday.com

Keeping Commitments & Tzedakah

The PJ Library: Bone Button Borscht

Tzedakah

The Man Who Would Give Too Much
www.theglobalday.com

Steinsaltz Talmud,
Ta’anit 24a

Deuteronomy 15:7-12

Talmud Ketubot 50a

Rabbi Elai stated: “It
If there is among you a poor man of one of your
Whenever the collectors of
was ordained at Usha
brothers inside any of your gates in your land
charity caught sight of
that if a man wishes
which the Lord your God gives you, you shall
Rabbi Eleazar ben Birtah
to spend on giving
they would hide themtzedakah liberally, he
not harden your heart, nor shut your hand from
selves from him, because
should not be allowed to
your poor brother; but you shall open your hand
he was in the habit of givspend more than a fifth
wide to him, and shall surely lend him sufficient
ing away to them all that
of his income.” So it was
for his need, in that which he lacks…You shall
he had. One day he was
also taught: If a man
surely give him, and your heart shall not be
going to the market to buy
desires to spend liberally
grieved when you give to him; because for this
a trousseau for his daughon giving tzedakah, he
thing the Lord your God shall bless you in all
ter. When the collectors of
should not spend more
charity caught sight of him
than a fifth, [since by
your works, and in all that you put your hand to.
they hid themselves from
spending more] he
him. He ran after them and
might himself come to
Maimonides, Laws of Gifts to the Poor
said to them: “I beg of you,
be in need [of the help]
9:1 – Any town where Jews dwell is obliged to appoint a col[tell me] on what mission
of people. It once
lector for tzedaka who is trustworthy and well respected.
are you engaged?” And
happened that a man
They have the responsibility to solicit the community every
they replied: “[The marwished to spend more
Sabbath eve and collect whatever is appropriate for people
riage of] an orphaned
than a fifth but his friend
to give and whatever has been assessed for one to give.
pair.” He said to them: “I
did not allow him. Who
They then distribute the funds every Sabbath eve and they
give
each
poor
person
enough
to
sustain
him
for
the
week.
swear, they must take
was the friend? — Rabbi
This is what is commonly called a kupah.
precedence
over
my
Yeshebab. Others say
daughter.” And he took all
[that the man who
9:3 – We have neither seen nor heard of a community in
that he had and gave to
wished to spend was]
Israel that did not have a tzedaka fund...and the custom
them. He was left with one
Rabbi Yeshebab, but his
today is that the collectors solicit from the community
zuz and with this he
friend did not allow him.
each day and distribute the funds to the poor on Sabbath
bought wheat which he
And who was it? Rabbi
eve.
deposited in the granary.
Akiba.
10:2 – One never becomes poor from giving Tzedaka and
When his wife returned
Rabbi Nahman, or
no damage will come to him from giving Tzedaka for the
home she asked her
as some say, Rabbi Aha
act of tzedaka brings peace. Anyone who is merciful will
daughter: “What did your
ben Jacob, said: “What
be treated mercifully, as it is written: “...and may He show
father bring home?” She
[is the proof from]
you compassion and increase you...” (Deuteronomy
replied, “He has put in the
Scripture? — ‘And of all
13:18). If a person is cruel and shows no mercy one should
granary all that he had
that You shall give me I
examine his family [to see if he is Jewish]. For cruelty is not
bought.” She thereupon
will tithe, surely tithe
a characteristic that is found among us...
went to open the door of
back to you.’ (Genesis
the granary and she found
28:22) But the second
that it was so full of wheat that the wheat protruded through the hinges tithe (mentioned in the verse), surely, is not like
of the door-socket and the door would not open on account of this. The the first one?” — Rabbi Ashi replied: “‘I will . . .
daughter then went to the Beth-Hamidrash and said to him [her father], tithe, surely tithe’ [implies ‘I will make] the sec“Come and see what your Friend has done for you.” Whereupon he said to ond tithe exactly like the first.”
her, “l swear, they shall be to you as restricted property, and you shall have
no more right to share in them than any poor person in Israel.”
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Keeping Commitments and Tzedakah
Rashi on the Rat and the Well
The ones who killed two people, a story that is found among our narratives: There was a
young man who gave his word to a young maiden that he would marry her. She asked: “Who
will testify to this?” and there was only a well and a rat. The young man said that the well and
the rat will be witnesses. Much later, he broke his promise and married someone else with
whom he gave birth to two sons. One of the sons fell into a well and died, while the other
was bitten by a rat and died. His wife asked: “What has happened that our children have died
in such an unusual fashion?” He answered: “This is why it happened…”

Arukh, Chulda (Rat) Entry

Rabbi Ami said: “The rains only come

Tosafot, on the Rat
and the Well
There was a story of a young
girl, who wished to go to her
father’s house, and there was a
well on the way, and she fell in.
A young man came along and
asked: “If I get you out will you
marry me?” She said, “Yes!”
And they both made an oath
that he would not marry another
and nor would she. She asked,
“Who will testify to this?” And
there happened to be a rat
standing in front of the well.
They both said that they would
be the witnesses, and the two
went on their way. She kept her
oath, but he married another.
His wife gave birth to a son, but
a rat bit him and he died. She
gave birth to another son who
fell into a well and died. His wife
asked: “Why are these things
that usually do not happen to
others happening to us?” He
then remembered his oath, and
told his wife the whole story.
She answered, “If this is so, go
back and take her for a wife.”
He divorced his present wife,
and married the one who kept
her promise. That is why it says:
The one who put his trust in a
rat and a well—who could hold
someone to their promise...

Once there was a comely
because of those who keep their word, as
young maiden who was walkit is written: ‘Truth will flourish from the
ing to her father’s house and
earth, and righteousness from the heavens
she was adorned with silver
will be observed’” (Psalms 85:12). Rabbi
and gold. She lost her way and
Ami added: “Come and see how great are
ended up in a place that was
beyond where people lived.
those who keep their commitments! From
When it was already midday,
where? Why, from the rat and the well. If
she became thirsty and was all
such is the outcome [for breaking a comalone. At that point, she hapmitment] when one puts one’s trust in a rat
pened upon a well, with a
and a well, then all the more so when one
bucket and a rope attached to
puts one’s trust in The Holy One.”
it. She grabbed the rope, and
lowered herself into the well.
After she drank, she tried to climb out, but to no avail. She began to cry and shout when a
young man passed by and heard her pleas. He looked down, but he couldn’t see anyone. He
asked: “Who are you? Are you from the human race, or are you a demon?” She answered: “I’m
human.” He said: “Maybe you are a spirit and are trying to deceive me?” She said: “No.” He
said to her: “Swear to me that you are human.” She swore to him. He asked: “What happened
to you?” She told him the whole story. He asked: “If I bring you out of the well, will you marry
me?” She answered: “Yes.” He helped her out immediately. As soon as she came up, he wanted to consummate the marriage. She asked him: “Who are your people?” He answered: “I’m
from Israel, from such and such a place, and I’m also a Kohen.” She answered: “I’m also from
that town, from a very well respected family.” She went on and said: “A Holy nation such as
yours that was chosen by the Holy One, and even among them you are most Holy (because of
your priestly status), and you want us to behave like cattle without a marriage contract, and
without a proper betrothal? Come meet my parents and I will be engaged to you.” They made
an agreement with each other. He said to her: “Who will be our witnesses?” At that moment a
rat was near to them. She said to him: “The heavens, this rat and the well will be my witnesses that we will not disappoint one
another.” Each of them went on their way. The young maiden was loyal to her word, and anyone who asked to marry her, she
shunned. Once when they began pressuring her to accept a suitor she feigned madness, rending her clothes, and the clothes of
anyone who came near to her, until nobody would approach her. Thus she kept her promise to this man. But he, once she was out
of sight, his evil inclination allowed her to be out of mind. He forgot his promise and went about his business, until he married someone else. His wife conceived and gave birth to a son, who when he was three months old…was strangled to death by a rat. She
conceived again and gave birth to another son who after a short time fell into a well and died. His wife said to him: “If your children
died of natural causes, I would accept that this is the way of the world, but because they have died in such strange ways, tell me
what has caused this calamity?” He told her the story. He then divorced her and she told him to “seek out your portion that God
has given you.” He went to find the young maiden. He went and asked about her in town and he was told that she was possessed
by madness, and anyone who sees her, she treats him thus and so. He went to her father and told him the whole story. He also
said I will accept any shortcoming that she has. He brought witnesses and came to see her, and she started to act in a disturbed
fashion. He then told her the story of the rat and the well. She then said: “I, too, have stayed loyal to my promise.” Immediately,
they became settled in their minds, had many children, and much property. About them, it is written: “My eyes are with the faithful of the earth” (Psalms 101:6).
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Keeping Commitments and Tzedakah

Ta’anit 8b
Rabbi Yochanan said: Rains cease because of those who pledge to give tzedakah in public,
and then don’t keep their promise, as it is written: “Like clouds, wind—but no rain—is one
who boasts of gifts not given” (Proverbs 25:14).
Talmud Navigator

o From these stories, we see that it is always important to keep promises. Why is it especially important to keep commitments to tzedakah?
o Why is one who boasts publicly of giving tzedakah but does not, like clouds and wind without rain?
o How does this statement relate to our three versions of the rat and the well?
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.²«§ ¢ £¤ £¤ :¥
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¥¤ ¥ ±¢ª ?£¢¡ § :¥ ±§ .¥ «²© .³ ¦ ¢©§² ¢¥ ¢«² :¥ ±§ .¥ :¥ ±§ ?¢¥« ³±¤©³§ ³
¢§ :¥ ±§ .¢§ ¥ °°¢¥ ²°¢ ,¥«² ¨¢¤ .¥« .¨¢ :¥ ±§ ?¢¥ ¢²©³ – £¢¥«§ ¢© ¦ :¥ ±§ .²«§
¢°© ¦¢«¢ ¦ ¢© ,¢©¥ ³ ²§§ ¢© ¬ :¥ ±§ .¨¤ ,¢© ¢©¥ ¦°§§ ,¢© ¥±²¢§ :¥ ±§ ?³ ¦« 
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¥¤ ¤¥ .  ¦¢¤§ © ¨¢² ¦¢« ¢¢  ±  ¥  ¦¢§² :¥ ±§ .¨©¤ ³±« ³  ¥ ³¢
©¥ ¥¢ ³ , °¢ ² ¨¢¤ .¢¥« ³©§§ ³¢ «³ ¢² ¢§ ¥¤ ,³©§ §« ±«© ³ .¤±¥  
³¥ ³¢± ³±§²§ ³¢ ¢ .©§§ ¦ ¢© «©§©² « , «© ¢² ¢§ ¥¤ ¢ ¢ ³«±°§ ³¤© §¯«
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¢§ ¥¤ ,¢ ³¤© :¥ ±§ ,±¢« ¥² £¥ ." £¥ ¨³©² £°¥ ¥¯ £¥ :¥ ±§ .©§§ ²±³© .²«§ ¥¤
.¦¢« ¢¥« ¢§« .² ¦§ ¥¤ ¥°§ ¢© :¥ ±§ .²«§ ¥¤ ¥ ²±¢ ,¢ ¥¯ £¥ .¥ ²« £¤ £¤ – «³²
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Ta’anit 23a-b

Ta’anit 21a

Abba Hilkiah was a grandson of
It is related of Nahum of Gamzu that he was blind in both his eyes,
Honi HaMa’agel, and whenever
his two hands and legs were amputated, and his whole body was
the world was In need of rain
covered with boils and he was lying in a dilapidated house on a
the Rabbis sent a message to
him and he prayed and rain fell.
bed the feet of which were standing in bowls of water in order to
Once there was an urgent need
prevent the ants from crawling on to him.
for rain and the Rabbis sent to
On one occasion his disciples desired to remove the bed and
him a couple of scholars [to ask
then clear the things out of the house, but he said to them: “My
him] to pray for rain…
children, first clear out the things [from the house] and then
He said to his wife: “I know
remove my bed for I am confident that so long as I am in the
the scholars have come on
house it will not collapse.” They first cleared out the things and
account of rain; let us go up to
the roof and pray; perhaps the
then they removed his bed and the house [immediately]
Holy One will have mercy and
collapsed.
rain will fall, without having
Thereupon his disciples said to him: “Master, since you are so
credit given to us.” They went
righteous, why are you in such a state?” and he replied: “I have
up to the roof; he stood in one
brought it all upon myself. Once I was journeying on the road and
corner and she in another. At
was making for the house of my father-in-law and I had with me
first the clouds appeared over
three donkeys, one with food, one with drink and one with a
the corner where his wife stood.
When he came down, he said to
variety of sweets. A poor man met me and stopped me on the
the scholars: “Why have you
road and said to me: ‘Master, give me something to eat.’ I replied
scholars come here?” They
to him: ‘Wait until I have unloaded something from the donkey’; I
replied: “The Rabbis have sent
had hardly managed to unload something from the donkey when
us to you, Sir, [to ask you] to
the man died. I then went and laid myself on him and exclaimed:
pray for rain.” At that he
‘May my eyes which had no pity upon your eyes become blind,
exclaimed: “Blessed be God,
who has made you no longer
may my hands which had no pity upon your hands be cut off, may
dependent on Abba Hilkiah.”
my legs which had no pity upon your legs be amputated,’ and my
They replied: “We know that the
mind was not at rest until I added, ‘may my whole body be
rain has come on your account,
covered with boils.’”
but tell us, Sir, the meaning of
Thereupon his pupils exclaimed: “Alas! that we see you in such a
these mysterious acts of yours,
state.” To this he replied: “Woe to me if you hadn’t.”
which are bewildering to us.
Why was he called Nahum of Gamzu? Because whatever hap…Why, Sir, did the clouds
appear first in the corner where
pened to him he would declare: “This, too (Gam Zu) is for the best.”
your wife stood and then in your
corner?” [He replied]: “Because
a wife stays at home and gives bread to the poor that they can enjoy immediately while I give them money which they cannot
enjoy on the spot. Or perhaps it may have to do with certain robbers in our neighborhood; I prayed that they might die, but
she prayed that they might repent and they did repent.”

An Exercise
After reading both these narratives out loud, have a brief discussion with a partner about the similarities
and differences of these two characters. Brainstorm the qualities you most admire as well as the ones with
which you are least comfortable. Make a composite of the qualities you both admire from the two personalities. Explain your reasons. What does this tell you about how one should approach giving tzedakah?
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Ta’anit 21a

Introduction

Abba the Surgeon would receive greetings
Abba the Surgeon used the letting of blood as a catch-all
from the Heavenly Academy every day.
remedy for many ailments. This was very much considered
Abaye received greetings on every Sabbath
a skilled craft in those days and has no relationship to the
eve, Raba on the eve of every Day of
Atonement. Abaye felt dejected because of
prestige a surgeon enjoys today. Of the three people
[the signal honor shown to] Abba the
mentioned, he is the only one who is not a scholar, yet he
Surgeon. People said to him: “This
receives approval from the Heavenly Academy every day.
distinction is made because you cannot do
What’s his secret?
what Abba does.”
What was the special merit of Abba the Surgeon? When he performed his operations he would separate men from women,
and in addition he had a cloak which held a cup [for receiving the blood] and which was slit at the shoulder and whenever a
woman patient came to him he would put the garment on her shoulder in order not to see her [exposed body].
He also had a place out of public gaze where the patients deposited their fees which he would charge; those who could
afford it put their fees there, and thus those who could not pay were not put to shame. Whenever a young scholar happened
to consult him, not only would he accept no fee from him but on taking leave of him he also would give him some money at
the same time adding: “Go and regain strength therewith.”
One day Abaye sent to him two scholars in order to test him. He received them and gave them food and drink and in the
evening he prepared woolen mattresses for them [to sleep on]. In the morning the scholars rolled these together and took them
to the market [for sale]. There they met Abba and they said to him:
“Sir, value these, how much they are worth”” and he replied: “So-and-so much.”
They said to him: “Perhaps they are worth more?” He replied: “This is what I paid for them.”
They then said to him: “They are yours, we took them away from you; tell us, pray, of what did you suspect us?”
He replied: “I said to myself, perhaps the Rabbis needed money to redeem captives and they were ashamed to tell me.”
They replied: “Sir, take them back.”
He answered: “From the moment I missed them, I dismissed them from my mind and [I designated them] for charity.”

A Concluding Exercise
Do the same exercise of brainstorming the positive qualities of Abba the Surgeon after reading and
discussing the story. Now, take the positive qualities that you identified in the last exercise and compare
them to the qualities you see in Abba the Surgeon. Was there anything that you left out the first time?
Notice that his track record is not what is admired, but rather his comportment and his concern for others’
well-being in all aspects.
Why do you think that his skill as a practitioner is totally missing from the story? What do you think it
means that the Heavenly Academy greeted the Surgeon every day?
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Bone Button Borscht
Aubrey Davis

Age Appropriate:
4-6 year olds
Class Length:
45 minutes

Look Closely and
Select a Book

Identify Big Ideas

WHY THIS BOOK WAS SELECTED
o Engaging and developmentally appropriate
topic—five year olds are still somewhat
focused on “mine” as opposed to automatically sharing. Yet they readily become
engaged in what is happening around
them, especially if others are joining in
and helping/sharing
o Story grows from individuals to community
just as five year olds do as they enter more
formal schooling
o Story is “magical” in some ways, but five year
olds can begin to see the magic is not in the
buttons, but rather in the sharing and caring
that changes the community

VALUES TO HIGHLIGHT
1. Ma’akhil re’evim: feeding the hungry
2. Hach’nasat orchim: welcoming guests
3. Kehilah kodesh v’chesed: becoming a holy,
caring community
GOALS OF PROGRAM
1. Highlight and connect the major themes
of this book to daily life.
2. Involve families in a project to bring the
mitzvot home with them, encouraging them
to continue to “care and share.”

This book-based Program curriculum was developed by The PJ Library.
The L-I-S-T-E-N rubric was initially developed by Ina S.G. Regosin, Director, Hebrew College,
Early Childhood Institute, with input from Rachel Raz and Sherry Grossman.
Program submitted by Iris Koller, Syracuse, NY: iriskoller@gmail.com
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Set the Scene
{ Introductory Activity }

Opening Activity as They Enter
elcome each child and parent. Invite them to leave the can of non-perishable food (which all
flyers and announcements asked them to bring) in a large (ideally see-through) container. Then
have them sign in and make nametags for themselves. Help them find a seat, and then ensure
others at the table welcome them and all introduce themselves as they work with their children.

W

Invite each child to choose a picture or two from a variety of vegetables and other ingredients mentioned
in the story and cut out and color item(s), with parent’s or caregiver’s help, as needed.
Materials Needed:
• Outline pictures of the
ingredients from the story
• Crayons
• Scissors
• Scrap paper bin

Advance Preparations:

o Find pictures of cabbage, onions,
garlic, beans, pickles, sugar, salt,
pepper, bread, chicken, potatoes
for children to color. You can
easily find them by going to
www.google.com, clicking on
“Images” in the upper left corner,
and then putting the words
“coloring pages carrots” (or
whatever vegetable you are
seeking) in the search area.
o Have some plastic bowls and
cups, buttons, a ladle, plastic
knife, wooden spoon and pot at
the ready to use as props.

Adaptations for
Group Size and Age
Larger Groups
Have multiples of each item at the ready
Younger Children
Have items already cut out, and for others, go over the cutting line with a thick marker so it is clear and
easy to cut.
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Tell the Story
{ Props }
o Large or clear bowl
o Some buttons
o Bowls
o Ladle
o Wooden spoon
o Plastic knife
o Book

Adaptations for Group Size and Age
Larger Groups
Ask children to hold up their individual vegetables at appropriate
time.
Younger Children
Ensure parents are helping them identify their vegetable. Also, you
may need to edit some of the story pages you read if the group is
primarily younger children so there is not too much text. Be sure to
plan to engage them in appropriate movements to enhance their
experience and keep them engaged (see below).

READER’S INTRODUCTION
nvite all of the children and adults to join you at the designated “reading spot,” reminding them to bring
the items they colored and cut out. “This book is called Bone Button Soup. Hmmm… I wonder what
buttons have to do with soup. Let’s start our story and find out! Don’t forget to bring your vegetables
with you!”

I

ACTIVE PARTICIPATION
You might begin with “Welcome; it is so nice to have you all here for our PJ program!” Then do quick
introductions so that you can speak about the value of welcoming and being in a community. For
instance, “It is so good to see all of you! I like it so much when I can be with people who like to be
together to listen to stories. It’s even nicer when we can get to know each other. How about if each family
introduces themselves and shares what community they live in?” (This will also allow people to get to
meet those they may not know who live near them.)
As you read the story, pull out appropriate props (buttons, pot, spoon, etc.) As you continue, at
appropriate times invite the children to come and add their vegetables to the pot while you continue
to mime “chopping and stirring.”
Use movement to engage the listeners. If children appear restless, invite them to “chop and stir,” as
well. Or, have them mimic the running by drumming their hands on their knees, slurp their soup—i.e.,
find a way to let them wiggle while staying engaged in the story.
At the end of the story you can ask, “What did you like best about the story?” encouraging both children and parents to answer. If they mention something that relates to one of the values, it would be a
nice follow-up to mention the value (i.e., “That’s right it is certainly important to share what we have with
other people who are hungry”). As you conclude this section of the event, share what was liked best,
perhaps incorporating a value that was not mentioned.
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{ Follow-up Activity }

Enhance and Extend
the Experience

Materials needed:

{ Follow-up Activity }

“Our Sharing Bag”
{ Transition }
SAMPLE INTRODUCTION TO ACTIVITY
hile still sitting in the reading area, remind families
of the packaged food they brought in. Take them
over to the pot or bowl that contains it all (or
bring the pot to them) and comment about how they, like the
villagers in Bone Button Borscht, will help others make
some wonderful food to share.

W

Point out that the villagers in the story continued to share their
food with others. “Today, we are going to make something
special so that every time you go to the grocery store with
your parents your family can do that too! You are going to
make your very own shopping bag to hold a can or box
of food to bring to a local food collection to share with
other people.”

• Small blank canvas bags large
enough to hold a canned or small
boxed grocery item (can be found
in craft stores or online for bulk
orders; t-shirt local printers often
have them, as well—app. $1/
piece at Michael’s); you can
also consider asking a local
grocery story that uses/sells
mostly blank canvas bags in
a light color to donate them to
your event
• Cardboard cut to fit inside
the bags—place it in ahead;
it avoids color bleeding through
to the other side of the bag as
families work
• Fabric markers, such as Marvey
Markers or Deco Fabric Markers,
which dry within a minute or two
• Scrap paper and pencils
• A bag of old t-shirts to use as
smocks

Directions

Adaptations for Group Size and Age
Larger Groups
If the cost of canvas bags is prohibitive, the craft shops have some
sturdy paper bags (gift type bags) for a reasonable fee (app. $.50
at Michael’s). If you choose this, then water-based markers can be
used. Try to find support to buy the canvas bags to keep the value
alive for a long time to come.
Younger Children
Parents can write the saying and children can decorate the bags.
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1. Parents and children will,
together, use the markers
to decorate their bags.
2. First, they can decide on a
saying to write (parents can
write it on scrap paper for
children to write on bag),
such as “Our Sharing Bag,”
“Food for Others,” “To Help
the Hungry,” etc.
3. Then they can add art—
pictures or designs. You
can suggest they add a
picture of buttons so they
will always remember
the story.
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Nurture the Family
{ Try This at Home }
ave everyone gather at the reading site so children can share their bags with each other. Thank
everyone for coming and for helping you to make this place a very special community. Sing a
song that perhaps you have created as your “end of program ritual,” such as “Shalom Chaverim”
(see below for words; sheet music can be found in basic Jewish music songbooks; videos of song
being sung are on www.youtube.com).

H

As you end the program, briefly give a wrap up message to parents about helping to build the value of
Feeding the Hungry by using these bags with their child(ren) in the grocery store and picking something
their child can carry in the bag they just made. Be sure to tell them you will send lists of local food
collection sites. And encourage them to buy ingredients to make their own vegetable soup and then do
so with their children! Invite them to send you pictures you can share.
Then, to reinforce the value of welcoming guests, they can invite a few friends to enjoy the soup with
you, involving their child in making placecards or setting the table, greeting, etc.
Also, invite parents to send you favorite vegetable soup recipes. Send some out in your e-blasts
connecting the recipe to the wonderful program you had with the book.

Words for “Shalom Chaverim”
Shalom Chaverim, Shalom Chaverim
Shalom, shalom
L’hit-ra-ot, L’hit-ra-ot
Shalom, Shalom.
Goodbye my friends, Goodbye my friends,
Goodbye, goodbye
We’ll meet again soon, We’ll meet again soon,
Goodbye, Shalom.
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We often need to experience the extraordinary in order
to reawaken us to the significance of the ordinary.

—Rabbi Adin Steinsaltz

Miracles
What's in a miracle
Miracles as Signs and Wonders
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What’s in a Miracle?
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Nidah 31a
Rav Yosef expounded:
What is the meaning of the
verse, “I give thanks to You
O Lord though you were
harsh with me; Your wrath
has turned back and You
comfort me,” (Isaiah 12:1).
To what is the verse referring? It is referring to two
people who left home on a
business trip. One of them
got stuck with a thorn, and
as a result could not continue on the journey. As
soon as his friend left, the
injured party started to
curse his bad luck. A few
days later he heard that
his friend’s boat had sunk,
and he had been saved
because of the “cursed”
thorn. He began to express
gratitude and praise for the
small pain that the thorn
had caused him. Thus it is
written: “Your wrath has
turned back and You comfort me.” Just as Rabbi
Elazar said: “What is the
meaning of: ‘Blessed be
the Lord God, God of
Israel who makes miracles
alone? And blessed be His
as Rabbi Elazar said:
Glorious Name forever?’”
(Psalms 72:18-19)—Even
the one who is granted the
miracle is unaware of it!

Nidah Navigator

Ta’anit 23a-b

Nedarim 41a

Abba Hilkiah was a grandson of Honi the
Circle-Drawer, and whenever the world was
in need of rain the Rabbis sent a message
to him and he prayed and rain fell. Once
there was an urgent need for rain and the
Rabbis sent to him a couple of scholars [to
ask him] to pray for rain…He said to his
wife, “I know the scholars have come on
account of rain. Let us go up to the roof
and pray; perhaps the Holy One, Blessed
be He, will have mercy and rain will fall,
without having credit given to us.” They
went up to the roof; he stood in one corner
and she in another; at first the clouds
appeared over the corner where his wife
stood. When he came down he said to
the scholars, “Why have you scholars come
here?” They replied: “The Rabbis have sent
us to you, Sir, [to ask you] to pray for rain.”
Thereupon he exclaimed, “Blessed be God,
who has made you no longer dependent on
Abba Hilkiah.” They replied: “We know that
the rain has come on your account, but tell
us, Sir, the meaning of these mysterious
acts of yours, which are bewildering to
us.... Why, Sir, did the clouds appear first in
the corner where your wife stood and then
in your corner?” [He replied]: “Because a
wife stays at home and gives bread to the
poor that they can at once enjoy while I
give them money which they cannot at
once enjoy. Or perhaps it may have to do
with certain robbers in our neighborhood; I
prayed that they might die, but she prayed
that they might repent [and they did].”

Rabbi Alexandri said in the
name of Rabbi Hiyya Bar
Abba: How much greater the
miracle that is made for one
who is ill than the miracle performed for Hanania, Mishael
and Azariah (who were saved
from the fiery furnace). For in
their miracle they were saved
from the fire of a mortal that
anyone is capable of extinguishing. A sick person, however, when one has a fever
that is considered heat that
comes from heaven; who can
extinguish that?

Nedarim Navigator
Miracles are often associated
with pyrotechnics and the
supernatural. The Talmudic
passage above offers a different perspective.
o Why is the miracle of a broken fever greater than that of
the salvation of three people
from a fiery furnace?
o Why does the Talmud need
to make this point?
o What is the most important
component of a miracle if the
supernatural is taken out of
the picture?

Ta’anit Navigator

o Why did the rains come
in this passage?
o Is it a coincidental or a
miraculous happening?

o In interpreting a verse
from Isaiah, this Talmudic
passage defines personal miracles. How does
this parable interpret the verse in Isaiah?
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Brachot 54a
If one sees a place where miracles have been wrought for
Israel, he should say, “Blessed be He who wrought miracles
for our ancestors in this place…”
From where is this rule derived? Rabbi Yochanan said:
“Because Scripture says, ‘And Jethro said, Blessed be the
Lord who has delivered you,’ etc.” (Exodus 18:10).
And is a blessing said only for a miracle that is
performed for a large group, but not for an individual?
What of the case of the man who was once traveling
through Eber Yemina when a lion attacked him, but he was
miraculously saved, and when he came before Raba, Raba
said to him, “Whenever you pass that place say, “Blessed
be He who wrought for me a miracle in this place.”
There was the case, too, of Mar the son of Rabina who
was once going through the valley of Araboth and was
suffering from thirst and a well of water was miraculously
created for him and he drank.
Another time he was going through the marketplace of
Mahoza when a wild camel attacked him and at that
moment the wall of a house at that place caved in and he
escaped inside.
After that, whenever he came to Araboth he used to
say, “Blessed be He who wrought for me miracles in
Araboth [because the well was provided for him], and when
he passed through the marketplace of Mahoza he would
say, “Blessed be He who wrought for me miracles with a
camel and in Araboth.”
The answer [is that] for a miracle done to a large group,
it is the duty of everyone to say a blessing. For a miracle
done to an individual, he alone is required to say a blessing.

Brachot Navigator

o What is the purpose of acknowledging personal miracles
at the exact place instead of on the anniversary of the
event?
o Why do we acknowledge collective miracles, even if we
did not personally experience them?
o What is the one thing that all miracles have in common?
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Additional Questions
for Discussion
The following are general questions that can
be used to trigger discussion among yourselves, either with a chevruta (study partner)
or in a larger group.
1. What gives an event the status of a
miracle? For instance, the receiving of the
Torah is a momentous occasion, but would
you consider it a miracle?
2. On the previous page Abba Hilkiah is able
to make it rain, something the entire
community requires. The Talmud in Nidah
recounts the miracle of literally “missing the
boat.” The Talmud in Nedarim speaks of
the miracle of healing from sickness. Why
are these all considered miracles?
3. Can you come up with a broad definition of
when something should be considered
miraculous?
4. According to Talmudic definitions, are
miracles part of present-day reality, and why?
5. Given the material we have learned,
miracles can be reduced to the point where
they are part of the banalities of everyday
life. Alternatively, they can be so rarefied
that they are considered mythical and not
something that is now part of human
experience. The words from the Talmud
were written over fifteen hundred years
ago. Has science challenged the notion of
the miraculous in a world of reason?
6. Have you had personal experiences that
would fit the Talmudic definition of
“miraculous”? Please describe.
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Hebrew Sources
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Exodus 4:1-8
But Moses spoke up and
said, “What if they do not
believe me and they do not
listen to me, but say: The
Lord did not appear to
you”? The Lord said to
Him, “What is that in your
hand?” And he replied “A
rod.” He said, “Cast it on
the ground.” He cast it on
the ground and it became
a snake; and Moses
recoiled from it. Then the
Lord said to Moses, “Put
out your hand and grasp it
by the tail”—he put out his
hand and seized it, and it
became a rod in his hand
“that they may believe that
the Lord, the God of their
fathers, the God of
Abraham, the God of
Isaac, and the God of
Jacob, did appear to you.”

Deuteronomy 13:2-4

Ta’anit Navigator

Ta’anit 18b
What is Trajan's [Day]? It was said: When
Trajan was about to execute Lulianus and
his brother Pappus in Laodicea (Lydia) he
said to them, “If you are of the people of
Hananiah, Mishael and Azariah, let your
God come and deliver you from my hands,
in the same way as He delivered Hananiah,
Mishael and Azariah from the hands of
Nebuchadnezzar”; and to this they replied:
“Hananiah, Mishael and Azariah were perfectly righteous men and they merited that
a miracle should be performed for them,
and Nebuchadnezzar also was a king worthy for a miracle to be performed through
him, but as for you, you are a common and
wicked man and are not worthy that a miracle be performed through you; and as for
us, the Omnipresent has ordained that we
deserve to die, and if you will not kill us,
the Omnipresent has many other agents of
death. The Omnipresent has in His world
many bears and lions who can attack us
and kill us; the only reason why the Holy
One, blessed be He, has handed us over
into your hand is that at some future time
He may punish you in exchange for our
blood.” Despite this he killed them. It is
reported that hardly had they moved from
there when two officials arrived from Rome
and split his skull with clubs.

o What are the criteria for
deserving a miracle?
o Why is Nebuchadnezzar in
this category, but Trajan is not?
o How does this passage
challenge your understanding
of what a miracle is?

Gittin Navigator

o Why is God performing
miracles for Titus?
o According to this story,
how would you define what a
miracle is?

Exodus Navigator

o What is the purpose of the
“sign” God gives to Moses?
o Would this ability given to
Moses fit into what you
consider a miracle? Why? Or
why not?

Deuteronomy Navigator

o Given the story in
Gittin and Ta’anit, how
does one understand this
commandment? When do
we believe in signs and when
are we supposed to be
suspicious?
o What is the purpose of
supernatural signs given by
false prophets? Why does God
allow it?

If there appears among
you a prophet or a dream
diviner and he gives you a
sign or a portent, saying
“Let us follow and worship
another god”—whom you
have not experienced—
even if the sign or portent
that he named to you
comes true, do not heed
the words of that prophet or that dream diviner. For the Lord your God is testing you to see whether you love the Lord your
God with all your heart and soul.

Gittin 56b
“And he said: Where is their God, the rock in whom they trusted?” This verse refers to the wicked Titus who blasphemed
and insulted Heaven. What did he do? He took a harlot by the hand and entered the Holy of Holies and spread out a scroll
of the Law and committed a sin on it. He then took a sword and slashed the curtain. Miraculously, blood spurted out, and he
thought that he had slain the Holy One, Himself, as it says, “Your adversaries have roared in the midst of Your assembly, they
have set up their ensigns for signs.”
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Maimonides, Rambam, Fundamental Concepts of the Torah 8:1-2
Israel did not believe Moses because of the signs Moses performed. For one who believes because of signs and wonders
is deeply flawed, because signs could be performed through sorcery. The miracles that Moses performed were of necessity
and not to prove the truth of prophecy…
Moses knew that anyone who believes [solely] because of signs is tainted and will be doubted, and expressed a
reluctance to go by saying, "But behold they will not believe me." God told him that these signs will [continue to be
performed and] applied only until they had left Egypt and assembled at Mount Sinai, whereupon any doubt will vanish, and
also assured him that [at Mount Sinai] He will give signs that Moses had been sent by God in truth from the [very] beginning,
and that no doubt will remain.

Maimonides Navigator

o Of all the sources you have read, which one seems to echo what Maimonides says, and why?
o Why is Maimonides suspicious of supernatural signs seemingly ordained by men?
o Take everything you have learned and try to write a working definition of what constitutes a miracle.
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Miracles as Signs and Wonders
Hebrew Sources
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Many dream of what they might do if they were to be granted three wishes. Others have already spent the money
they have yet to win in the lottery. The charm of having one’s life transformed in a moment captures the imaginations
of most of us. The Sages have insights on the consequences of miracles, and whether they are always desirable.
The following Talmudic passages talk about the cost of miracles, and their sometimes negative consequences.

Shabbat 53b
The Sages taught: Once a
man’s wife had died leaving
behind an infant in need of
nursing, and he had no
money to provide for a wet
nurse. A miracle occurred for
him and his breast opened up
as the breasts of a woman,
and he nursed his son.
Rav Yosef said: “Come
and see how great a man this
is. Such a miracle!”
Abayyeh said to him: “On
the contrary, how terrible is
this man that the order of creation was perverted.”

Megilla 7b
Rabba and Rav Zera were
sharing a Purim feast. They
got drunk. Rabba got up and
slaughtered Rav Zera. The
following day, he begged for
mercy and Rav Zera lived
again. A year later, Rabba
said to Rav Zera: “Let’s get
together and have another
Purim feast together!” Rav
Zera answered: “One cannot
rely on miracles every year!”

Ta’anit Navigator

Ta’anit 25a
Rabbi Hanina ben Dosa’s wife asked:
“How much longer must we suffer so?”
He asked her: “What should we do?”
She answered: “Let’s ask for mercy
that something should be given to you.”
He begged for mercy, and a vision of
a hand came forth and offered him one
leg of a golden table.
She saw in a dream that in the future
the righteous would eat on a threelegged golden table, but they would eat
on a two legged table of gold.
After she told him the dream, he said
to her: “Are you comfortable with the
fact that the whole world will eat on a
table that is complete and we will eat on
a table that is lacking?”
She asked: “What should we do?”
He answered: “Let us beg for mercy
and have Him take it from us!”
On this, they remarked that the second miracle was greater than the first
one. For we have a tradition that gifts
come from heaven, but they are never
taken back…
Levy declared a public fast, but the
rains didn’t come.
He called out to God: “Sovereign of
the Universe, You went up and sat in
the heavens, and yet You have no
mercy on your children?
The rains came, but as a result, he
became lame.
Thus Rabbi Elazar said: “One should
never direct words of rebuke toward
heaven. For a great man once did this,
and he became crippled.”
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o What is the relationship between a
miracle that happens in this world
and the reward one gets in the world
to come?
o How did Rabbi Hanina’s wife’s
dream help her to be reconciled with
her poverty?
o Do you think that the notion that
miracles are given but not taken back
only applies to miracles or to other
things as well?
o What tone does Levy use when no
miracle is forthcoming?
o Why did these words cause him to
be punished?
o What is the logic of punishing the
one who asks but still granting the
request?

Shabbat Navigator

o How do you understand what
vexes Abayye about this “miracle”?
o Why does it not bother Rav Yosef?
o How would you respond if a similar
“miracle” happened for you?

Megilla Navigator

o Had Rabba not prayed, one can
assume no miracle would be forthcoming. What is the connection
between prayers and miracles?
o Rav Zera does not accept Rabba’s
invitation. Why does he think it will
necessarily be a repeat of what happened last year?
o What can we learn about Rabba
and Rav Zera’s respective approaches
to miracles?
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Hanukkah Lights
David Martin

Age Appropriate:
6 months–3 years
Class Length:
30–45 minutes

Look Closely and
Select a Book
WHY THIS BOOK WAS SELECTED
o Bright, colorful pictures
o Simple text
o Depicts multi-ethnic children celebrating
Hanukkah—illustrations joyfully portray the
diversity of today’s Jewish families
o Highlights many aspects of traditional
Hanukkah celebrations

Identify Big Ideas
VALUES TO HIGHLIGHT
1. Hiddur mitzvah: ways to beautify and
enhance the celebration of Hanukkah
2. Pirsum ha-nes: publicizing the Miraclefinding ways to make the meaning and
miracles of Hanukkah visible to all
3. Celebrating Jewish life with joy!
GOALS OF PROGRAM
1. To familiarize families with some of the
traditional rituals and customs of Hanukkah
2. To encourage families to think about new
ways of celebrating the holiday of Hanukkah
3. For families to create an object—a safety
menorah lighter—which will enable children
to play a more active role in the celebration
of Hanukkah

This book-based Program curriculum was developed by The PJ Library.
The L-I-S-T-E-N rubric was initially developed by Ina S.G. Regosin, Director, Hebrew College,
Early Childhood Institute, with input from Rachel Raz and Sherry Grossman.
Program submitted by Vivian Newman, Western Ma.: vivian@hgf.org
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Set the Scene
{ Introductory Activity }

Station Explorations—Exploring Some of the Symbols of Hanukkah
Note: When programming for very young children, having multiple activities at the ready helps keep
the youngest engaged.
n this opening activity, families will visit 3 separate stations, where they will touch, explore, and play
with various Hanukkah objects. Each station will focus on one Hanukkah symbol and will include
several place cards and/or handouts that will describe some activities which families might like to try.
Depending on one’s space and the ages of the children expected, the stations can be arranged at
tables or can be set up on the floor, using large tablecloths spread out on the floor and placed in separate areas of the room. (Arranging stations on the floor will accommodate the youngest of participants.)

I

STATION 1: EXPLORE A MENORAH
Materials needed:
• Variety of Hanukkah menorahs
• Hanukkah candles
• Homemade or store-bought play dough

The suggestion cards/handouts at this station may contain some of the following questions, information,
and activity ideas:
• Carefully study all of the menorahs. Can you point to your favorite one?
• Look at all of the different colored Hannukah candles. Which color candle is your favorite?
• Can you find ___ (state a number) of your favorite colored candles?
• Pick a menorah and try placing candles into it.
• There is one candle, called the shammash, which is traditionally higher or set off in some
way from all of the other candles. Can you point to the space where the shammash will go
on each menorah?
• Can you pretend to use the shammash to light all of the other candles that are in the menorah?
• Can you make your own menorah out of play dough? (One way to do this is to roll the dough
into a snake shape, and then place 5-8 candles into the dough. Roll a large ball of dough for the
shammash (or think of some other way to make a holder for the shammash). Can you use your
shammash and pretend to light all of the candles on your play dough menorah?
STATION 2: DOZENS OF DREIDELS
Materials needed:
• Variety of dreidels
• Paper or plastic cups (opaque cups, not transparent ones)
• Cutouts of Hebrew letters—nun, gimmel, hey, shin)

The Global Day of Jewish Learning • November 7, 2010

www.theglobalday.com

The PJ Library Class

2

PJ LIBRARY New Miracles

9/14/10

11:17 AM

Page 3

Miracles

Hanukkah Lights

The suggestion cards/handouts at this table might contain some of the following questions, information,
and activity ideas:
• A dreidel is a type of spinning top that is traditionally played with on Hanukkah. The dreidel is said
to remind us of the games of chance that the Maccabee soldiers played while hiding in caves,
formulating and executing plans to win back the Holy Temple in Jerusalem.
• Can you spin a dreidel?
• Can you catch a spinning dreidel?
• How many dreidels can you get spinning at one time?
• Can you point to your favorite dreidel?
• Find a construction paper Hebrew letter. Place the letter in front of you. Can you slowly turn your
dreidel and try to find a letter on your dreidel which matches the paper letter in front of you?
• Place 2 or 3 cups in front of you. Make sure that each cup is upside down. Hide one dreidel under
one of the cups. Slide and push the cups all around, arranging and rearranging their order. Ask your
child to point to the cup which is hiding the missing dreidel.
STATION 3: LOTS OF LATKES
Materials needed:
• Several homemade or store-bought frozen latkes, placed in taped sandwich bags (the bags are taped and
sealed in order to discourage the eating of the latkes)
• Potatoes
• Frying pans—5 or more (please note that frying pans can also be made, by attaching a cardboard handle to a
round aluminum pan)
• Paper latkes—oval shapes cut from grocery bags or brown or white paper
• Brown crayons

The suggestion cards/handouts at this table might contain some of the following questions, information,
and activity ideas:
• A latke is a type of pancake that is made from potatoes. It is fried in oil and is traditionally eaten on
Hanukkah. Can you find some potatoes and place them inside a frying pan? How many potatoes
can you fit in a frying pan?
• Can you use a crayon and color some paper latkes?
• Can you place an empty frying pan on the floor in front of you? Pick up several of your colored
latkes (you may use uncolored ones as well).
• Try to toss each paper latke into the pan. How many latkes can you get to land in the pan?

Adaptations for a Smaller Group
Two stations may be sufficient for a smaller group. Or with a smaller group (8 or fewer children) you may
opt to abandon the station idea completely, and simply invite children to examine and play with just one
type of item at a time. Once the children have thoroughly explored one ritual item, put that item away and
bring out another item. Lead the entire group through the instructions listed on each station handout card.
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Tell the Story
Advance Preparations:

o Using a scanner or a color photocopier, enlarge
each page of the book.

Materials/Props Needed:
• pillowcase

o Prepare a paper cutout of a menorah. This menorah should have Velcro attached to the top of each
candle space. If you will be displaying this menorah on a flannel board, be certain to attach Velcro
to the back of the menorah as well.
o Cut out 9 paper candles—each candle should
be cut from a different patterned paper or
wrapping paper

o Using orange tissue or construction paper, cut
out flames which can fit atop each candle

• Menorah (or two mennorahs—one candle menorah
and one oil menorah)
• Hanukkah candles
• Small jars of oil (may be purchased on line from
Judaica.com)
• A large dreidel
• Frozen potato latkes, sealed in a plastic bag
• Chocolate Hanukkah gelt
• Paper cutout of a menorah
• 9 paper candles
• Paper flames (optional)
• Flannel board (optional)

LEADER INTRODUCTION
Invite all to join you in the reading area. Begin by saying:
“I hope that you all had fun exploring our very special Hanukkah objects. By now, I bet that you are well
on your way to becoming Hanukkah experts. Today we are going to read a book called Hanukah Lights
which will show us many different ways to celebrate Hanukkah. Before we begin our reading I’d like to
show you some of the objects which will appear in our book. Here in my pillowcase I have all kinds of
special items and goodies that we use on Hanukkah. Let’s take a look at these items and see if we can
share what we know about each one.”
Below is a description of some of the items which may be placed inside the bag pillowcase.
o Menorah (ideally 2 kinds—one for candles and one for oil)—Here I have a ________. What do we put
in these menorahs?
o Yes, candles. Where do we put the candles?___ In the spaces or holes that are provided. (Put in one
candle. The first candle should go into the space on the menorah which would be on the far right if
you were standing facing the menorah.) There is one space on this menorah for one very special candle. The special candle that I’m thinking of has a very important job. It lights all of the other candles.
Do you know what that candle is called? Do you know where it goes? (Place shammash in its proper place.) Do you know how many nights we celebrate Hanukkah for? Let’s count the candle spaces
and see. (Count out 8 spaces.) Each night we light one more candle. (Demonstrate by putting candles in.) On the first night we take our shammash and light one candle. On the second night, we put
2 candles in our menorah and light 2 candles (demonstrate how this is done). On the third night we
light ___candles. (Continue placing candles in and pretending to use the shammash to light them.)
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(If the audience is still attentive, you may want to show the oil menorah. Keep in mind that the explanation for the oil menorah will probably most interest the adults in the audience. Children, however, will
remained interested in the oil menorah, if you fill it with oil or placed prefilled oil containers into the
candle spaces, and actually light the menorah. As you light the oil menorah you can explain that
on Hanukkah, some people use oil rather than candles to light their menorahs. People use oil in their
menorahs in order to more literally and visually commemorate one of the major miracles of Hanukkah—
the miracle that oil which should have lasted for only one day burned for 8 days.)
Additional items to take from bag/pillowcase:
o Dreidel: the spinning top that we play with on Hanukkah
o Latke: the special potato pancake that we eat on Hanukkah
o Chocolate Hanukkah gelt: another treat that we eat on Hanukkah. (You can show the chocolate
that’s inside. If parents are willing, you may pass out a piece of gelt to each child.)
Now that we’ve taken a look at all of these special Hanukkah objects, I think that we’re ready to read
our book. I wonder how many of these objects we will find in our book.

Adaptations for Group Size and Age
Because of the young ages of the program participants, it is quite likely that the children may have a hard
time sitting and remaining focused as each of the Hanukkah items are pulled from the bag. Various movement games may be introduced as each item is displayed. These games may also come in handy during the
subsequent reading of the story.

MOVEMENT GAMES (which may be introduced as needed throughout the program)
o Spin Like a Dreidel Game: Encourage participants to spin like a dreidel as you sing dreidel-related
songs. Ask participants to drop to the floor, or topple over whenever you say “stop.”
o Melting Candle Game: Participants clasp their hands together and raise them above their heads. As
the candles burn, the children gently bend and slowly lower themselves to the floor.
o Flashlight Games: Remind participants that the holiday of Hanukkah is all about light. On Hanukkah
we light the menorah to remind us of miracles. Shine a flashlight on the floor; encourage children to
run towards and jump on any light spots that come near them. Attach a sheet to a wall. Shine a bright
light in front of the sheet. Invite children to stand between the light and the sheet and jump and dance
and make shadows on the wall. (The making of shadows corresponds to one of the pages of the
Hanukkah Lights book.)
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ACTIVE PARTICIPATION
Hold up each of the enlarged pages from the book, reading and showing the pictures
one at a time.
As each page is displayed, the children’s attention is directed to the picture of the menorah on that page. Ask the children, “How many candles do we light on this night of
Hanukkah?” Count the candles with the children.
o Place the paper menorah on the flannel board. Point to a specific child and ask him/her to come to
the flannel board and help you put the appropriate number of candles up on the board.
o Ask another child to use the paper shammash to light each candle. As the shammash touches a
specific candle, add a flame to the top of that candle.
o Remember to narrate what the shammash is doing as you light the paper menorah. “Ok, it’s the third
night of Hanukkah. Let’s make sure that there are 3 candles in the menorah. Let’s pick up our
special helper candle the shammash. Let’s watch as that shammash lights the candles.” Remove the
flames before displaying the next menorah in the book.
Create hand motions and facial gestures to go along with several of the book’s pages:
o On the latke page: blow on the latkes before pretending to eat them.
o On the dreidel page: ask the children to pretend to twist their hand and spin a dreidel.
o On the gelt page: mimic unpeeling and eating a chocolate coin.
o On the dancing page: ask children to stand up and dance to a Hanukkah song
(“I have a little dreidel”).
As you reach the last page of the book, ask the children if they can tell what time of day it is. Ask the
children if the picture gives them a hint about where in the house one should light the menorah. Explain
that on Hanukkah we place our menorah in the window because we want everyone who walks by our
house to know that it is Hanukkah. When we display our menorahs in the window we are performing a
special mitzvah called Pirsum ha-nes—we are publicizing the miracle of Hanukkah and letting everyone know just how special Hanukkah is.
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Enhance the Experience

{ Follow-up Activity }

{ Follow-up Activity }

• Wooden paint stirrers (can
usually be obtained, free of
charge, at most hardware stores)

Making a Menorah Safety Lighter
Introduction: “Hanukkah is a very fun and special holiday.
There are so many things to do on Hanukkah and so many
good foods to eat. Can you tell me a few things that you look
forward to doing on Hanukkah?
Today we’re going to make something which you will be able to
use every night of Hanukkah. It’s called a menorah safety lighter
and you can use this lighter to help Mom or Dad or the other
grown-ups in the house light the menorah. Does anyone
remember the name of the special candle that we use to light
all of the other candles?
We have to be very careful when we use the shammash.
When we light the menorah, we use matches and fire. Fire is
very hot and very dangerous. We must never ever touch matches, fire, or a burning candle. If we can’t touch a burning candle,
how will we be able to help light our menorah?”
Display the lighting stick and demonstrate how we can use this
menorah safety lighter to help light the candles. “The menorah
safety lighter helps to keep our hands and fingers far away from
the fire. But remember, we can only use this safety lighter when
a grown-up is with us and is helping us.”

Materials/Props Needed:

• Hot glue gun and glue sticks,
or very strong glue such as
Tacky Glue
• Aluminum foil
• Tempura paints (with a small
amount of glue mixed into them)
• Paint brushes or cotton swabs
• Glitter (which can be placed in
a small shaker such as an empty
spice container or a small pill
bottle with holes poked into
the top)
• Glue or Mod Podge
• Tissue paper shapes
• Hanukkah candles
• Clothespins (the type with a metal
spring that opens and closes)
• Stickers
Directions:
1. Parent and child select a paint
stirrer to decorate
2. Children can decorate their
lighting stick in several
different ways:

Use the glue gun or tacky glue to attach the clothespin to one
side of the paint stirrer.

They may paint their stirrer and
then use a shaker to sprinkle
glitter on top

If you do not wish to use paints and glitter (a fun but slightly
messy experience for ones and twos), you may want to first
cover the wooden paint stirrer with foil and then glue the
clothespin onto the stirrer.

OR: They may decorate a foilcovered paint stirrer by attaching
stickers to the foil

Adaptations
Older children
May enjoy using a combination of paints, stickers, and collage
materials on their paint stirrers.

OR: They may spread glue or
Mod Podge onto the foil and
then place tissue paper shapes
on top of the glue. Once the tissue paper is in place, spread an
additional layer of glue on top of
the shapes. Sprinkle on glitter.

Younger children
Should probably just use one type of material on their paint stirrers.
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Nurture the Family
Prepare a Hanukkah booklet for the families to take home. Ideally, the booklet should include:
o instructions and pictures depicting how to light a menorah
o a copy of the blessings for lighting the candles
o directions for playing the dreidel game and a recipe for latkes
o a listing of websites which will provide families with additional information on Hanukkah
Let parents know of upcoming events. Be sure to give them a list of additional family Hanukkah
celebrations which will be occurring within the community.
{ Try This at Home }
WEB SITES
Hanukkah Customs, Practices, and Information:
Akhlah: The Jewish Children’s Learning Network
www.akhlah.com/
Preschool Education Music and Songs:
Hanukkah
www.preschooleducation.com/shanukkah.shtml
www.myjewishlearning.com/
Web sites which will provide recordings
of popular Hanukkah songs:
JCC Associations Early Childhood
Curriculum Project “This New Month”
www.jccathisnewmonth.org/5769/kislev/
kislevson3.asp
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Adam and Eve had a profound attraction to each other as a result of the fact that
they were once one. Two halves who seek to reunite is the essence of life and love,
not the desire to know the other but to know one's self, to make for wholeness.

—Rabbi Adin Steinsaltz

Love
Love and Marriage
Beauty: Asset or Liability?
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Love and Marriage
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Talmud Ta’anit 30b

Mishnah and Talmud Navigator

o What is the purpose of everyone being dressed in white and
in clothing that was borrowed? What message was being sent
to the boys by setting up this encounter in this fashion?
o In the Mishnah, what value is
most important? Does this
change with the Talmud’s comRabban Shimon ben Gamliel said:
mentary?
“There were no better days for Israel
o Why is beauty acknowledged
than the fifteenth of Av and Yom Kippur,
as a value in the Talmud? Doesn’t
when the daughters of Jerusalem would
the Mishnah itself quote Proverbs
go out in white garments that were
as saying that “beauty is
ephemeral”?
borrowed for the occasion, so as not to
o Which is more idealistic and
embarrass those who didn’t own one. All
why, the Mishnah or the Talmud?
the garments required to be purified
o Does the Talmud give a flatterthrough ritual immersion, and the
ing portrayal of what happened
daughters of Jerusalem would go out
on Tu B’Av, or a more realistic
and dance in the vineyards.
portrayal?
o If you were a maiden in the
“What would they say? ‘Young man,
vineyard how might you fill in the
lift up your eyes and see what should you
blank, “a woman who ___ she is
select. Do not look at beauty, but look at
to be praised,” and why?

What is Tu B’Av? On the fifteenth of Av the tribes were
allowed to marry each other. The generation of the desert
stopped dying (in the fortieth year) . . .

Talmud Ta’anit 31a
The
Rabbis
taught:
Whomever was unmarried
would go there to select a
wife. The Rabbis taught:
The prettiest among them
would say: “Look for beauty, for a woman is only for
beauty.” The ones from
prominent families would
say: “Look to the family, for
a woman is only for children.” The plainest among
them would say: “Let your
agreement to marry be for
the sake of heaven, but on
the condition that you
adorn us in gold.”
(Another version says,
“…so that you (the suitor)
will be adorned in gold.”)

Mishnah Ta’anit 4:8

the family. “Grace is misleading, and
beauty is ephemeral, but a woman who
fears the Lord, she is to be praised.”’”

(Proverbs 31:30)
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Love and Marriage

Everything about Debrahlee Lorenzana is hot.

Even her name sizzles. At five-foot-six

and 125 pounds, with soft eyes and flawless bronze skin, she is J.Lo curves meets Jessica Simpson
bust meets Audrey Hepburn elegance—a head-turning beauty. In many ways, the story of her life has
been about getting attention from the unwanted kind. But when she got fired last summer from her job
as a banker at a Citibank branch in Midtown—her bosses cited her work performance—she got even
hotter. She sued Citigroup, claiming that she was fired solely because her bosses thought she was too
hot. This is the way Debbie Lorenzana tells it: Her bosses told her they couldn’t concentrate on their
work because her appearance was too distracting. They ordered her to start wearing turtlenecks. She
was also forbidden to wear pencil skirts, three-inch heels, or fitted business suits. Lorenzana, a 33-yearold single mom, pointed out female colleagues whose clothing was far more revealing than hers:
“They said their body shapes were different from mine, and I drew too much attention,” she says.
(Elizabeth Dwoskin, “Is This Woman Too Hot to Be a Banker?” The Village Voice, June 6, 2010).

Talmud Yevamot 62b

Torah and Talmud Navigator

Rabbi Tanchum said in the name of Rabbi Hanila’i: Any
o At the center of the page we have a Biblical account of the
man without a woman is without joy, without blessing, and
creation of the first woman—Eve. What was God’s motivation
without goodness. Without joy, as it is written: “And you
to create her?
shall be joyful with your household” (Deuteronomy 16:11).
o Why does the Talmudic passage from Yevamot (left-hand
Without blessing as it is written: “…That a blessing may
column) see household as synonymous with a wife?
reside in your houseo How does this pashold” (Ezekiel 44:30).
sage connect with the
Without goodness, as
Biblical verses that
it is written: “It is not
recount the creation of
So the Lord cast a deep sleep upon the man, and
good for Adam to be
Eve?
while he slept, He took one of his ribs and closed
alone” (Genesis 2:18).
o The last Talmudic
up the flesh at that spot. And the Lord God
passage gives an explafashioned the rib that He had taken from the man
Kiddushin 2b
nation for why men usuinto a woman; and He brought her to the man.
Why does it say in the
ally pursue women and
Torah, “When a man
not the other way
Then the man said, “This one at last is bone of my
takes a wife,” instead
around. What has the
bones and flesh of my flesh. This one shall be
of “a wife taking a
man lost that he is trying
called Woman, for from man she was taken.”
man”? It is the way of
to retrieve? (Hint: Look
man to seek a woman,
at the Biblical passage.)
and not the way of
o What accounts for the
woman to seek a man. Just as when a person loses somemajor differences between the Talmudic account of courtship
thing, who seeks whom? It is the one who lost the missing
and the way it happens today? What hasn’t changed in two
object who seeks it [and not the other way around].
thousand years?

Genesis 2:21-24
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Talmud Gittin 58a

Nedarim 66a

Ta’anit 7a-b

Our Rabbis have taught: Rabbi
Once there was a man
The
daughter
of
the
Roman
Emperor
once
Joshua bar Hanania once
who made a vow not to
addressed Rabbi Joshua bar Hanania,
happened to go to the great
glean benefit from his
city of Rome, and he was told
orphaned niece [because
“Such glorious Wisdom in such an ugly
there that there was in the
he did not wish to marry
vessel.” He replied, “Does not your father
prison a child with beautiful
her]. Rabbi Yishmael took
keep wine in an earthenware vessel?” She
eyes and face and curly locks.
her in, and made her
asked, “Where else should he keep it?” He
He went and stood at the
beautiful. Rabbi Yishmael
said to her, “You who are nobles should
doorway of the prison and
said to her uncle, “My son,
keep
it
in
vessels
of
gold
and
silver.”
said, as if to himself, “Who
is this the one whom you
Thereupon she went and told this to her
gave Jacob for a spoil and
vowed not to marry?” He
Israel to the robbers?” (Isaiah
answered, “No.” Rabbi
father and he had the wine put into vessels
42:24). The child answered,
Yishmael
immediately
of gold and silver and it soon turned sour.
“…Is it not the Lord, He
nullified the vow. He
When he was informed of this he asked his
against whom we have sinned
declared at that moment,
daughter, “Who gave you this advice?” She
and in whose ways they would
“The daughters of Israel
replied, “Rabbi Joshua bar Hanania.”—
not walk, neither were they
are lovely. It is only their
Immediately,
the
Emperor
had
him
[Rabbi
obedient unto his law” (Ibid).
poverty that makes them
Rabbi Joshua said: “I feel sure
look so unseemly.”
Joshua] summoned before him and asked
that this one will be a teacher
When Rabbi Yishmael
him, “Why did you give her such advice?”
in Israel. I swear that I will not
died,
the daughters of
He replied, “I answered her according to
budge from here before I pay
Israel
lamented
him,
the way that she spoke to me.”
his ransom, whatever price
saying: “The daughters of
But are there not good-looking people who
may be demanded.” It is
Israel are crying because
are learned?—If these very people were
reported that he did not leave
of Rabbi Yishmael.” The
ugly they would be still more learned.
the spot before he had
same was said of King
ransomed him at a high figure,
Saul: The daughters of
nor did many days pass before
Israel are crying because
he became a teacher in Israel. Who was he?—He was Rabbi
of Saul. [Because he also saw to the needs of the daughters
Yishmael ben Elisha.
of Israel.]

Ta’anit and Gittin Navigator

o The center column tells a story of beauty inhibiting
scholarship, while the left-hand column tells a story of beauty
indicating something special about the child. Both are told by
the same person. How would he reconcile these two
perspectives without contradicting himself?
o How would Rabbi Joshua bar Hanania respond to the
Village Voice article?
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o What is Rabbi Yishmael’s claim here? According to him,
are all daughters of Israel lovely?
o Why is Rabbi Yishmael the protector of orphaned girls?
o How would he define beauty?
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Rabbi Yehuda Leib of
Prague on Ketubot 16b–17a

Ketubot 16b–17a
The Sages taught: How does one dance before the bride?

What Beit Hillel said is not
Beit Shammai said: “One describes her as she is.” Beit Hillel
considered untrue; even though
says: “One calls her a bride who is lovely and pious.” Beit
the bride is not objectively
beautiful, but in the eyes of the
Shammai countered: “What if she were lame or blind? Would
groom who chose her, she
you call her a lovely and pious bride? Does not the Torah say:
certainly is, and our praise is not
‘Stay far away from deceit?’” (Exodus 23)
an objective appraisal, but
rather to acknowledge that her
Beit Hillel answered: “According to you, when a person
groom has found her worthy.
makes a bad deal in the marketplace, should you praise his
After all, the groom has chosen
purchase to him or should you disparage it? I would say that
to marry her, and she has found
favor in his eyes. Therefore, it is
you should praise it.” Therefore, the Sages said: Always
written that: When a person
should the disposition of a person be pleasant with people.
makes a bad deal in the
— When R. Dimi came, he said: Thus they sing before the
marketplace should you praise
bride in the West: “No powder and no paint and no waving [of
his purchase to him or should
the hair], and still she ascends in grace.”
you disparage it? This means
that it is not sensible to
disparage his purchase after the
fact. He likes what he bought. It is thus with the bride as well; we come not to praise her in the objective sense, but we
come to honor the choice the groom has made because he thinks she is lovely.
But what they say in the West: “No powder and no paint and no waving [of the hair], and still she ascends in grace.” This
is more appropriate because in actuality she ascends in grace before the groom, and there is no deceit at all. For the grace
is perceived by the one who is marrying her. This is why the verse states that one should stay far away from deceit—as far
away as possible. One should not utter something entirely untrue. For grace is always in the eye of the beholder, as it is written
about Queen Esther: “And all who saw Esther found her to be graceful.” Certainly not everyone held this opinion, but in the
end, one found grace in her, and that was her groom, King Ahaseueras. This is why it is not considered to be a lie. And this
should be clear to all.

Ketubot Navigator
o
o
o
o

Do both opinions agree that beauty is objective?
How do you understand Beit Hillel’s perspective?
Why do you think Beit Shammai wishes to give an objective appraisal?
What is the value of saying something nice if everyone can see it is not true?
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When I First Held You
Mirik Snir

Before You Were Born
retold by Howard Schwartz

Sunrise, Sunset
Sheldon Harnick

Age Appropriate:
New parents with babies

Look Closely and
Select a Book

Class Length:
45 minutes

Identify Big Ideas
VALUES TO HIGHLIGHT
1. Expressing unconditional love
2. Bringing comfort
3. Expressing gratitude
4. L’dor v’dor: passing rituals and Jewish life
from generation to generation

WHY THESE BOOKS WERE SELECTED
o All books that can help connect evening
and naptime rituals to Jewish life
o The language and rhythm patterns of
these books make them ideal for bedtime
and naptime reading

This book-based Program curriculum was developed by
The PJ Library.
The L-I-S-T-E-N rubric was initially developed by Ina S.G.
Regosin, Director, Hebrew College, Early Childhood
Institute, with input from Rachel Raz and Sherry Grossman.

GOALS OF PROGRAM
1. Bring to life the values above.
2. Send families home with the knowledge and
tools to continue to live these values as part
of daily life.
3. Bedtime and even morning can be hard
times for new parents and for little ones.
Rituals help to form a pattern for our lives,
which provides comfort.
4. There is so much love between parent and
child; rituals help to allow time to share that
caring; the words of lullabies and bedtime
books help to provide words of this universal
story of the gift of our children.
5. Foster relationships and build community
between the moms/dads in attendance.
NOTE: Keep the pace of this program slow, allowing time
for moms/dads to talk and connect.

Program submitted by Iris Koller, Syracuse, NY:
iriskoller@gmail.com
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Lullaby Books and Music

SETTING
o A lounge-type room with chairs and couches and a rug where moms/dads will feel comfortable
having their babies on the floor
o A table/project workspace
o Have some toddler toys available for older siblings who might come along

Set the Scene
General Materials Needed
• Sign-in sheets
• PJ sign-up forms for new families
• Name tags and black permanent markers
• Song sheets/parent handouts
• Any take-home handouts for parents (websites, articles, etc.)

{ Introductory Activity }

Opening Discussion
LEADER INTRODUCTION
elcome all participants and invite them to introduce themselves and to share a bit about their
family—where they live, how old their baby is, etc. Let them know you understand that babies
do not always stay calm and quiet. They should feel free to move, get up and walk, get down
on the floor with their little one, change/feed them, etc.

W

Ask parents if they have sought advice since their baby was born, and if so, where have they found
valuable advice and what they have learned. Share that you have found that often the most valuable
advice has come in parent to parent conversations, if that is not mentioned.
Let them know that today the group will have a chance to discuss and seek advice from each other
about snuggling, nap and bedtimes, and much more. First you’d like to share one (or two, if you wish)
Jewish stories that are perfect for bedtime reading as well as some Jewish lullabies. Reading and
singing are such natural parts of our days and nights with little ones; bringing Jewish books and songs
into these times will go a long way to making Judaism a seamless part of the rhythm of your baby’s
daily life.
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Tell the Story
{ Preparation / Props }
NOTE: If you can, listen to hear if any of the families include adopted babies. The book Before You Were
Born may be difficult for these families who were not with their child at the moment of birth, so you
might not choose to read it in the group.
LEADER INTRODUCTION
Invite parents to gather their little ones in their laps; siblings are welcome to join in the snuggling as you
read. Share the story, using a calm, quiet, soothing tone and pacing. (Practice the story a few times
before this session to ensure you get the “rhythm” right.) Following the reading and after a quiet
moment where your last words can “hang,” you, and hopefully others, take a calm “ahhhh” breath as
they snuggle their little ones a bit tighter.
ACTIVE PARTICIPATION
If you read When I First Held You ask moms/dads to share some of the images that came to their minds
when they first held their new child, as they continue to snuggle them now.
If you read Before You Were Born, share with the group that this is the retelling of a midrash from Jewish
tradition. Explain that a midrash is a story that scholars developed to, in essence, fill in some of what
seems to be missing from the narratives of our tradition. Ask moms/dads if they have any special stories
or messages from the Jewish tradition or their own lives that they hope to pass on to their children.
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Love

Lullaby Books and Music

{ Follow-up Activity }

Enhance and extend
the Experience

Materials Needed:

{ Follow-up Activity }

Make a Special Wall Document
LEADER: INTRODUCTION
s the sharing and conversation dies down, share with
moms/dads that “rituals and memories you wish to
pass on often involve words and objects. Today I want
to offer you the opportunity to make something that you can
use as part of a bedtime ritual. Sometimes I know that I cannot find the words to express all that I am feeling; perhaps that
happens to you as well. In those moments, and perhaps every
night as you put your child to sleep, these words will help
share what you cannot quite express. Come join me at the
table.”

A

NOTES:
• As moms/dads move to the table, play Kobi’s Lullaby in the
background (the song can be found on OyBaby 2 and Rick
Recht’s Free to Be the Jew in Me.
• As parents are working, move informally around. Prompt conversations by asking what secret have they found for bedtime
or another moment of the day they struggled with; what
“secret” are they still seeking—anyone have an idea?

• Pre-printed copies of the three
quotes (located at the end of the
lesson)—copies to be done on
high-quality paper, such as
parchment or linen
• Washable ink stamp pads
large enough to fit a baby’s
hand and foot
• Unscented disposable wipes
(to clean little hands and feet)
• Fine point markers or gel pens
for personalization
• Jewish music CDs, such as Oy
Baby 1 and 2 to play quietly in
the background as moms/dads
work
• Manila folders so that moms/
dads can take their finished
work home without it getting
bent in their diaper bags!
Directions:
1. Share the three quotes with the
group and allow each one to
pick the one that they want to
hang over their child’s bed.
2. Invite them to use the gel pens
or fine markers to personalize as
they wish (baby’s name and date
of birth; today’s date and a message from parents; words that
come from their memories of the
feelings and images moms/dads
had as they first held their baby).
3. Let moms/dads know they
can use the inkpads to add
their baby’s hand and/or foot
prints (and the wipes to clean
them off!).
4. Provide each mom/dad with
a manila folder to hold their
finished work.
5. Invite them to send you pictures
once they have framed and
hung their work.
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Love

Lullaby Books and Music

{ Follow-up Activity #2 }

{ Follow-up Activity #2 }

A Story for Dancing and Singing
LEADER’S INTRODUCTION:
As moms/dads put their folder into their bags, invite them to
join you back in the reading area of the room.
“I don’t know about you, but many times when I watch my
children I can’t help but see them when they were younger and
imagine what might be in their future. And, then I’d listen to
another parent whose child is doing something mine wasn’t
and I’d begin to question myself and wonder if I was making
the right choices or if my child was doing OK. Has that ever
happened to you? And it will continue to—as you hear a mom
or dad talking about a program their child is enrolled in or the
sport the child will soon begin. I can only share with you what
I came to learn—I needed to trust myself. I needed to remember all I wanted my child to enjoy, which included the pleasure
of free time to read, to dream, to play and to be creative. I also
needed to listen to my children to know what they really wanted to do, but to also hold some limits on how much they could
do and still have time for them and for me to enjoy life and for
us to share in traditions, values, and stories important to us.”
Let them know that traditions, and stories, must not always be
read; they can be danced and sung. They probably already
learned that gentle movement can calm a cranky little one.
The soothing voice of mom or dad singing adds to the calming event.

Materials Needed:
• A recording of the song
Sunrise/Sunset and/or your
comfort in singing without
a recording
Directions:
If you have time and babies aren’t
too restless, consider sitting and
reading the story first so that
moms/dadas can see the beautiful
illustraions; if not, then:
1. Invite moms/dads to dance with
their little ones as they just
absorb and enjoy the moment
and imagine the joys yet to
come.
2. Play or sing Sunrise/Sunset and,
as you also dance around the
room, show the beautiful illustrations to the families.
3. As you did with the first story, be
sure to allow for a silent pause
at the end of the story/song.
4. “Sigh… this has been such a
special time; I hate for it to end.
Before we go, let’s sing our
goodbye/shalom song.” Teach
them the song below by singing
it once alone and then together.
Shalom Chaverim
Shalom Chaverim,
Shalom Chaverim
Shalom, shalom
L’hit-ra-ot, L’hit-ra-ot
Shalom, Shalom.
Goodbye my friends,
Goodbye my friends,
Goodbye, goodbye
We’ll meet again soon,
We’ll meet again soon,
Goodbye, Shalom.
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Love

Lullaby Books and Music

Nurture the Family

B

efore families leave, let parents know of upcoming events and that you will be sending them
some links to articles, upcoming events in the Jewish community, future PJ events, and links to
where they might be able to find more Jewish music for little ones.

Remind them to send you photos of the artwork they just finished!
{ Try This at Home }
o If the group wishes, consider compiling contact information for those who attended,
especially if they are first-time parents.
o Find an article or two to share from one of the websites below and, having heard some
specific areas of concern, consider adding some resources to your next e-blast.
o In addition to all or some of the websites below, consider adding information about local mom’s
groups, library lapsitter storytimes, Tot Shabbats, etc.
www.jewishfederations.org/page.aspx?id=1073
www.myjewishlearning.com/life/Relationships/Parents_and_Children/Routines_for_Children.shtml
http://urjbooksandmusic.com/home.php?cat=340
http://parenting.ivillage.com/tp/tpsleep/0,,6r7r,00.html
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Lullaby Books and Music

Before I close my eyes at night and sleep;
Before I drift off to my dreams;
I give thanks for the blessings in my life;
For the people who care for me.
Thank you God for my family;
Thank you God for my friends;
Thank you God for the earth and sea;
Thank you God for the trees and the air I breathe;
Thank you God for me.
Words from the lyrics of Kobi’s Lullaby by Rick Recht

The world begins anew with every child.
from the Talmud

The day you came into our lives is the day God decided
that the world could not exist without you.
Adapted from Rabbi Nachman of Breslow
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In the most essential sense, prayer is direct speech, in which man confronts
and addresses his Creator. Such speech may be of many kinds: request,
supplication, thanksgiving, complaint, or even simple conversation.

—Rabbi Adin Steinsaltz

Prayer
Three Keys: Hannah’s Prayer
What Causes Prayer to Work?
www.theglobalday.com

To Whom Does God Listen?

The PJ Library: Goodnight Sh’ma
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Prayer

Three Keys: Hannah’s Prayer
www.theglobalday.com

Hannah’s Prayer
I Samuel 1:9–17

Questions and Commentary
The Holy One had three keys in His hand that He had
not turned over to a messenger: What do these three
keys have in common, that only they are considered
important enough to be provided directly by the Holy One
Himself?

…And she was in bitterness of soul, and prayed to the Lord,
and wept bitterly. And she vowed a vow, and said, “O Lord of
hosts, if you will indeed look on
the affliction of your maidservant, and remember me, and
Rabbi Yochanan said: “The Holy One
not forget your maidservant, but
will give to your maidservant a
had three keys in His hand that He had
male child, then I will give him to
not turned over to a messenger, and
the Lord all the days of his life,
these are they: The key for bringing rain,
and there shall no razor come
the key for fertility, and the key for
upon his head.” And it came to
reviving the dead. The key for bringing
pass, as she continued praying
rain, as it is written: ‘And God will open
before the Lord, that Eli
observed her mouth. And
His good stores, His heavens, to bring
Hannah spoke in her heart; only
rain to your land in due season’
her lips moved, but her voice
(Deuteronomy 28). The key for fertility,
was not heard; therefore Eli
as it is written: ‘And God remembered
thought that she was drunk. And
Rachel, and God heard her, and
Eli said to her, “How long will
opened her womb’ (Genesis 30). The
you be drunk? Put away your
key for reviving the dead, as it is written:
wine from you.” And Hannah
answered and said, “No, my
‘And you will know that I the Lord have
lord, I am a woman of a sorrowopened your graves’ (Ezekiel 37:13). In
ful spirit; I have drunk neither
the West, they said: ‘Even the key for
wine nor strong drink, but have
income, as it is written: ‘You open up
poured out my soul before the
Your hand…’” (Psalms 145). Why didn’t
Lord. Take not your maidservant
Rabbi Yochanan consider this as valid?
for a worthless woman; for out
of my great complaint and grief
He would say to you that bringing rain
have I been speaking.” Then Eli
and being responsible for income are
answered and said, “Go in
the same thing.
peace; and the God of Israel
grant you the petition that you
have asked of him.”

Ta’anit 2a–b
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And God heard her: It is
obvious from this statement
that Rachel prayed, but the
text doesn’t tell us what she
said. In fact, Rachel only
complains to Jacob: Give me
children or I shall die. The
story of Hannah, however
(opposite), gives a full rendering of her prayer, and insight
into its effectiveness.

An Exercise
Take a blank piece of
paper and make a list
of rules using Hannah’s
prayer as your primary
text. Given her interchange with Eli, and
the description of how
she prayed, create a
code for what one
should and shouldn’t
do when one prays to
God.
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Prayer

Three Keys: Hannah’s Prayer
Brachot 31a
Rabbi Hamnuna said: “How many magnificent rules have
we learned from the story of Hannah!”
“Now Hannah was praying in her heart” (I Samuel 1:13).
From this verse we know that a praying person must direct
his heart [in prayer].
“...only her lips moved” (Ibid). From here we know that one
who prays must cut each word with her lips.
“...her voice could not be heard” (Ibid). From here we learn
that one should not raise one's voice when she prays.
“So, Eli thought she was drunk” (Ibid). From here we learn
that a drunkard is not allowed to pray.
“And Eli said to her, ‘How long will you make a drunken
spectacle of yourself?’” (Ibid:14). From here we learn that
when one sees someone behaving inappropriately, he is
obliged to correct him.
“And Hannah answered saying, ‘O no my lord...’” Ulla said
and some say it was Rabbi Yossi Bar Hanina who said: “She
said to him, ‘You are not my lord in this matter and the Holy
Spirit is not upon you because you unjustly suspect me of
this.’”
There are those who say [that when Hannah said “No, my
lord...,” she meant: ]
“You have not come with the Divine presence near you, nor
do you have the Holy Spirit, for you have judged me harshly
and not with favor. Do you not know, that, ‘I am a very
unhappy woman I have drunk no wine nor any other strong
drink...’” (Ibid:15). From here we learn that a person who is
innocent of someone's suspicion is obliged to tell him.
“Don't take your maidservant for the daughter of a
scoundrel.” Rabbi Elazar said, “From here we see that one
who prays while intoxicated is considered to be an idolater,
as it is written here, ‘...the daughter of a scoundrel’ and it is
written, ‘and these sons of scoundrels left Your (God's)
midst to serve other gods’” (Deuteronomy 13:14).
Just as idolatry is implied by the word “scoundrel” in this
verse, so, too, when [Hannah tells Eli that she is not the
daughter of scoundrels, she must be referring to] idolatry in
this verse as well.
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“And Eli answered, saying, ‘Go in peace.’” Rabbi Elazar
said, “From here we learn that when a person suspects
another of something of which they are innocent, he is
obliged to mollify him, and furthermore, he must bless him,
as it is written: ‘And may the God of Israel grant you what
you have asked of Him.’”
“And Hannah made a vow, saying, ‘O Lord of Hosts...’”
Rabbi Elazar said, “From the day the world was created, no
person ever called the Holy One, ‘Lord of Hosts’ until
Hannah came and called Him so. Hannah said to the Holy
One, ‘Sovereign of the Universe, from all the multitudes and
hosts that You created in the universe, is it so difficult to give
me one child?’ What is this situation like? Like a king of flesh
and blood who made a meal for his servants. A poor person
came to the door and asked for a slice of bread, and no one
paid him any attention. He made his way to the king, and
said, ‘My lord the king, this huge meal that you have made,
is it so difficult for you to offer me a slice of bread?...’”
“And Hannah spoke from her heart...” Rabbi Elazar said in
the name of Rabbi Yossi Bar Zimra, “Hannah spoke of those
things which engaged her heart. She said, ‘Sovereign of the
Universe, there was nothing extraneous in anything You
created for a woman. Eyes to see, ears to hear a nose to
smell, a mouth to speak, hands for work, legs to walk,
breasts to nurse. These breasts which You placed upon my
heart, should I not nurse with them? Give me a son and I will
nurse with them...’”

Talmud Navigator

o How did the Sages of the Talmud read the Hannah story?
o How many of their rules matched yours?

What did you just accomplish?
The exercise on page two gave insight into how
the Sages work with a Biblical text. In the case of
Hannah, the Sages were taking a prayer that had
succeeded as a model for the prayers they had
created after hers. In the case of Hannah the
Sages were taking a prayer that had succeeded
as the standard for the prayers they had created
after hers.
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Three Keys: Hannah’s Prayer
Hebrew Sources
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What Causes Prayer to Work?
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INTRODUCTION
Prayer is a ubiquitous motif in the Tanakh in general, and the Torah in particular.
The following two cases illustrate when prayers are answered and when they are rejected.
The first instance is the infamous behavior of the spies who return from the Land,
only to reveal their fear and contempt for the challenge of its conquest.
God fumes in anger and Moshe rises to defend and pray for his people.

EXHIBIT A
(Numbers 14:11-20)

And the Lord said to Moshe: “How long will this people despise me? And how long will they not believe
in Me, for the signs I have wrought among them? I will smite them with the pestilence and I destroy
them and will make of thee a nation greater and mightier than they.”

And Moshe said unto the Lord: “When the Egyptians shall hear—for You brought up the people in Your
might from among them…now if You will kill this people as one man, then the nations which have heard
the fame of You will speak, saying: Because the Lord was unable to bring this people into the land
which He swore just for them, He has therefore slain them in the wilderness…Pardon, I pray You, the
iniquity of this people according to the greatness of Your lovingkindness, and as You already have forgiven this people, from Egypt until now.”

And the Lord said: “I have pardoned them, as you have spoken.”
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Prayer

What Causes Prayer to Work?
In the following instance, Moshe, himself, has been denied entry into the Land,
and prays to God that he will be allowed to enter Israel, even though he has
already been denied entry for a previous transgression.

EXHIBIT B

(Deuteronomy 3:23-27)
And I pleaded to the Lord at this time saying: “O Master, our Lord! You have begun to show Your servant
Your greatness and Your strong hand, for what god is there in heaven and earth that can imitate Your
great works, and Your mighty acts?
Let me go, I beg of you, and let me see this good land that is beyond the Jordan, that wonderful hill
country, and Lebanon.”
And the Lord was short with me because of you and did not listen to me, and He said to me: “This is
enough for you, and do not speak to Me about this again. Get up to the top of Pisgah and cast your
eyes westward, northward, southward and eastward, and see with your eyes, for you will not cross the
Jordan.”

Torah Navigator

o Compare the two scenarios. In each case describe whom Moshe is praying for.
o How does God’s response differ in the respective prayers?
o In your opinion, what accounts for the different response?
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What Causes Prayer to Work?
INTRODUCTION
Life in the land of Israel depends profoundly on the quantity of rainfall it receives.
A severe drought would cause acute agricultural damage and even famine.
The following two Talmudic stories deal with the then-common practice
of praying for rain when it has not been forthcoming.

EXHIBIT A

(Talmud, Ta’anit 19a)
Once, they came to Honi Hama’agel and said to him: “Pray so that the rains fall.” He said: “Go out and
bring the Passover ovens, so that they will not be spoiled.” He prayed, and the rains didn’t fall. What
did he do? He drew a circle and stood inside it, and said: “Sovereign of the Universe, Your children have
turned their faces toward me for I am like a son of Your household. I swear in Your great Name that I
will not move from here until You have mercy on Your children.”
The rains began to drizzle. He said: “Not rain like that but rains that will fill the cisterns, the caves and
the trenches.” The rains came down with fury. He said: “Not like that, but rains of favor, blessing and
generosity.” They came as he decreed, until all of Israel left Jerusalem for the Temple Mount because
of the rains. They came and said to him, “Just as you prayed for them to fall, pray for them to go away!”
He said: “Go and see if the boulder of the lost and found has washed away.”
Shimon Ben Shetach sent Honi a message: “If you weren’t Honi, I would excommunicate you, but what
am I to do? You act frivolously before God, and He does your will, like a son who acts frivolously before
his father and his father does what the son wants. And about you the verse is written: Let your father
and mother be glad and rejoice in your birth” (Proverbs 23).

Talmud Navigator

o Is this the way you would approach God with a request? Why or why not?
o Why do you think that Honi chooses this strategy?
o What is it about Honi that causes God to listen to him?
o Why does the Talmud want us to know this story, and as a result, what do we learn about prayer and those
whose prayers are answered?
o What was the purpose of God sending different kinds of rain to Honi?
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Prayer

What Causes Prayer to Work?

EXHIBIT B

(Talmud, Ta’anit 24a)
Rav had traveled to a certain place. He decreed a fast, but the rains didn’t come. A person came up to
lead the prayers. When he recited the Amida, he said, “He who brings the winds,” and the winds blew.
He said, “He who brings forth the rain,” and the rains came.
Rav asked him: “What is your occupation?”
He said: “I teach children to read, and I teach the poor children as if they were rich ones. If a person
can’t pay, I take no money from him. And I also have a fish pond. Whenever one of the children is
rebellious, I bribe him with fish to entice and appease him, so that he comes and studies.”

Talmud Navigator

o Tell us about a time when you felt that your prayers had been answered. Does it have anything in common with
the stories we have just learned?
o What is exemplary about this teacher?
o In your opinion, why did his prayers work better than those of a great Sage?
o The one who leads the prayers was called a shaliach tzibur (a messenger for the community). According to this
passage, what values are most important for this role?
o In this case, why did these prayers work better than a public fast?
o What do we know about this person that we didn’t know about Honi Hama’agel?
o How does God’s response differ in this instance from His response to Honi Hama’agel?
o How do you account for this difference?
o Is it significant that we do not know the person’s name? Why, or why not?
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To Whom Does God Listen
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The Quality of Despair
EXHIBIT A: Rebuke

(Ta’anit 25b)
Once Rabbi Eliezer decreed thirteen fasts on the community, and the rains still didn’t come. Finally, the
community got up to leave. He said to them: “Have your graves been dug yet?!” All the community
wailed and cried—and the rains came.

Talmud Navigator

o Why did the community begin to leave?
o Why was Rabbi Eliezer’s rebuke effective?
o Why did the wailing and crying cause the rains to fall?

EXHIBIT B: Self-Deprecation

(Ta’anit 24a)
Rabbi Yehuda Nessiah decreed a fast. He prayed for mercy and no rains came. He said: “There is such
a gap between Samuel Haramati and Yehuda the son of Gamliel! Woe to the generation that is so handicapped. Woe to the one whose days are stuck with him.” He became very upset, and the rains came.

Talmud Navigator

o How is this story similar to the previous story, and how it is different?
o Rabbi Yehuda Nessiah bemoans the fact that he is inadequate. How is this message different than the previous
story of Rabbi Eliezer and the thirteen fasts?
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Prayer

To Whom Does God Listen

EXHIBIT C: A Broken heart

(Sotah 5a)
Rabbi Yehoshua ben Levy said: “Come and see how powerful a contrite spirit is before the Holy One!
When the Temple stood, a person would bring a particular sacrifice and he would be shown favor for
only that sacrifice. But the person of a contrite spirit is considered as if he has performed all the sacrifices, as it is written: The sacrifices of God are a broken spirit (Psalms 51:19). Furthermore, his prayer
cannot be disparaged, as it is written: …A broken and despairing heart will not be disgraced (Ibid).”

Talmud Navigator

o What is the common denominator among all the exhibits?
o The difference between all three examples is very subtle. Examine what is distinctive about each of them and
discuss why such prayers may be considered effective.
o Why do you think a truly contrite spirit is so powerful and necessary?

EXHIBIT D: Undeserved Gifts

(Rashi, Deuteronomy 3:23)
“and I pleaded” When the word pleading (CHiNun) is used in the Torah it always means a gift that is
undeserved (CHiNun). Even though the righteous could invoke their deeds [on their behalf], they only
ask from God a gift that they do not deserve (Rashi, Deuteronomy 3:23).

Deuteronomy Navigator

o What is Rashi’s message here?
o Why would God give us something that we don’t deserve?
o How does this relate to the previous sources? What is the connection between profound contrition and seeing
yourself as undeserving?
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Prayer

To Whom Does God Listen

EXHIBIT E: Obstacles to Prayers Being Answered

(Ta’anit 24a)
The House of the Nasi declared a fast, and the rains did not come. Oshiya, the youngest of the class
taught them: “If this sin was committed from the unwitting eyes of the community” (Numbers 15:24). It
is like a bride in her father’s house; as long as her eyes are pretty—her body need not be examined,
when she is bleary eyed—her entire body needs to be examined.”

(Rabbi Steinsaltz Commentary, Ibid)
So it is with the entire generation. If the leaders are blemished—it is a sign for the entire people.

Talmud Navigator

o According to Oshiya, who is to blame?
o What do the eyes of the bride signify?
o What might be the outcome of examining the “entire body” of the community?
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The Bedtime Sh’ma / Goodnight Sh’ma
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The Bedtime Sh’ma
Adapted by Sarah Gershman

Goodnight Sh’ma
Jacqueline Jules

Age Appropriate:
Infants to 4 year olds
Class Length:
45 minutes–1 hour

Look Closely and
Select a Book

Identify Big Ideas

WHY THESE BOOKS WERE SELECTED
o Offer guidance on how to add Jewish content
to a family’s nightly bedtime routine
o Illustrations and text are calming and
soothing, promoting a calm transition
from active days into sleep
o Familiarize young children and families with
the Sh’ma—a fundamental prayer of Judaism.
o Introduce families to the concept that prayer
represents a way of conversing with God.

VALUES TO HIGHLIGHT
1. T’filah: prayer
2. Hoda’ah: thankfulness and gratitude
GOALS OF PROGRAM
1. Highlight and connect the major themes
of this book to daily life.
2. Provide families with a tool (a beautiful
bedtime picture) which can be incorporated
into their bedtime routine, adding Jewish
context to this daily transition time.
3. Provide families with a space and time
to reflect on their own bedtime rituals.
4. Familiarize families with the Sh’ma prayer
5. Teach several different tunes for the
Sh’ma prayer.

This book-based Program curriculum was developed by The PJ Library.
The L-I-S-T-E-N rubric was initially developed by Ina S.G. Regosin, Director, Hebrew College, Early Childhood Institute,
with input from Rachel Raz and Sherry Grossman.
Program submitted by Iris Koller, Syracuse, NY: iris@hgf.org and Vivian Newman, Western Massachusetts: vivian@hgf.org
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Prayer

The Bedtime Sh’ma / Goodnight Sh’ma

Set the Scene

{ Introductory Activity #1 }

10–15 minutes

SCHEDULING AND LOCATION THOUGHTS
esigning a Saturday evening havdalah program works
well, with children coming in pajamas; late afternoon or
before nap time on another day also works.

D

Materials Needed:
• A large sheet of black paper—
cut from a roll of bulletin board
paper, or created by stapling
several pieces of black paper
or craft foam or poster board
together
• Gold and silver mini stars—
either the type which needs
to be licked in order to stick
or the self-adhesive type

Advance Preparations:

o Tape the black paper to the
floor or to several small, low
tables which have been lined
up in a row.

A “comfy” space is ideal, one with a soft floor that is conducive to cuddling. Children should be encouraged to bring a
well-loved stuffed animal or doll.

o Place small handfuls of stars
in plastic containers or bowls
so that each child will have
his/her own supply of stars
to work with.

Directions
1. Show children how to attach
stars to the black paper.

{ Introductory Activity #1 }

Creating a Starry Night Mural

2. When children have finished
attaching their small supply of
stars, encourage them to move
on to Introductory Activity #2.

Mural will be used to help set the scene
for the storytelling session.
LEADER’S INTRODUCTION:
In a few minutes we are going to read a book about bedtime
and going to sleep. When do you and your dolls and stuffed
animals usually go to sleep? Do you go to sleep when it’s dark
outside or when it’s light outside? What does your room usually look like when your mom or dad turns off your light and
says goodnight? That’s right, we usually go to sleep when it’s
dark outside. So to help set the mood for our story, we’re
going to make our own night sky. What do we see up in the
sky at night? Can you help us add stars and moons to our sky?
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The Bedtime Sh’ma / Goodnight Sh’ma

{ Introductory Activity #2 }

{ Introductory Activity #2 }

Decorating a Frame

Materials Needed:
• Frames cut from craft foam or
construction paper (8.5 x 11 in.)

For the “Bedtime Picture” which will be created
in the second half of the program
LEADER’S INTRODUCTION
Later today, we are going to make a special bedtime signs
which can be taken home and hung in your bedroom. We
hope that these beautiful signs will help you feel even more
relaxed and comfortable at bedtime. Before you paint your
bedtime sign, however, we want you to first decorate the
frame which will surround your sign.

Tell the Story

• Stickers (try to include star and
moon stickers)
• Paper cutouts of stars and
moons
• Cutouts of the Hebrew letters—
shin, mem, and ayin (for those
families who would like to display
Hebrew letters on their frames.
These families may also appreciate a handout which displays the
word Sh’ma, written in Hebrew.)
• Glue sticks or white/school glue,
bowls, and cotton swabs.

10–15 minutes

• Optional: sequins, jewels, foam
shapes, etc.

ADVANCE PREPARATIONS:
o Be sure to have several extra dolls and stuffed animals
available for those who may have forgotten to bring theirs
with them.

Directions:

o Try to enlarge the illustrations in the book of your choice.
(Make enlarged photo copies of the pages or scan the pictures into your computer, enlarge them, and display the
book as a PowerPoint presentation.)

2. Ask children to select which
shapes, sequins, etc. they would
like to use on their frame

{ Props }
o Completed night sky
o Stuffed animal for the group leader
READER’S INTRODUCTION
{ Transition }
Invite all to come and join you, bringing their cuddle toys, leaving their art pieces at the table. Assure them that their work
will be safe. As everyone settles in, welcome all; encourage little ones to snuggle with their parents. Have families briefly
introduce themselves and their special cuddle toy.

1. Encourage children to spread
glue all around the edges of
their frame

3. Ask children to place their
chosen materials on top of
the glue.
4. Have several copies of the word
Sh’ma available, so that those
who wish will be able to see
how to arrange the letters on
their frame.

(Pass out extra stuffed animals to those children who did not
bring one from home.)
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The Bedtime Sh’ma / Goodnight Sh’ma

INTRODUCTORY SPEECH
(Comment on how busy everyone was today working on their projects.)
Uh oh, I’m seeing lots of dolls and stuffed animals who are yawning (demonstrate a few yawns) and
looking very sleepy. I think that soon it’s going to be time for us to put our toys to bed.
(Ask several parents to help you hold the completed starry night mural over the children’s head.)
Look at what time it is. It’s dark outside and the stars are out. That means it’s time for the dolls and
stuffed animals to go to sleep. How should we help them get ready for bed? What do you do before
bedtime?
(Ask for suggestions and encourage the entire group to pantomime gestures for whatever actions are
suggested—brushing teeth, taking a bath, etc.)
In a few minutes, we’re going to read a book that shows a child getting ready for bed. The child in our
book does something very special before she (In the book Bedtime Sh’ma) /he (in the book Goodnight
Sh’ma) goes to sleep—he/she says a prayer. There are many different kinds of prayers that children and
grown-ups can say at bedtime. Sometimes, people like to think of all of the special things that happened
to them during the day and say thank you for those special things. Other people, before going to bed,
like to think about something that they hope might happen tomorrow—for example, someone might say,
“Tomorrow, I hope I have fun riding my bike.”
The child in our book says a special Hebrew
prayer before he/she goes to sleep. The prayer is
called Sh’ma and its words are written and spoken in Hebrew. Can I teach you the words to this
prayer?
(Ask the children to repeat the Sh’ma words after
you.)
The words of the Sh’ma tell us that there is only
one God. Does anyone know who or what God is?
Many people have many different ideas and
thoughts about God. I like to think of God as someone whom I can’t see and whom I can’t hear and
whom I can’t feel, but who is all around. Even
though I can’t see God, I think that God is very
important. Many people believe that God helped
to make the world, helped make everything that
we see around us—the trees, the grass, the birds,
the people.

The Global Day of Jewish Learning • November 7, 2010

Adaptations for Group Size and Age
Larger Groups
Stand if needed to show all the pictures in the
story; move about the room slowly as you read if
need be to share the illustrations.
Older Children
With the Bedtime Sh’ma—you may pause on the
first page and encourage parents and children to
quietly think about any “I’m sorry” moments that
they may have had either today or during the past
several days. Ask parents and children to quietly
whisper these moments to one another.
Younger Children
If children are getting restless during the story
reading, encourage them to hug and kiss their
stuffed animals.
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The Bedtime Sh’ma / Goodnight Sh’ma

(What else do you think that God helped to make?)
Sometimes, before going to bed, people like to talk to God and say, “Thank you, God, for all of the
special things that you gave me today.” Saying Sh’ma is a way of talking to God and saying thank you.
Let’s think about today. What would you like to say thank you for? Did anyone have any good food
to eat today? Did anyone do something special today? Did anyone play with a brother or sister or a
special friend today? The fun things that we did, the good food that we ate, and the special people
whom we played with are all things that we can remember to say “thank you” for at the end of the day.
Are you ready to read our book and see what the child in our book does before going to bed?
ACTIVE PARTICIPATION
None (with the exception of the brief activity for older children described below)—just your gentle voice
and smiles as you see the cuddling and nurturing around the room.
FOLLOW-UP QUESTIONS
o What were some of the things that the child
in this book did before going to bed?
o Who did the child take to bed with him/her?
o Do you take someone special to bed with you?
o What did the child say before going to bed?

Enhance and Extend the Experience 20–30 minutes
{ Follow-up Activity #1 }

Putting Stuffed Animals and Dolls to Bed
LEADER INTRODUCTION:
(Again invite parents to help you stretch the night sky mural
over the children’s heads).
hh.. , I see that it’s getting dark out again. Look at how
tired these dolls and stuffed animals are—their eyes
keep closing. I think that it’s time for us to put our special friends to bed.

O

{ Follow-up Activity #1 }
Materials needed:
• Pieces of felt, 8.5 x 11
in a variety of colors
• Night sky mural (which
was made during the
introductory activities)

(Pass out pieces of felt.)
Here are some blankets for our friends. Before we cover them up, let’s help them wash their faces,
brush their teeth, and read a book.
(Pantomime each of these activities.)
The Global Day of Jewish Learning • November 7, 2010
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Let’s give them a hug and a kiss. Now, let’s cover them with their
blankets. There’s one more thing that we need to do before putting
them to bed. Do you know what it is? We need to help them say
Sh’ma. Can you sing the words with me? Let’s see if we can teach
this prayer to our cuddly friends.
Pretend to let the stuffed animals sleep for a few seconds. Take
down the night sky. Announce: “Morning time. Boker tov.
Everybody up.
(Encourage children to throw back the covers and wake their dolls/
stuffed animals.)
Hmm…I wonder what our friends will do today. Maybe they’ll
dance or go on the swings or help cook
(Invite children to pantomime each of these actions.)
Ask parents to help (again) with putting up the black sky. Announce.
“It’s time for our friends to go to sleep again! What do they need to
do? What’s the last thing that they should do?”

{ Follow-up Activity #2 }
Materials Needed:
• Animal crackers or teddy bear
crackers or gingerbread cookies.
• Jelly or cream cheese
• Brown whole wheat bread, each
slice cut in half
• White bread or potato bread—
cut in half and then cut into a 1/3
and 2/3 piece (these will be used
as pillows and blankets for the
cookie children or animals)
Advance Preparations: (Optional)
o Arrange small snack plates for
each child—each plate should
contain:
• a heaping spoonful of jelly
or cream cheese
• plastic spoons or knives
• both white and brown bread
(cut into its proper size)
• one gingerbread man or other
animal-shaped crackers
• raisins (optional)

{ Follow-up Activity #2 }

Make a Special Bedtime Snack

Directions:

LEADER’S INTRODUCTION
Wow, you guys are experts at putting your
special cuddly friends to bed. To celebrate your
excellent skills at putting animals to sleep,
we’d like you to make a special snack which
involves making a comfy bed for a tasty little
gingerbread boy or girl (or teddy bear) cracker.

1. Demonstrate how to make an
edible bed. Using a spoon,
spread jelly or cream cheese
onto a piece of brown wheat
bread.
2. Place the smaller white piece of
bread on top of the jelly/cream
cheese (this white piece of bread
will represent the cookie’s pillow).
3. Lie the ginger bread boy/girl
down on top of the jelly or
cream cheese with its head resting on top of the white pillow.
4. Cover the gingerbread boy/
girl with the remaining piece
of white bread (this piece of
bread will function as the
cookie’s blanket).
5. Optional: Use a raisin (torn into
small pieces) to form facial features for the gingerbread boy/girl
or for the teddy bear cracker.
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The Bedtime Sh’ma / Goodnight Sh’ma
{ Follow-up Activity #3 }

{ Follow Up Activity #3 }

Make A Bedtime Sign
LEADER INTRODUCTION
We are now going to paint a special bedtime sign which we hope you’ll take
home and hang in your room. Every night
before you go to sleep, we hope that
you’ll take a look at your bedroom Sh’ma sign, and remember
to say a prayer and/or a few words of thanks before you go to
sleep. Parents, please note that while all of our Sh’ma signs
contain the same picture, they each feature slightly different
wording. Please take time to find the wording which best meets
your family’s beliefs and needs.

Advance Preparation:
o Create pages with the Sh’ma on
them (in Hebrew and English)
Prepare several different types
of Sh’ma cards—some with
Hebrew and some without,
some which mention giving
thanks to God, and some
which avoid mentioning God.
Materials:
• Liquid watercolor or food
coloring mixed with water (the
paints need to be substantially
watered down, so that the picture
and words on the page will be
able to peek through the paint,
and will not be obscured by
the paints)
• Bowls—for storing various colors
of diluted watercolors

Nurture the Family

• Paint brushes

ENJOY A CLOSING SONG(S)
s a closing activity, invite families to once again cuddle.
You can again ask if anyone remembered a moment in
their day that was “special” that they didn’t share earlier

• Sh’ma cards—templates are
available at the end of this
program. (The Sh’ma cards
should ideally be printed on
card stock, although plain paper
may be used if necessary.)

Invite families to settle back and sing along with or listen quietly to several Jewish bedtime songs and finger plays. Some
possibilities to share include:

• Scotch tape

A

o Kobi’s Lullaby by Rick Recht (found on Free to Be the
Jew in Me and Oy Baby 2, and as an mp3 recording on
http://rickrecht.com/music/song-php?songs_id=135)
o Y’varech’cha and Bedtime Sh’ma by Sheldon Low (found
on It’s All Challah to Me)
o The Angel’s Blessing by Debbie Friedman (found on The
World of Your Dreams; Songs of the Spirit: The Debbie
Friedman Anthology; Renewal of Spirit; and Debbie
Friedman at Carnegie Hall)
Several different renditions of the Sh’ma which can be listened
to as a mp3 recording on http://www.totshabbat.com
(Specifically listen to recordings by Cantor Kenneth Cohen, and
Judy Caplan Ginsburgh’s Amazing Songs for Amazing Jewish
Kids.)
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Directions:
1. Encourage children to use several different colors on their sign.
2. Demonstrate how to paint one
color next to another, without
overlapping colors. (We want to
keep the various colors distinct
from one another. If possible, try
to avoid mixing all of the colors
together. Mixing too many colors
together will typically result in a
murky, greenish-brown color.)
3. Families with more than one
child might want to create one
sign for each child.
4. If time permits (and the paints
have sufficiently dried),
encourage families to attach
their completed picture to their
corresponding frame. Use
scotch tape or masking tape
to attach the sign to the frame.
(If the picture has not fully dried,
ask families to attach the picture
to the frame at home.)
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Conclude the program with hugs all around! Be sure everyone has their projects to take home
{ Try This at Home }
Web Sinks to Learn from and Share:
www.jewishfederations.org/page.aspx?ID=1073
www.templenashville.org/_content/4_beit_midrash/jewish_parents/pdfs/Bedtime%20
Blessings%20Chanukah.pdf
www.jewisheveryday.com/jed/jewish_bedtime.html
www.myjewishlearning.com/beliefs/Theology/God/About_God/Speaking_about_God/
Speaking_to_Kids.shtml
www.myjewishlearning.com/texts/Liturgy_and_Prayers/Siddur_Prayer_Book/Shema/
Bedtime_Shema.shtml

Before I cIose my eyes at
night and sleep, before
I drift into my dreams,
I give thanks for
the blessings in my life,
for the people
who care for me…

Sh’ma Yisrael
Adonai Eloheinu
Adonai Echad.

(from Kobi’s Lullabye by Rick Recht)

Sh’ma Yisrael Adonai Eloheinu
Adonoi Echad. Listen Israel.
God is our God. God is one.
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Thank you, for this
special day
that is now ending…

The PJ Library Class

8

ADULT_ENVIRONMENT

9/14/10

11:19 AM

Page 1

We speak about "humanity" and "nature" as if we exist in one way, and the rest of the world
exists in a different way. This dichotomy between man and nature is neither simple nor accurate.
Granted, nature without the presence of man would be very different; yet humanity, although
unique and distinct, is still part of nature. Whether we define nature as the totality of existence,
or as the set of laws that govern it—we are included in it.

—Rabbi Adin Steinsaltz

Environment
The World is a Human Responsibility
Is a Man a Tree of the Field?
www.theglobalday.com
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Genesis Navigator

o For what purpose was Adam created according to the description in Chapter 1? How is his role described in Chapter 2?
o Do these two descriptions complement each other? Do they contradict each other, or do they complete each other? Explain.
o How is the creation of Adam described in both of these sources?
o What is the connection between how Adam was created, and the description of his role in the world according to each one
of the sources?
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When the Holy One created Adam, He took him for a tour of all the trees in the Garden of Eden, and He said to him: “See how
When the Holy One created Adam, He took him for a tour of all the trees in the Garden of Eden,
My works are so glorious and pleasant! All of this, I have created for you! Make sure that you do not ruin and destroy My world,
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x If everything is created for Adam, why can’t he do whatever he wants with it?
for you! Make sure that you do not ruin and destroy My world, for if you do, no one will be able
Kohelet
Navigator
Why
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to fix it Rabba
afterx you
arewas
gone!”
o If everything is created
for
Adam,
why can’t he do whatever he wants with it?
any other creature?
o Why was this commandment given to humanity? What makes us different than any other creature?
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If everything is created for Adam, why can’t he do whatever he wants with it?

Deuteronomy 20:19-20
Deuteronomyx20:19-20
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o What is the purpose of destroying trees that do not bear fruit, according to the Torah?
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against the city that makes war with you, until it is subdued.

Maimonides, The Laws of Kings and their Wars 6:8Ͳ10
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“do not destroy its trees.” And anyone who does so will be given lashes. This applies not only during a
siege, but in all instances that one chops down a fruit tree in a destructive manner but one may destroy
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expensive. The Torah only prohibits destroying trees for the sake of destruction. Any nonͲfruit bearing
trees one is allowed to destroy, even for no purpose. One can do the same for a fruit tree that has aged
and bears little fruit and is not worth maintaining. It is permissible to cut it down.
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Continued: Maimonides, Rambam, The Laws of Kings and Their Wars 6:8-10
It is forbidden to chop down fruit trees and to deny them water so they will dry, as it says in the Torah, “Do not destroy its trees.”
And anyone who does so will be given lashes. This applies not only during a siege, but in all instances that one chops down a
fruit tree in a destructive manner, but one may destroy a fruit tree if it is harming other trees, or it is harming the field of others,
or if its maintenance is expensive. The Torah only prohibits destroying trees for the sake of destruction. Any non-fruit bearing
trees one is allowed to destroy, even for no purpose. One can do the same for a fruit tree that has aged and bears little fruit and
is not worth maintaining. It is permissible to cut it down.
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o What is the nature of the relationship between humanity and nature according to the Rambam’s position?
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They [these horrible afflictions] came to him [Rebbe] because of something that once happened.
What happened? — A calf was being taken to the slaughter, when it broke away, and hid his head under Rebbe's skirts,
and cried [in terror]. Rebbe said to him “Go! For this you were created.”
Thereupon they said [in Heaven], “Since he has no pity for others, let us bring suffering upon him.”
And the afflictions departed from him: How did this happen? — One day Rabbi’s maidservant was sweeping the house;
[seeing] some young weasels lying there, she started to sweep them away.
“Let them be,” said he to her, “It is written, ‘and his tender mercies are over all his works.’” They said [in Heaven], “Since
he has shown compassion, let us be compassionate to him.”

Bava Metziya Navigator

o Rebbe says, “For this you were created.” From all that we have seen, what approach does this statement reflect?
o What does this narrative teach us about humanity and nature?
o Using all these sources, synthesize a concise description of how humanity should interact with the natural world.
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Rashi, Rabbi Shlomo Yitzchaki
The word “for” here indicates a question. [That is to say]: “are
trees of the field human beings able to come against you in
a siege?” They are tormented with hunger and thirst like the
people of the city under siege. Why should you destroy them?

Haketav ve-haKaballah, Rabbi Jacob Zevi
Meklenburg, 18th Century

Even if the intention in cutting the tree is not to be destructive,
but for constructive purposes such as building a ladder or
capturing a city, it is still forbidden to cut the tree. The reason
for this prohibition is that it is not proper to use any of God’s
Rabbi Avraham Ibn Ezra
creations for the opposite of that which it was intended. A fruit
This is its meaning: Because you eat from [trees], you shall
tree which is intended to feed and sustain people should not
not cut them down. For a human being is the tree of the
be used in a siege, which is intended to defeat one’s enemies
field—This means the life of humans is the tree of a field…You
by starving them… It seems more fitting to me to translate the
shall not destroy a fruit tree which brings life to humans, you
word ki as “like.” So the meaning of the verse is “Just like
are only allowed to eat from it, and it is forbidden for you to
man, so is the tree of the field” concerning the enemy coming
destroy it in order to besiege a city.
in siege. Just as you are forbidden to destroy people who are
besieged if they offer you
Ramban, Nachmanides
peace and agree to pay a
Rabbi Abraham (Ibn Ezra)
tax to you, so too are you
When you besiege a town for many days,
understood this verse
warned against destroying
waging war against it, to seize it: you are not
beautifully,
[when
he
fruit trees, for you have
understood this verse as a
benefit in eating its fruits...
to bring ruin on its trees, by swinging-away
statement and not a quesTrees are just like besieged
(with) an ax against them, for from them you
tion] . . . for the meaning of
people. Just as you are
eat, them you are not to cut down—for are
“for a human being is a tree
forbidden to destroy people
the trees of the field human beings, (able) to
of the field” is a way
because of the benefit of the
come against you in a siege?
of emphasizing humanity’s
tax, so too you shall not
dependence on trees, just
destroy fruit trees because
as it is written, “A handmill or an upper millstone may not be
you have benefit in enjoying their fruit.
taken in pawn, for that would be taking someone’s life in
Midrash Sifre Devarim
pawn,” (Deuteronomy 24:6). Our Sages in the Talmud underFrom the simple reading of the verse, I would only think
stood this verse differently. They maintained that it is allowed
that it is forbidden to cut down trees using an ax. How do
to cut a fruit tree to build a siege, and the Torah says, “Only
we know that it is even forbidden to destroy trees by
trees that you know do not yield food may be destroyed…”
drawing water away from them? Because it says “not to
to teach that one should cut barren trees before fruit trees.”
bring ruin on its trees,” by any means.
Their understanding of this section is that the Torah warned
against cutting trees for the sake of destruction and not out
Maimonides, Rambam, The Laws of Kings and
of necessity for the siege, as other armies do… You should
Their Wars
not do this, for you trust in God that He will give your
It is forbidden to chop down fruit trees and to deny them
enemies to you “for man is the tree of the field” which means
water so they will dry, as it says in the Torah, “Do not
from it you shall eat and live, and with it [the trees remaining
destroy its trees.” This applies not only during a siege, but
intact] the city will fall to you in siege. That is to say, you will
in all instances when one chops down a fruit tree in a
live from it after you capture the city…
destructive manner…
Jerusalem Talmud, Kiddushin 48b
This is true not only of trees, but whoever breaks
Rabbi Hezekiah said in the name of Rav: A person will have to
vessels or rips clothing or destroys a building, or blocks
give judgment for everything that he laid eyes upon and did
up a water source, or destroys foodstuffs, in a destructive
not eat.
manner has violated the prohibition of bal tashchit—do
not be wasteful…

Deuteronomy 20:19
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Deuteronomy and Subsequent Commentary Navigator
Jewish practice most often rests on the interpretation of verses from the Torah. The chapter from which this
verse in Deuteronomy is taken limits what one is allowed to destroy when besieging an enemy city. The
Hebrew word ki has four different definitions. It can mean “for,” “because,” “lest,” or “perhaps.” The verse
changes meaning depending on how the verse is translated. In the translation above, it is translated as
“for are the trees of the field human beings, (able) to come against you in a siege” and is formulated as a
question. However, not all the commentators understand the verse in this way.
Go through Rashi, Ramban, Ibn Ezra, and Haketav ve-haKaballah, and see how they parse this verse and,
more importantly, what they derive from it.
o Which interpretation do you find more appealing, and why?
o The Maimonides source is also used in the other class on the environment. Why do you think he applies this verse to refer
to waste in general and not the specific circumstances of war?
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Joseph Had a Little Overcoat
By Simms Taback

Age Appropriate:
2-4 year olds
Class Length:
Approximately 45 minutes

Look Closely and
Select a Book
WHY THIS BOOK WAS SELECTED
o Bright, colorful pictures
o Simple text
o Highly relevant and developmentally
appropriate topic for young children who
love/need to possess favorite transitional
objects—objects such as blankets, teddy
bears, cloth diapers, etc. that they cling to
before bed or during the day for comfort

Identify Big Ideas
VALUES TO HIGHLIGHT
1. Bal tashchit: Not wasting, not
destroying needlessly
2. Recycling
3. Cherishing objects: Remembering that there
is “no thing in the world without its place”
(Pirkei Avot 4:3)
GOALS OF PROGRAM
1. Highlight and connect the major themes
of this book to daily life.
2. Involve families in a fun recycling project.
3. Encourage families to think about ways to
incorporate recycling and the mitzvah of
bal tashchit into their daily family life.

This book-based Program curriculum was developed by The PJ Library.
The L-I-S-T-E-N rubric was initially developed by Ina S.G. Regosin, Director, Hebrew College, Early Childhood Institute,
with input from Rachel Raz and Sherry Grossman.
Program submitted by Vivian Newman, Western Massachusetts: vivian@hgf.org
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Joseph Had a Little Overcoat

Set the Scene
{ Intro Activity }

Patchwork Clothing Props
LEADER INTRODUCTION
oday we’ll be reading a story about a man named Joseph who owned a special coat that he loved
very much. Joseph loved his coat so much that he never wanted to throw it away—not even when
it became old and full of holes. Instead of throwing his coat away, Joseph tried to recycle it. First
he patched it—he covered every hole with a small square of material. When the coat became full of
patches, Joseph cut with his scissors and sewed with his needle and turned that coat into something
else. You can look around at all the tables in the room and see some of the different things that Joseph
made from his coat. Right now, we want you to try to be like Joseph. Pick a table and start working on
the piece of clothing that’s on that table. Cover the clothes with patches and help Joseph recycle and
reuse it. In a few minutes, when we read our book, we’re going to use all of these patched and fixed
items of clothing to help us tell our story.

T

Materials Needed

Directions:

• Poster board

1. Place each poster board clothing item at a different
table. For the youngest children, one clothing item
can be placed on the floor.

• Scraps of material cut
into small squares

2. Fill small bowls with squares of materials—2–3
children can share a bowl, although the activity
usually works best if no sharing is required.

• Stapler
• Clear contact paper
• 5–6 round tables

3. Arrange several bowls of material squares around
each item of poster board clothing.

• Plastic or paper bowls

4. Encourage children to work in small groups,
covering both the holes and the entire surface of
the piece of clothing with patches (cloth squares).

Advance Preparations:

o Using large size poster board, cut out a large
coat, jacket, vest, tie, and scarf.

o Cut numerous holes in each item of poster board
clothing.
o Using a stapler, attach contact paper (adhesive
side facing up) to each poster board clothing.

o Remove backing from contact paper so that a sticky
surface now covers each piece of clothing.

Adaptations for Group Size and Age
Larger Groups
Give each child his/her own clothing item to decorate. These clothing items will be smaller than the poster board
clothing items described above, about the size of an 8.5 x 11 in. piece of paper. Cut out each item in advance, as
most young children will glue over any drawn lines, making it difficult to identify the completed clothing item. Glue
sticks can be used to attach patches.
Older Children
Clothing items can be cut out of cloth or felt. The child’s task will be to sew patches onto the clothes. Some
children and parents may require a brief “how-to-sew” lesson.
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Tell the Story
{ Props }
o Large drawing of Joseph wearing
pants and suspenders
o Patchwork clothing items
made by children
READER’S INTRODUCTION
ow it’s time for us to open our book, and meet this man named Joseph who loved his coat and
never wanted to throw it away. As we read, I’m going to show you some of the wonderful things
that Joseph made from his old beloved coat. Many of you have already helped me by fixing and
patching some of Joseph’s clothes, but as we read, I’m going to need even more help from you. Can you
help me name each of the pieces of clothing that Joseph makes?

N

ACTIVE PARTICIPATION
Reader will hold up each of the child-made patchwork props (the patched coat, jacket, vest, etc.) as
he/she reads aloud the corresponding text. The reader will pause and allow listeners to excitedly
chime in the name of the clothing item that is being displayed.

EXAMPLE:
“Joseph had a little overcoat. It got old and worn.”
(Pause in reading text and add)
“But Joseph loved that coat, and he certainly didn’t
want to throw it away. Joseph was very smart. He knew
that everything has a purpose, and that almost anything
can be recycled and turned into something else. So
Joseph cut and sewed and made that coat into something a little smaller. Let’s see what he made. He made
a ______________________________________.
(Reader holds up poster board jacket and waits for
children’s response.)
(Reader then turns page and continues reading.)
“Yes, he made a jacket out of it and went to the fair.”

Adaptations for Group Size and Age
Larger Groups
Ask children to hold up their individual paper
item of clothing as that item of clothing is
described and depicted in the book.
Older Children
Ask several children to stand next to the storyteller, proudly displaying the clothing item that
they have made. When the storyteller reads
about a clothing item, the child holding that
item will step forward and wave the item in the
air, encouraging all others who have made that
type of clothing to display it as well.

(Continue reading text and showing corresponding
props.)
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Joseph Had a Little Overcoat

Enhance the Experience

{ Follow-up Activity }

{ Follow Up Activity }

Recycled Shape Sorters
SAMPLE INTRODUCTION TO ACTIVITY
hen I looked in my basement, I found many surprising things, (Show cans, jar lids, etc.) At first, I
thought, “Hmm…here’s a lot of trash, maybe I
should throw it all away? Then I thought, no, I can’t do that.
That would be going against something that we refer to in
Hebrew as bal tashchit—not wasting things.” When I looked
at all of these things, I decided that, like Joseph, I too needed
to recycle. I needed to take all of my trash and reuse it, and
turn it into something else.

W

I covered these cans with colored paper. Can you decorate my
cans with stickers and markers? Then maybe you can decide
which of the items in front of you might fit into your can (items
include baby food jar lids, plastic lids, plastic eggs).
So instead of saying that these jar lids and cans are “garbage”
that needs to be thrown away, we’ll turn these objects into a
very special shape sorter that you can take home with you.

Materials Needed:
• Empty coffee cans, cereal
boxes, shoe boxes, etc.
• Construction paper for
covering cans and boxes
• Baby food or yogurt lids,
cardboard circles (made
from boxes), other found
items (empty film canisters,
pieces of Styrofoam
packing, etc.)
• Stickers
• Markers, crayons, etc.
• Scissors

Adaptations for Group Size and Age

Advance Preparations:

Larger Groups
Children can use recycled cans and boxes to make a tzedekah
box. Only one size slit to accommodate coins will need to be cut
in the lids by adults beforehand.
Older Children
Children can use recycled materials to make sculptures, toys,
tzedekah boxes, and/or other items of their own design.
Children will have access to glue, scissors, construction paper,
glitter, stickers, etc., and will be encouraged to use their imagination and ingenuity to create their own project.

o Cover can or box with
construction paper
Directions:
1. Encourage children to decorate
can or box with stickers and
markers.
2. Adults cut slits in plastic top of
can or on top or into the side of
the box. (Slit should be large
enough to allow selected items
to pass through.)
3. Adults demonstrate how to
drop circular lids or other
shapes into shape sorter, and
how to open sorter in order to
retrieve the shapes.
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Nurture the Family
{ Try This at Home }
Ideas for Other “Recycled Art” Projects
www.kinderart.com/recycle
Recycling Songs
www.everythingpreschool.com/themes/recycling/index.htm
Take-Home Sheet
A recycling checklist that families can use at home:
www.bubhub.com.au/todo-eco-friendly-family-checklist.php
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Just as nothing is too big for God, so, too, nothing is too small for God.
Nothing is insignificant or small enough to go unnoticed, because God
has an all-encompassing view that contains absolutely everything.

—Rabbi Adin Steinsaltz

God
Arguing with God
Testing God
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Ecclesiastes (Kohelet) 8:2-4

Talmud, Ta’anit 5b with Steinsaltz translation

Obey the king’s orders and the uttering of the oath of God. Do
not hasten to leave his presence; do not tarry in a dangerous
situation for he can do anything that he pleases; inasmuch as
a king’s command is authoritative, and none can say to him,
“What are you doing?”

Samuel said: “Sovereign of the Universe! You have given me
the status of Moses and Aaron, as it is written: ‘Moses and
Aaron among His priests, Samuel, among those who call on
His name’ (Psalms 99:6). Just as Moses and Aaron did not
have their mission undone
during their lifetime, that at
Numbers 14:11-16
least during their lives their
And the Lord said to Moses, “How
mission continued to exist,
Then came the word of the Lord
long will this people provoke Me?
please do the same for me! Do
unto
Samuel,
saying:
“It
makes
Me
How long will they be without faith,
not undo my achievements
in the face of all the signs I have
during my lifetime! Because I
regret that I have set up Saul to be
done among them? I will send disam the one who appointed
king; for he is turned back from folease on them for their destruction,
Saul king, please do not
lowing Me, and has not performed
and I will make of You a nation
remove his kingship!” The
My commandments.” And it upset
greater and stronger than they.” And
Holy One said: “What should I
Samuel; and he cried out to the Lord
Moses said to the Lord: “Then it will
do? If I bring death to Saul
all night.
come to the ears of the Egyptians;
now, Samuel is not letting me
for by Your power You took this
because he is praying that
people out from among them; and
Saul should not die. If I make
Samuel Navigator
they will give the news to the people
Samuel die while he is still
o What made Samuel so upset? After all, God
of this land: they have had word that
young, and only then cause
was angry at Saul, not Samuel. Please speculate.
You, Lord, are present with this peoSaul to die, people will gossip
The Sages of the Talmud are going to fill in the
ple, letting Yourself be seen face to
that maybe Samuel had comblanks; why shouldn’t you?
face, and that Your cloud is resting
mitted a sin that caused his
over them, and that You go before
early demise. I can’t cause
them in a pillar of cloud by day and in a pillar of fire by
either Saul or Samuel to die now, but it is already time for
night. Now if You put to death all these people as one man,
David’s kingship to begin, and one kingdom is not allowed
then the nations who have had word of Your glory will say:
to infringe on another for even a second.” The Holy One,
Because the Lord was not able to take this people into the
blessed be He, said: “I will make him (Samuel) prematurely
land which He made an oath to give them, He sent destrucold.”
tion on them in the wasteland.”

1 Samuel 15:10-11

Ta’anit Navigator

Ecclesiastes and Numbers Navigator

o Compare the depiction of a king’s power in Ecclesiastes to
God’s power in the Book of Numbers.
o What is Ecclesiastes describing, and how is God
depicted?
o Why do you think that God is limited in ways a human
king isn’t?
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Nachmanides on
Deuteronomy 6:16

Exodus 17:1-7

Maimonides, Rambam,
Laws of the Foundations
of the Torah 10:5

And all the congregation of the children
of Israel journeyed from the wilderness A prophet who is known for his
of Sin, by their stages, according to true prophecy, and his words
the commandment of the Lord, and have been believed time after
encamped in Rephidim; and there was time, or his being a prophet
has been corroborated through
no water for the people to drink.
testimony, and he walks in the
The people quarreled with Moses, ways of prophecy—it is forbidand said: “Give us water that we may den to second guess him, and
drink.” And Moses said to them: “Why to question his prophecy lest it
do you quarrel with me? Why do you might not be true. One should
test the Lord?” And the people were not put him through too many
thirsty there for water; and the people tests, and we shouldn’t ever be
murmured against Moses, and said: skeptical and test him, as it is
written: “Do not test the Lord
“Why have you brought us up out of your God as you did in Massah
Egypt, to kill us and our children and when you said, is the Lord
our cattle with thirst?” And Moses cried unto the Lord, saying: “What among us or not!” Rather, once
it has been ascertained that he
shall I do with these people, they are almost ready to stone me.”
And the Lord said to Moses: “Pass on before the people, and is a prophet, they should
take with you the elders of Israel; and your rod, with which you believe, and know that God is
among them, and no second
struck the river, take it in your hand, and go. Behold, I will stand
guessing or skepticism should
before you there upon the rock in Horeb; and you shall strike the follow him.
rock, and water shall come out of it that the people may drink.” And
Moses did so in the sight of the elders of Israel. And the name of the place was called Massah
(testing), and Meribah (quarreling), because of the quarreling of the children of Israel, and
because they tested the Lord, saying: “Is the Lord among us, or not?”
This forbids the subsequent generations from testing the Torah or the
Prophets, for it is not appropriate
to serve God with conditions, or
with the request for miracles or
tests. It is not God’s will to perform miracles for each individual at
any time, and it is not fitting to
serve Him on the condition of
receiving a reward. For maybe,
one will find through his service,
and his following the Torah, pain
and calamity. In this case it is fitting for him to accept everything
as righteous judgment.

Deuteronomy 6:16
Do not test the Lord your God as you did in Massah.

Suggestions for Study Questions
For Biblical Sources
How do you understand the prohibition to test God?
For Maimonides (Rambam) and Nachmanides (Ramban)
1. How does each commentator understand what the prohibition of “testing God” is?
2. Which one of the commentators is more relevant for us today?
3. In a world without prophets, what does Maimonides (Rambam) have to teach us about testing God?
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Rabbi Menachem HaMeiri
When it says: You tithe so you will
become wealthy and the Talmud
asks if it is possible to test God,
and replies that the case of tithing
is an exception…This does not
mean that one is allowed to test
God and give tithes on the condition that one will be rewarded.
Rather, it means that in other
actions, even though one is secure
that he will be rewarded, nevertheless, he is not directly dependent
on those actions for his reward. In
this case, however, he can be
totally secure that if he tithes he
will be taken care of, because the
way of the Lord is to give measure
for measure.

Ta’anit 9a
Rabbi Yochanan found the young son of Resh Laqish. He said to
him, “What verses have you learned at school?” The boy
answered, “You shall tithe, yes tithe [your income].” The child
asked, “What does ‘you shall tithe (Hebrew: AhSehR), yes tithe
(Hebrew: tAhSehR)’ [your income] mean?” (or what do you make
of the repetition of the word tithe?) He answered, “It means
AhSehR (tithe) so you will become wealthy (titAhSHehR).”
The boy then asked, “Is it permissible to test the Holy One in
this way? Is it not written: Do not test the Lord your God?” Rabbi
Yochanan answered: “This is what Rabbi Hoshaya says: ‘This is an
exception [where you are allowed to test God] as it is written: You
bring the whole tithe into the store-house, that there may be food
in My house, and then test Me now immediately, says the Lord of
hosts, if I will not open you the windows of heaven, and pour you
out a blessing, that there shall be abundance beyond what is necessary’” (Malachi 3:10). The child retorted: “If I had learned this
verse I would have no need for you or your teacher Hoshaya.”

Suggestions for Study Questions
For the Talmud (Ta’anit 9a)
1. What does testing God mean in the context of this story?
2. The child is Rabbi Yochanan’s nephew; what might that explain in this narrative?
3. What does it mean for Rabbi Yochanan to tell a child who has nothing of his own from which to tithe
to go and test God in this fashion?
4. Why do you think that tithing would be an exception for testing God?
5. Try to speculate how the commentator read this story.
For Rabbi Menachem HaMeiri
1. How does R. HaMeiri understand the conclusion of the narrative?
2. Can one reconcile his understanding of the prohibition with that of Maimonides and Nachmanides?
3. Now, how do you understand the prohibition against testing God?
4. Whose opinion resonates with you the most and why?
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Biographies of Medieval Thinkers
Maimonides (Rambam)
Rabbi Moshe ben Maimon (or Moses Maimonides), known also by the acronym Rambam, was a preeminent medieval
Jewish philosopher, and one of the greatest Torah scholars of all times. He was born in Córdoba, Spain, in 1138, and died
in Egypt in 1204. He worked as a rabbi, physician, and philosopher in Morocco and Egypt. Although his writings on Jewish
law and ethics met with opposition during his life, he was posthumously acknowledged to be one of the foremost rabbinical arbiters and philosophers in Jewish history, his copious work a cornerstone of Jewish scholarship. His fourteen-volume Mishnah Torah still carries canonical authority as a codification of Talmudic law.
Nachmanides (Ramban)
Nachmanides, Rabbi Moses ben Nachman, also known by his acronym Ramban, was born in Spain in 1194, and died in
the Land of Israel about 1270. He studied medicine which he practiced as a means of livelihood; he also studied philosophy. During his teens he began to get a reputation as a learned Jewish scholar, and began his writings on Jewish law at
age 16. Nachmanides was forced by the King and the Church authorities to defend Judaism in a disputation against the
apostate Pablo Christiani. After defending the faith, he was forced to leave Spain and ended his days in the Land of Israel.
Nachmanides’ writings encompass all areas of Jewish knowledge—Bible, Talmud, law, philosophy and Kabbalah.
R. Menahem HaMeiri
Menachem HaMeiri was born in 1249 in Barcelona and died in 1315. He was one of the greatest Torah scholars of France
in his time. His commentary, the Beit HaBechirah (the building of choice), is one of the most monumental works written on
the Talmud.
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Bagels from Benny
Aubrey Davis

Age Appropriate:
3–6 year olds
Class Length:
1–11/2 hours

Look Closely and
Select a Book

Identify Big Ideas

WHY THIS BOOK WAS SELECTED
o Engaging and developmentally appropriate
topic—preschool children think about “big
questions” often, though they don’t always
have the language to ask them aloud.
o Young children may think of God as an entity
with human characteristics; this story begins
to change that concept and offers much
space for discussion.
o As long as their own needs are met, children
in this age bracket like to be helpful. They
care about animals and about special days
such as birthdays, so projects linked to these
events become ways they can help and say
“thank you” to God.

VALUES TO HIGHLIGHT
1. Ma’akhil re’evim/tzedakah: feeding the
hungry/giving to those in need
2. Tikkun olam: making the world a better place
3. Derech eretz: behaving the right way
4. Ahavat HaShem: loving God

GOALS OF PROGRAM
1. Highlight and connect the major themes of
this book to daily life
2. Involve families in a project to continue
the mitzvot at home, encouraging them to
continue to “care and share” and to say
“thank you”

This book-based Program curriculum was developed by The PJ Library.
The L-I-S-T-E-N rubric was initially developed by Ina S.G. Regosin, Director, Hebrew College,
Early Childhood Institute, with input from Rachel Raz and Sherry Grossman.
Program submitted by Iris Koller, Syracuse, NY: iriskoller@gmail.com
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Set the Scene
{ Preplanning and Selecting Locations }
SUGGESTED LOCATIONS
1. Large room with separate reading and work spaces. You can use the power of dramatic storytelling to bring the “awe” of the sanctuary into this reading space.
o If possible, arrange for the loan of a Torah. Get “up close and personal” by showing families the
outside and inside of the scroll (see active participation on page 5).
2. Space in a congregation that has a captivating sanctuary and a room (ideally with a sink in the room
or nearby) for some “messy work”
o Bima or space in front of bima should be large enough for all to be seated for story and conversation

o Work room will need tables where families can spread out (2 or 3 families/table for the first project)
o Speak with the congregational staff prior to program to understand any rules about who can/
cannot open the Aron HaKodesh—the Holy Ark where the Torah is kept (or, as Benny says, where
God’s special book is)
o Ask if the children and/or adults will need to wear a kippah

o If you are bringing in snacks, check with the synagogue staff to be sure you are complying with
their kashrut policies
ASK FAMILIES TO BRING:
1. A cake mix and frosting (and whatever else they’d like to add, such as candles) to create
a special birthday care pack for families who visit a food pantry when a family member’s
birthday is coming up
o Bring a few extra sets on hand for those who might have forgotten theirs.
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{ Introductory Activity }

Directions:

Birthday Care Packages

Note: if you have a shorter time period you might
consider only doing this craft and not both of them.
In that case, begin the project before the story by
just decorating the paper, and then finish wrapping
it and adding a message after snack as part of the
“Enhancing the Experience.”

Materials Needed:
• Little slivers of tissue or construction paper for
“sprinkles”
• Crayons to spread out among the tables
• 1 brown paper bag sheet/child
Advance Preparations:

o Gather paper bags from a local grocery store
(most will be glad to donate)

o Cut off bottom of bags and cut the bags open
down one side so you will have big sheets of
brown paper for each family to use

Adaptations for Group Size and Age
Larger Groups
Have enough space and supplies available.
Younger Children
More parent involvement.

1. Have someone stationed at the entrance to the
synagogue to direct families where to put their
coats and then where they will find The PJ families. (This program starts in the work room space.)
2. Welcome each child and parent at the doorway
of the room. Have them sign in and make
nametags for themselves. Help them find a seat
at one of the art tables, and then ensure others at
the table welcome them, fill them in on directions,
and all introduce themselves as they work with
their children.
3. Invite families to use crayons to decorate the paper
with a giant birthday cake. They can also put down
a spread of glue stick and “sprinkle the cake” with
tissue paper sprinkles, pressing them down to
stick to the glue.
4. Parents (and older children) can write a birthday
message such as “Enjoy your birthday and your
cake… from the PJ Library families” or “From
Emily & her mom” (encourage families not to use
last names to keep it a somewhat anonymous gift).
5. Once done with their decorations, families can
wrap their bundle and leave it on the table.

The Global Day of Jewish Learning • November 7, 2010

www.theglobalday.com

The PJ Library Class

3

PJ LIBRARY God

9/14/10

11:16 AM

Page 4

God

Bagels from Benny

Tell the Story
{ Props }
Begin to move to the sanctuary or reading space and ask permission to open the ark (if applicable).
READER’S INTRODUCTION
{ Transition }
hen most everyone is done, ask everyone to go and wash their hands and then to come sit
by you. Let those still working that they can finish their wrapping later. Welcome everyone
and invite them to introduce themselves to the group. Ask the children about what they just
made. See if they can tell you what they made and why. As you rephrase their comments, be sure they
or you talk about wanting to help people, to be sure that other people get to celebrate their birthday
with cake. “Sometimes doing nice things to help others is a way to say ‘thank you’ for having all the
nice things we have.”

W

Let them know that the story you will soon read is about a little boy who also says “thank you” by doing
something nice for someone else.
If you are using space in a synagogue, let everyone know that you will be going to a special, very big
room to visit and share a story. Grownups and children can come to this room. Some people come here
to learn; others might come to think quietly; some come to sing and others come to pray. This is one
place where people pray, which means they talk to God. It is a place called the sanctuary. Invite them
to repeat the word.
If you are not meeting in a synagogue, explain that some of this story takes place in a bagel shop,
some in a school, and some in the sanctuary of a synagogue.
If children ask about what or who God is and you are comfortable answering them, you might share that
some people think that God is like a parent who helps to take care of all the growing things in the world—
people, plants, and animals; others think that God is who created everything in nature; some think God
is like a little quiet voice we can hear inside that helps us make good choices—we can’t see God, but
we can see a bit of God inside each one of us when we do the right things and treat people, animals,
plants, and everything in the world with care.
If they ask about what “prayer” is, you might share it is when people talk to God. You don’t need to be
in a sanctuary to talk to God. You can be in your room, outdoors, or anywhere. People might be saying
thank you to God for all the good things in their life. Some might be asking God to help give them the
energy to deal with the hard things in life. Others might be asking God to help them make good choices.
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Ask if anyone has ever been to the room in a synagogue where people pray. If so, ask them to tell you
something they remember about it. You can prompt with questions about what it looked like, what the
people were wearing, etc.
Ask if anyone knows how we should behave in such a special place. Make sure they get to things such
as speaking in quiet voices, sitting still—it isn’t a place to run.
Walk to the sanctuary. Stop in the middle of the room so that everyone can just “hear” the quiet. Then
head to where you will read the story, ideally on the bima.

ACTIVE PARTICIPATION
Use movement to engage the listeners. Invite them to help sweep the floor (sitting down); dust the
shelves; put the baked goods on the shelf; pull open the doors of the ark (all with silent miming); etc.
At the end of the story you can ask, “What did you like best about the story?” encouraging both
children and parents to answer. If they mention something that relates to one of the values, it would be
a nice follow-up to mention the value (e.g., that’s right, it is certainly important to share what we have
with other people who are hungry).
If you have permission, or one of synagogue professionals is there to do it (and you have planned
enough time into your program), ask all to stand and invite the children to come up to help you open
the ark. If possible, take out and undress a Torah scroll so that all can see one up close. It is wonderful
if someone knowledgeable about the Torah is there, as there will be many questions!
Some Rabbis will allow the children (and adults) to touch the back of the scroll parchment. Be sure to
check before inviting anyone to do so.
Once done in the sanctuary (remind the children
about proper behavior as you leave), head back to
the craft room for a snack…ideally for bagels (either
to eat whole or with cream cheese, margarine, and
jelly spreads) and water (and/or milk & juice).
Remember to say “thank you” for the treat. (You
can ask the children who they might want to thank.)
You can either use the traditional Motzi bracha
(blessing) or the words Benny used in the story. (*All
can repeat after you, word by word, Baruch Ata
Adonai, Eloheinu Melech HaOlam, HaMotzi lechem
min HaAretz. Blessed are You, Adonai, our God, Who
brings forth bread from the earth.)
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Larger Groups
If there is not room on the bima for all, consider
sitting in the front pews, or read the story in
the project room before or after you visit the
sanctuary.
Younger Children
Be sure to plan to engage them in appropriate
movements to enhance their experience and
keep them engaged (see above).
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Enhance and Extend
the Experience

{ Follow-up Activity }
Materials needed:

{ Follow-up Activity }

• Bagel halves that have had the
chance to dry out a bit (by sitting
out overnight)

“Bird Feeders”

• Peanut butter or shortening

{ Transition }
SAMPLE INTRODUCTION TO ACTIVITY:
Invite families to clean up from snack and then to bring the
birthday cake packages they made earlier and come sit by you.
Remind them that in Bagels from Benny the man in the story
had said he could barely feed his family. I bet he didn’t have
enough money for a birthday. Sometimes people, like the man
in the story, go to a place called a food pantry where they can
get some groceries for free if they don’t have enough money
to buy all that they need. Most food pantries don’t have special things like birthday cakes. We can help by giving them our
birthday cake packages. Just like Benny helped the man who
didn’t have a job have food for his family, we will be helping
other people too; we’ll be making this world a little bit better.
That sounds like a way of saying Thank You for all the things
we have. So, can each of you come put your birthday cake
package in this basket so I can take it to a food pantry?

Do not open peanut butter until you
have asked if there is anyone with a
peanut allergy in the group

• Birdseed
• A rectangular pan with sides to
put the birdseed in
• Plastic knives for spreading
• Yarn
• A pair of scissors (or pre-cut the
yarn into strips long enough to
loop through the bagel with
enough left to hang on a tree)
• Small zipper-style plastic bags to
carry craft home in
• Basket to hold the birthday cake
packages
• Thin paper plates for each family
to work on
Directions

If you have time, you can ask everyone (and encourage parents to respond, as well) to share what else they do that are
ways of saying Thank You to God.
If the congregation you are in has a food collection barrel
you can have the children place their bundles in there.
Share that you have another idea of a way to say Thank
You to God (or for all that we have [if you sense some
participants, or you, are struggling with too much focus on
“God talk”]. Remind them that the trees and birds are all part
of this world that God created and that by caring for them,
we are showing that part of God that is inside us.

1. Put the yarn through the bagel
and tie it close to the bagel,
then tie the ends to create a big
loop so they can loop it into a
tree branch.
2. Spread bagel half with peanut
butter or shortening.
3. Once it is well covered, bring
your bagel (on the plate) to the
birdseed tray.
4. Help child cover the bagel in
birdseed, pressing it so it stays
on the bagel.
5. Take it out and shake it gently
over the tray.
6. Place it into a zipper-style bag
for the family to take home.
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{ Activity }
Show a sample of the bird-feeder project
and explain the directions, and then send
them back to their tables. Parents can gather
the materials to the tables.

Adaptations for Group Size and Age
Parents will need to provide more hands-on help
for younger children.

Nurture the Family
{ Try This at Home }
ANNOUNCEMENTS
ave everyone gather back with you. Children can show their bird feeders with each other.
Tell them that you hope they will send pictures to you when they are putting it on a tree for
the birds.

H

You can sing Mr. Rogers’ Tree Song (see last page) and then, perhaps, Doug Cotler’s Thank You God
using suggestions from the children (and parents) as to what we should be thankful for. (You can find
the song on Doug Cotler’s CD It’s So Amazing and on Shira Klein’s ShirLaLa Shabbat CD.)
Sing a song that perhaps you have created as your “end of program ritual,” such as a “Shalom
Chaverim” (see last page for words; sheet music can be found in basic Jewish music songbooks;
videos of song being sung can be found on www.youtube.com.)
{ Try This at Home }
Along with saying Thank You, you can encourage them to continue, with their children, to give special
things like birthday cake bundles to local food pantries, continuing to feed the birds, etc.
o Be sure to tell them you will send a link to some web sites that have some of the brachot of gratitude
on them, as well as sites that describe more about how to talk with their children about God.
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WEB SITES TO LEARN FROM AND SHARE
Rabbi David Wolpe’s Advice about Talking about God with Children
www.myjewishlearning.com/beliefs/Theology/God/About_God/Speaking_about_
God/Speaking_to_Kids.shtml
A Parent’s Struggle about Talking about God with Children
www.peachesandcoconuts.com/2009/05/omg.html
Brachot/Blessings Information
www.akhlah.com/cybersiddur/blessings/blessings.php
The Tree Song by Mr. Fred Rogers
Melody can be found at www.youtube.com/watch?v=H68OMQyar3Y

Tree, tree, tree; tree, tree, tree Tree, tree, tree; tree, tree, tree We love you; yes,
we do. Yes we do; we love you. Tree, tree, tree; tree, tree, tree Tree, tree, tree;
tree, tree, tree
“Thank You God” by Doug Cotler

Baruch Ata Adonai, Thank You God
Baruch Ata Adonai, Thank You God
Thank You for my mommy; Thank You for my dad;
Thank You for their hugs; they always make me glad
Baruch Ata Adonai, Thank You God Baruch Ata Adonai, Thank You God
Thank You for… (invite children and parents to fill in with their thoughts)
“Shalom Chaverim”

Shalom Chaverim, Shalom Chaverim Shalom, shalom L’hit-ra-ot,
L’hit-ra-ot Shalom, Shalom.
Goodbye my friends, Goodbye my friends, Goodbye, goodbye We’ll meet again
soon. We’ll meet again soon, Goodbye, Shalom.
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A class by the Florence Melton Adult Mini-School

A Word from…
Dr. Yonatan Mirvis, FMAMS International Director, and
Judy Mars Kupchan, FMAMS North American Director
The entire Florence Melton Adult Mini-School family is proud to be a partner and a participant in The Global Day
of Learning, in celebration of the completion of Rabbi Adin Steinsaltz’s monumental work. This is truly a milestone
for the Jewish global learning community.
November 7 has additional significance for this community: it is Florence Melton’s birthday. Florence, z”l, who passed
away in 2007 at the age of 95, left us a rich legacy of Jewish learning for adults, and we are all the beneficiaries.
This lesson from the curriculum which bears Florence’s name is but a small glimpse into the results of her
extraordinary vision to bring high quality, pluralistic, text-based learning to Jewish adults.
The experience in Jewish learning in which you are about to engage should be attributed to Florence Melton. May
her memory be a source of great blessing for us all.
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A Word from…
Rabbi Morey Schwartz, FMAMS Director of Curriculum and Faculty Development
On behalf of the Florence Melton Adult Mini-Schools, it is our pleasure to submit a modified lesson from our core
curriculum for study as part of the Global Day of Learning 2010. This particular lesson, entitled Talmud Torah
(Study of Torah), serves as the concluding lesson of our first year course, Purposes of Jewish Living. Our core
adult studies curriculum is made up of four courses, all of them text-based. While the texts included in our curriculum span the generations, from biblical texts to contemporary ones, this specific lesson centers on a number
of texts from the Mishnah and the Talmud, making it particularly appropriate for this celebration of Rabbi Adin
Steinsalz’s great accomplishment, his completion of a Hebrew commentary and translation of the entire
Babylonian Talmud.
Mini-School faculty members are presented with BOTH texts and analyses as they appear here. The analyses
assist the teacher in preparing to teach the lesson, stimulating thought about the texts, their content and organization. The students are given ONLY the texts, and following a close in-class reading they share their own
thoughts and further questions on each text. Often students uncover further dilemmas that arise from the texts.
Teachers are not required to cover all of the texts in class, but rather they are encouraged to choose texts and
that are reflective of their own interests and intellectual quandaries, in a way that will convey to their students their
own personal excitement about Jewish text study. Mini-School teaching is NOT frontal. An excellent lesson is one
in which the students voices are heard throughout the lesson. The goal is not to achieve consensus about the
meaning of the texts, but rather to raise awareness of the plurality of possible understandings that can arise from
engaging study.
This lesson presents for study rabbinic texts that extol the added-value of Torah study. May this Global Day of
Learning inspire us all to make the study of Torah an even more central part of our lives.
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Texts
Text 1
{ Mishnah, Avot 2:5 }
[Compilation of teachings of 3rd century BCE – 3rd century CE scholars in Eretz Yisrael (Tanna’im); compiled and edited by
Rabbi Yehudah HaNasi]

He [Hillel] used to say: A boor cannot be fearful of sin, nor can an ignoramus be pious.
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Text 2
{ Babylonian Talmud, Kiddushin 40b }
[Compilation of teachings of 3-6th century scholars in Babylonia (Amora’im); final redaction in the 6–7th centuries]

Rabbi Tarfon and the elders were already gathered in the upper floor of Nitza’s house in Lod when this
question was posed to them: Is study greater or is practice greater? Rabbi Tarfon answered: Practice
is greater. Rabbi Akiva replied: Study is greater. The rest of the elders answered: Study is greater,
since study leads to practice.
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Text 3
{ Mishnah, Avot 5:26 }
[Compilation of teachings of 3rd century BCE – 3rd century CE scholars in Eretz Yisrael (Tanna’im); compiled and edited by Rabbi
Yehudah HaNasi]

Ben Bag Bag said: Turn it over and over for everything is contained within it. Delve into it, grow old and
frail in it. Do not depart from it for there is no pursuit better for you than it.
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Text 4
{ Mishnah, Avot 6:2 }
[Compilation of teachings of 3rd century BCE—3rd century CE scholars in Eretz Yisrael (Tanna’im); compiled and edited by
Rabbi Yehudah HaNasi]

For no man is free unless he occupies himself in the study of Torah.
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Text 5
{ Sifrei, Deuteronomy (Devarim) Piska 306 }
[Midrash Halakhah to the books of Numbers (Bamidbar) and Deuteronomy (Devarim); compilation of teachings of Tanna’im, edited
in 4–5th century Eretz Yisrael]

“As showers fall upon the tender grass” [Deut. (Devarim) 32:2]—Just as these showers fall on the tender
grass, causing it to sprout up and grow, so words of Torah raise you up and make you grow... “As heavy
rains upon the fully-grown grass” (Ibid.)—Just as the heavy rains fall on the fully-grown grass, refreshing
it and filling it out, so words of Torah refresh you and fill you out.
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Text 6
{ Babylonian Talmud, Bava Kama 82a }
[Compilation of teachings of 3-6th century scholars in Babylonia (Amora’im); final redaction in the 6-7th centuries]

. . . It was taught: “And they went three days in the wilderness and found no water” [Exod. (Shemot) 15:22].
Those who interpret the law metaphorically explain that “water” refers here to the Torah as it says: “Ho,
everyone that thirsts, come to the water” [Isaiah (Yishayahu) 55:1]. Since they had gone three days without
Torah, they became exhausted.

"«  §° Þ Þ
¦¢ § ¨¢  :â±§Ò
 ³§âÚ± ¢ Ú± à .(¤ ,¡ ³§Ú ) "¦¢ § â ¯ § Î  ± Þ é Þ ¦¢§ ¢ ³ ÚÎÚ â¤ ¥¢ " :¢© ³à
± ñ Î Þ ¦¢§ ¢ ³ ÚÎÚ â¤ ¥  Ú ¨ ¢ç .( :© â¢ « Ú¢) "¦¢ é¥ â¤ ¥  § ¯ ¥ç ¢" ± §ê Ú ± ñ è 
.â ¥©

© 2010 Florence Melton Adult Mini-School. All rights reserved.

The Global Day of Jewish Learning • November 7, 2010

www.theglobalday.com

What is Talmud Torah?

5

Melton Class

9/14/10

11:05 AM

Page 6

Florence Melton Adult Mini-School

What is Talmud Torah?
www.theglobalday.com

Text 7
{ Shir haShirim Rabbah, 1: 19 }
[Midrash Aggadah to Song of Songs (Shir haShirim); compiled in Eretz Yisrael between the 5–7th centuries]

The words of Torah are compared to water... Just as water stretches from one end of the world to
the other . . . so Torah extends from one end of the world to the other; . . . Just as water is a source
of life for the world... so Torah is a source of life for the world; . . . Just as water falls from heaven . . .
so Torah is from heaven; . . . Just as water restores the soul . . . so does Torah; . . . Just as water
purifies man from ritual impurity . . . so Torah purifies man from ritual impurity; . . . Just as rainwater
falls drop by drop and together the drops form a river, so with Torah—a man learns two laws today
and two tomorrow . . . until he becomes likes an overflowing stream. Just as water does not taste
sweet if man is not thirsty, so Torah is not sweet unless one labors in it. Just as water leaves a high
place and flows to a low one, so the Torah leaves one who is haughty and cleaves to one who is
modest. Just as water keeps well not in a vessel of silver or gold, but rather in the most common of
vessels, so Torah resides only in one who makes himself like an earthenware vessel. Just as with
water a great man is not ashamed to say to a simple man, “Give me some water,” so with Torah a
great scholar is not ashamed to ask a lesser one, “Teach me one chapter, one matter, one verse, or
even one letter.”
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Text 8
{ Mishnah, Pe’ah 1:1 }
[Compilation of teachings of 3rd century BCE – 3rd century CE scholars in Eretz Yisrael (Tanna’im); compiled and edited by
Rabbi Yehudah HaNasi]

These are the commandments for which no definite quantity is prescribed: pe’ah (leaving the corners
of the field for the poor), the offering of the first fruits, the burnt offering of the pilgrim to the
Temple, acts of kindness, and the study of Torah. These are the deeds for which man enjoys
the fruits of his labor in this world while the principal remains for him in the World to Come:
honoring one’s parents, giving charity, and making peace between people. But the study of Torah
is equivalent to all of them combined.
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Key Terms
o Keriat haTorah. The public reading of the Torah in the presence of a minyan.
o Talmud Torah. The study of Torah. A positive biblical command. The term was adopted by voluntary
associations that fostered religious education; it was also applied to their schools, and ultimately to
Jewish religious schools in general.

© 2010 Florence Melton Adult Mini-School. All rights reserved.

The Global Day of Jewish Learning • November 7, 2010

www.theglobalday.com

What is Talmud Torah?

7

ADULT_FacilGuide

9/14/10

11:07 AM

Page 1

www.theglobalday.com

Facilitator’s Guide

ADULT_FacilGuide

9/14/10

11:07 AM

Page 2

Facilitator’s Guide

Introduction
www.theglobalday.com

In Preparation for This Day
During the last fifty years, Jewish life has witnessed a renewed passion for Jewish study in general and the study
of Talmud in particular. Early on, Rabbi Adin Steinsaltz understood that many Jews, especially in Israel, yearned
to have access to Talmud study, but required a text that was more accessible to a modern reader. This desire for
accessibility without sacrificing authenticity gave birth to a lifelong project known worldwide as The Steinsaltz
Talmud. The project was nothing short of revolutionary. The readable Hebrew translation alongside the vocalized
and punctuated Talmud gave access to many for whom the Talmud was a closed book. Jews from all walks of life
awaited each successive volume with tremendous enthusiasm. After over forty years, and tens of thousands of
learners later, this daunting task is about to be completed. Fueled by his passionate axiom “Let my people know,”
Rabbi Steinsaltz has completed this amazing gift to the Jewish people.
The Global Day of Jewish Learning was conceived in order to celebrate this monumental achievement. Because so
many Jews have been enriched by this work, it is only fitting that representatives from the entire Jewish community
come together to mark this special day. In keeping with Rabbi Steinsaltz’s vision, we have endeavored to make
this curriculum accessible to those who have never studied Talmud before as well as to those who are seasoned
scholars. The only thing required to bring to the text is one’s unique life experience. This is the context necessary
for delving deeply into the passages that have been selected for today’s learning.
Your primary goal as facilitator is to guide the student to understand the text on its own terms, and to make the
study of the text central to the class. These texts have been chosen for their relevance to human experience, but
in the end, the true purpose of the day is to give each student a familiarity with and an appreciation for the study
of Talmud.
With great care, we have selected texts that provoke thought, but do not assume beliefs or practices by the
reader. Everyone who engages with the text seriously will be provoked to think not only about the meaning of
the text but the meaning of their lives as well. This engagement with meaning is critical for the success of
these classes.
Begin each class with the text, and then guide the discussion to personal examples. Only then should you bring the
discussion back to understanding the Talmud. Engagement with learning is not something relegated to the stereotypical Yeshiva student alone; the Talmud, once the barrier of language has been removed, is truly for everyone. By
keeping the classic Talmudic format in English, we have endeavored to keep that flavor of learning so when students
prepare the page, they can move from the centerpiece to the margins and then back to the centerpiece as one would
do if learning the text in the original language.
Sometimes, the text in the margins offers parallel texts from the Hebrew Bible. One might also find parallel
sources from Rabbinic literature. Navigating questions facilitate the learning of the text. How much or little you
avail yourself of the guiding questions is totally up to you. We encourage you and the students to engage in
your own questions when learning.
When a phrase in the centerpiece is marked in red, look for a poignant commentary in the margin that is directly
related to that passage, repeated in red so that it is easy to locate. Just as the Steinsaltz Talmud did for so many,
in this guide we have endeavored to alleviate the frustration that comes from engaging in a new discipline.
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The Difference Between a Facilitator and an Instructor
The packet is designed to be used in a variety of formats from which you are free to choose. All of the proposed
formats can be easily applied to the material without any adaptation. Classes can vary in length, but we assume
that they will be approximately an hour. Each text is rich with nuance, and a serious reckoning with the text will
certainly yield new perspectives and meaning.

Beyond a text-by-text 60-minute discussion, here are some alternative formats you
might consider:
o

o

Have the students prepare together in pairs, by discussing the texts with the provided questions. Give
them 20 to 30 minutes to prepare the sources and then bring them back together to share their insights.
Monitor their progress so you know how many sources they have covered. Often you will find that
they say they didn’t have enough time (this is a good thing!). You can also let them know that they have
simulated a classical Beit Midrash, which is the way the Talmud has been studied for millennia.
Divide the class into small groups and assign a source or two to each group. For each question
provided on the worksheet, ask them to come up with a matching question to share with the group
when they get together. Give each group 10 to 15 minutes to work together and then reconvene the
entire class and ask each group to share their insights.

o Divide the class into small groups and have the entire class learn one or two sources (depending on
the length) for 5 to 7 minutes. Then bring them back for a debriefing that will also be 5 minutes at most.
Do that for all the sources, leaving time for a 5- to 7-minute summary at the end.
These formats have the advantage of empowering students to grapple actively with the texts themselves instead
of hearing a lecture. You may also choose a combination of these formats.
Included in this guide are specific suggestions for you to consider, but the aforementioned formats can easily
be applied to most of the classes offered. Your creative approaches to the classes are welcome as long as they
serve the goal of deeper understanding of the material. Therefore, you should consider creative presentations using
different media when you see that these approaches will be beneficial to understanding the text and finding it meaningful. The hope is that both these goals will be realized and that the Talmud will have gained hundreds of students
as a result of this great day.

A Final Word
One of the few things that still unifies the Jewish people is the study of Torah. Even though there is disagreement
regarding the Torah and the Talmud’s authority, its centrality is undeniable. For this alone, this is a day for all Jews
to celebrate and cherish.
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The purpose of this class is to delve into the question of whether leadership is an innate quality, or something that
can be cultivated.
Ask the group to make a large list of what they consider the essential qualities for leadership. Once you have the
list, prioritize and choose the five most essential qualities. Ask people to justify their answers either anecdotally
or historically.
Carolyn McCarthy’s story is brought as a slight challenge to V. A. Howard’s assumption that leadership is innate.
If Howard is correct, why was it that Carolyn McCarthy was so blind to her potential; why wasn’t it realized before?
Can people think of other examples where an unknown personality emerged “out of nowhere” and dazzled
everyone with his leadership potential?
In this context, what does it mean when it says in Pirkei Avot: “in a place where there is no one person [to do what
is needed,] endeavor to be that person”?
The next Mishnah gives a unique role to “the special ones,” and the commentary in the margins examines how a
“special one” is designated. What are the criteria? Can one determine this status independently, or does it need
to be corroborated by others?
In this context the fine line between an honest self-assessment, confidence, and arrogance is being examined.
What would be the pitfall of one designating oneself as a “special one” when this perception was not shared by
the community? Can anyone think of any examples in their own lives when this has happened?
What gave Carolyn McCarthy the credibility to be viewed as a “special one”?
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Before beginning the lesson, make sure everyone has pen and paper. Give them the following instruction: “Please
list three non-negotiable qualities every good leader must have.”
Give the group 3 minutes to write down their lists, and then quickly go around the room and list their qualities on
a white board or a large paper tablet. This part of the class should take 5 to 7 minutes.
Once the qualities are listed, pass out the text sheets. The purpose of this exercise is to demonstrate how
different a Classic Jewish model of leadership is from conventional definitions of leaders in all spheres of life.
When studying the text, don’t assume that everyone means the same thing when they use the term “humility.” Part
of your job as facilitator is to get a group working definition of the term in this particular context.
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The following story has all the elements of a Talmudic narrative. Its characters include conflicted rabbis, angels’
voices, and an ambiguous, unresolved ending. For some, ambiguous endings are the source of great frustration
because we desire to know “what happened?” The Talmud, however, invites us in to help resolve the story by
bringing our own questions and solving them within the context of the narrative. We get to create a satisfying
ending as long as it is in harmony with the facts of the story. The narrative gives clues, but leaves more up to the
reader than the reader may be used to.
Choose a group of people, preferably ones who can bring a dramatic edge to their presentation, and send them out
of the room to study the story and familiarize themselves with their lines. While they are preparing their presentation,
study the text using the questions in the margins as your guide. Once the discussion is completed, bring in the cast
and let them present the narrative as a play. After they have completed their performance, ask Rabbi Yochanan to
leave so that you can interview Ilfa.

Ask Ilfa the following questions:
o What did you feel when Yochanan chose to return?
o Why do you think he chose to do so?
o You were upset when they told you that you could have been the leader; what were you
trying to prove when you climbed the mast and challenged people to ask you questions?
o Did you think you were more worthy than Rabbi Yochanan?
o Do you wish you would have stayed?
o Did you think there was anything symbolic or significant in what you were asked by the
old man, and if there was, what was the significance?

Now ask Ilfa to join the class and bring in Rabbi Yochanan:
o Why do you think you heard the voice and Ilfa didn’t?
o Were you still worried about being poor after you heard what the angels said?
o Did you know that people thought Ilfa was a more talented scholar than you, and they
would have made him leader had he stayed? Did you think so, too?
o If you knew that the angels, but not the people, thought you were the best man for the
job, would you have tried to convince Ilfa to come back with you?
o Why do you think the angels chose you as the leader, and not Ilfa?
Bring out personal experiences regarding leadership roles that have been admired, and how that reflects what they
have learned from Ilfa and Rabbi Yochanan.
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Exemplars of Empathy
www.theglobalday.com

Extreme piety, especially when it comes in the form of selfless devotion to others, often makes one feel uneasy. The
cases of Nahum Ish Gamzu and Abba Hilkia are no exception. One gateway into these texts is to hit this discomfort
with their behavior head on.
o Is one not supposed to expect some pleasure out of life?
o How was Nahum Ish Gamzu supposed to know the man was about to die?
o Who was the suffering for, ultimately? Was it for Nahum Ish Gamzu, and if so,
would he have consider it suffering?
o As for Abba the Surgeon, do you believe that there is a correlation between
one’s skill and one’s character?
o If you were going to a surgeon would you look for the most skilled, or the best person?
Because there are three different narratives, this would be an opportunity to either introduce each narrative
with a different format, or assign each narrative to one third of the class and let them decide how to present
the material for discussion. The class can be encouraged to see their presentation as including how they have
understood the material.
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The Man Who Would Give Too Much
www.theglobalday.com

Tzedakah may be the least controversial concept in Judaism. All world religions commend those who contribute their
resources to helping those who are less fortunate. But the Talmudic tradition and its Rabbinic successors view the
whole enterprise of giving as more complex than one might think. They discuss the amount and manner of giving
tzedakah, and describe the desirable qualities of who should be the collectors. The Talmud concerns itself not only
with those who are reluctant to give, but also with those who, left to their own designs, would give too much.
Before one looks at the following pages, have a brief conversation about the motivation for helping others.
Think of a particular person you know, or have known, whom you see as a model of generosity—or as one
would say in Hebrew, a Ba’al Tzedakah (master of tzedakah), and explain how that person exemplified the value
of tzedakah.
The following page starts with a quotation from the Torah dealing with the obligation of giving tzedakah.
The quotations are selections from the Rambam (Maimonides) who echoes the Biblical mandate. He not only
elucidates what communal structures are required, but he speaks of the very nature of Jews and their relationship
to giving. He hints that it is in our very nature to give tzedakah. How do you understand him when he says this?
Is he saying that our genetic makeup is different from that of others?
After discussing Maimonides for a few minutes, read the Talmudic excerpt from tractate Ta’anit (left column). The
passage relates the story of a man who literally gives whatever he has for tzedakah. Is he supposed to do that?
If not, why is the Talmud telling us this story? If so, what sources is he relying upon in order to be allowed to put
his family in jeopardy? To fully understand this story, please reserve judgment and give a sympathetic reading in
order to see what might be the rationale of this narrative.
Next read the right-hand column and see how the Talmudic passage from Ketubot challenges or disapproves of
this man’s generosity. Yet, doesn’t the story seem to give Divine approval for his behavior? Why might you think
this person is an exception to the rule? What makes him different?

Here are two exercises:
1. In the narrative in Ta’anit, the family members have very minor roles, but they are the ones who
endure the consequences of Rabbi Elazar ben Birta’s actions. If you were going to write them
into the narrative, what might they say? Expand the narrative to include their voices.

2. On the one hand, God performs a miracle and rewards the Rabbi’s generosity. On the other
hand, the Rabbi refuses to enjoy the bounty that God has given him and has denied it to his
daughter as well. Is the narrator approving or disapproving of Rabbi Elazar’s behavior? Use
only the text for proofs.
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Keeping Commitments and Tzedakah
www.theglobalday.com

Most curricula regarding tzedakah cut right to the chase. Questions such as “how much should one give?” and
“What is the best way to give tzedakah?” are certainly practical questions that need to be addressed, and that
one needs to know. Aside from generosity, there are many other aspects of being a Ba’al Tzedakah (a master
of tzedakah). A Ba’al Tzedakah is sensitive to the dignity of the person he is helping. He is one who keeps his
promises and commitments in all things, and not only when his pledge is of public knowledge. These are issues
of character that go well beyond discreet acts of generosity and benevolence. Giving tzedaka is the Jewish tax
system. Building communal institutions and helping individuals were both considered ways to fulfill one’s
obligation of giving ten percent of one’s income.
Simply put, one cannot expect to receive God’s favor if one does not behave as a good steward of distributing
His bounty. If we are fortunate to not know hunger, and we enjoy the warmth of hearth and home, we have been
entrusted by God to take care of those who are hungry, and require shelter.
This is a sacred trust that has its roots in the Tractate of Ta’anit. In Israel, there is no more precious commodity than
rainfall. Without water, one cannot live; anyone who has visited Israel is immediately struck by the “mighty” Jordan
River that often looks more like a quiet stream. Rain and the withholding of rain were considered primary ways that
God demonstrated how He was feeling about His people. The withholding of rain aroused a complacent population to prayer, and fasting. The Rabbis of the Talmud wondered what behavior brought the rain, and what behavior
would cause the rains to cease. It is this relationship to rain that reminds us that we all are the recipients of
tzedakah. Without the gift of rainfall in Eretz Yisrael, we would perish. How could we ensure God’s favor so that the
rains would come in due season?
The following passage is concerned with this issue. The story of the rat and the well was presumably so well
known at the time that the Talmud only alludes to it, but does not tell us the story at all. The commentator Rashi
gives one version, the Ba’alei Tosaphot gives another, while the author of the Arukh (a Hebrew Aramaic Talmudic
lexicon), Natan ben Yechiel—an Italian contemporary of Rashi—has the most extensive rendering. This is meant
to be a lesson not only on tzedakah, but also on how different versions of the story may evoke different meanings.
Starting with Rashi, continuing with Tosaphot, and then ending with the Arukh, analyze each story separately.
What is the moral of Rashi’s version of the story, and does one draw the same conclusion in Tosaphot’s version?
If not, what changes? Then compare both Rashi and Tosaphot’s version to the version of the Arukh.
Now go back to the Talmud and see how each version illustrates the point the Talmud was trying to make—i.e., that
keeping promises ensures that ample rain will be provided. It is the Arukh’s version that has the most potential for
dramatic presentation. After studying Rashi’s and Tosaphot’s recounting of the story, ask for volunteers to
present their version of the Arukh’s story with complete license to embellish as much as they would like, providing
that they don’t contradict any part of the story as presented in the original. While the group is preparing their
presentation, discuss the story with the remainder of the class. After about 15 minutes, the group presents a
5-minute or less presentation, after which the class will discuss how the story has been understood.
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What’s in a Miracle?
www.theglobalday.com

Anytime one feels a prayer has been answered, would that be considered a miracle? Does a miracle have to have
a supernatural component to be considered “miraculous”? This class should spend the first 5 minutes creating a
working definition of what constitutes a miracle, after which, these stories should be studied. Feel free to use any
of the formats discussed in the beginning of this packet, since there are several different narratives here.
It may very well be that you have encountered some of these texts in another class, but as often happens in
the Talmud, the same story can be used for an entirely different purpose, which then gives us a dramatically
different understanding of the story itself. How context alters meaning is central to understanding how the Talmud
works, and therefore, repetition of material has been introduced to demonstrate what occurs.
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Miracles as Signs and Wonders
www.theglobalday.com

In order to provide a context for this class, a trigger is appropriate. Let the students offer definitions for the word
“miracle.” See how many students feel they have experienced something of a miraculous nature, and how many
have not.
Is believing in miracles problematic?
Once these questions have been considered, they can be revisited after the texts have been studied. Students
should be encouraged to analyze why Maimonides is suspicious of miracles and how that might apply to contemporary circumstances.
Many of the questions on the study sheet will revisit these questions, but it will be helpful for the student to have
considered them beforehand.
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Who Needs Miracles?
www.theglobalday.com

“We do not rely on miracles . . . “ is a popular Talmudic axiom. People, to the best of their ability, are to care
for themselves. If nature is distorted in order to achieve a miracle, there is discomfort that such dramatic action
was necessary. When miracles occur, there is often an assumption that they will not be repeated. Praying
for a miracle is sometimes seen as a sign of resignation that, as in the case of Hanina ben Dosa, is seen as
tantamount to spiritual failure.
These surprising stories introduce an aspect rarely considered when pondering the miraculous. Miracles indicate a
certain failing in humanity to govern their lives. Miracles, in these circumstances, are borne out of desperation and
powerlessness.
In the case of Rabbi Hanina ben Dosa, he is not ready to throw in the towel; he begs for a miracle to take back
the miraculous gift he has been given.
In the subsequent stories, one sees variations on the theme of miracles with a double edge. Often lost in the gratitude
for miracles is the anguish that prompted the miracle in the first place. These stories remind us of the suffering that
necessitated the intervention of a supernatural God, and the accompanying stigma for needing it.
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Love and Marriage
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Begin the class by saying, “Before we study a bit about how things used to be done, let us take a moment to
analyze the way we do things now. Let’s write down and discuss all the complaints we have about contemporary
conventions of dating.” Once you have spent 5 to 7 minutes having this discussion, it is time to introduce in a
neutral way what the expectations of a relationship were in the Talmud. Marriages were arranged by the two sets
of parents, but as evidenced in the sources there was also a romantic component that is acknowledged.
No subject fuels the imagination more than romantic love. Innumerable songs, poetry, books, and paintings depict
the euphoria of love lost found and the tragedy of love unrequited or love lost. Romantic love is often depicted as
fleeting, and difficult, if not impossible, to sustain.
For a religious tradition, however, what is the purpose of the passions released when one is caught in the thrall of
romance? How is one supposed to assimilate these feelings and use them for a sacred purpose?
Beyond the hormonal response and the biological necessity for propagation of the species, what does the
experience of love teach us about our relationship with each other and our relationship with God?
The Torah teaches us to “love our neighbor as we would love ourselves.” We are also enjoined to “love your God”
as well as the stranger. Are these commandments that legislate feelings, actions, or both?
The following Mishnah, the last one in the Tractate of Ta’anit, introduces us to a little known holiday, Tu B’Av—the
15th day in the month of Av. We are told that it is, along with Yom Kippur, the best of the best of festivals. Yom
Kippur and Tu B’Av share a staged event where single boys and girls meet for the purpose of marriage. The Sages
had an interest in making sure that these interactions were supervised appropriately, so that the sacred purpose
of these contrived encounters would not be ignored.
Love for the sake of love was not a concept that the Sages entertained. For them, love must have a purpose, and
the purpose is marriage, Kiddushin, a sacred context for sanctifying the union between husband and wife. Thus,
even courtship was orchestrated with marriage in mind. That’s what made the following Mishnah so interesting.
The description of the ceremony includes many clues for divining the norms of courtship two thousand years
ago. Let us create a conversation with this Mishnah where we supply both the questions and the answers.
This speculation is not entirely arbitrary. The answers have to make sense and not contradict anything else in
the Mishnah.
It is easy to see how differently things were done “back in the day,” but what hasn’t changed, and what does that
teach us about relationships between men and women?
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Beauty: Asset or Liability?
www.theglobalday.com

From The Village Voice, a tale of being too beautiful:

Everything about Debrahlee Lorenzana is hot.

Even her name sizzles. At five-foot-six

and 125 pounds, with soft eyes and flawless bronze skin, she is J.Lo curves meets Jessica Simpson
bust meets Audrey Hepburn elegance—a head-turning beauty. In many ways, the story of her life has
been about getting attention from the unwanted kind. But when she got fired last summer from her job
as a banker at a Citibank branch in Midtown—her bosses cited her work performance—she got even
hotter. She sued Citigroup, claiming that she was fired solely because her bosses thought she was too
hot. This is the way Debbie Lorenzana tells it: Her bosses told her they couldn’t concentrate on their
work because her appearance was too distracting. They ordered her to start wearing turtlenecks. She
was also forbidden to wear pencil skirts, three-inch heels, or fitted business suits. Lorenzana, a 33-yearold single mom, pointed out female colleagues whose clothing was far more revealing than hers:
“They said their body shapes were different from mine, and I drew too much attention,” she says.
(Elizabeth Dwoskin, “Is This Woman Too Hot to Be a Banker?” The Village Voice, June 6, 2010).

The question of “who is responsible” is a matter for the courts and American law, but the question of “what is
realistic to expect” is a matter for discussion. The advantage, and now the disadvantage, of beauty in a meritocracy
raise interesting questions.
o
o
o
o

Can beauty be a distraction, and can it be controlled?
Are there objective standards for beauty?
When is beauty an advantage, and when, other than the case mentioned here, is it a disadvantage?
How might beauty inhibit one’s own intellectual potential?

The following Talmudic passages (Ta’anit 7a-7b, Gitin 58a, and Nedarim 66a) raise these issues from the
perspective of spiritual growth and how beauty may enhance or detract from one’s potential.
There is also the question of objective and subjective beauty, which is addressed on the following page
(Ketubot 16-17a). These are things we often think about. Ask the group whether the statement “beauty is in
the eye of the beholder” is completely or partially accurate, and why. One can conclude from the discussion of
Beit Hillel and Beit Shammai that both agree that what is beautiful and what isn’t is an empirical question. Beit
Hillel, however, chooses to spare the feelings of the bride by giving a uniformly affirmative answer. The Maharal
understands that Beit Hillel is not abandoning truth in the interest of sensitivity. He is, however, redefining what is
meant when we compliment a plain-looking bride.
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Three Keys: Hannah’s Prayer
www.theglobalday.com

What is significant about God being directly responsible for something instead of an emissary? Why these three
thing? What do they indicate about God’s relationship to the community? Once that discussion has occurred, go
to the left-hand margin and read the first chapter of Samuel.
It is not common knowledge that Hannah, the mother of Samuel, was a major influence on how Jews have prayed
together for at least the past two thousand years. Moreover, this Talmudic passage is a straightforward example
of how a structure of Jewish practice is derived from Biblical narrative. In this case, the rules of how the silent
devotion is practiced come from the Sages’ examination of exactly how Hannah behaved.
The purpose of the exercise found in the lower right-hand margin is for the class to experience the relationship
between the Talmudic tradition and the Hebrew Bible. Assign them to create a list of rules from the first chapter
of the Book of Samuel, before they look at the Talmudic passage in Brachot. Discuss the rules they came up with
and make sure they back them up with proof texts. Following that discussion, have someone read the Talmudic
passage from Brachot aloud.
Discuss what is similar and what is different between the readings of the class and the way the Sages chose to
read this chapter.
One of the salient points of the Rabbinic reading is that Hannah enunciates the words so quietly that Eli only sees
her lips move. Hannah tells him that she is not intoxicated, but merely embittered, yet the Sages learn that this is
something every Jew should do when praying. What is the purpose of doing it this way?
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What Causes Prayer to Work?
www.theglobalday.com

Stories of Prayers That Get Results and Prayers That Don’t
The following examples in Section One come directly from the Torah. These are two of the earliest examples of prayer
that we have. Much of later liturgy refers to the selections quoted here.
Section One offers the Biblical context for prayers for forgiveness. Section Two also illustrates how contrition
might rectify an abnormal situation. The presumption is that it is abnormal for the Creator to withhold adequate
rainfall to those created in His image.
Section Two contains some texts from the Talmudic period. Over sixteen hundred years old, these stories
demonstrate how the lessons learned from the Torah were applied to less dramatic but equally critical situations.
Drought threatens everyone, and therefore indicates heavenly displeasure with the human condition.
The class may find that there is too much material for an individual to cover. In that case, split up the class and
assign a portion to each group. Make them responsible for presenting how they understood the material and what
they thought of it. Your job will be to moderate the questions posed to the group as well as bringing your understanding to the discussion.

The Global Day of Jewish Learning • November 7, 2010

www.theglobalday.com

Adult Class

16

ADULT_FacilGuide

9/14/10

11:07 AM

Page 17

Facilitator’s Guide

To Whom Does God Listen?
www.theglobalday.com

This shiur covers the psychology of effective prayer and focuses on the state of mind of the petitioner. In these
sources, prayer is not a negotiation between two equal parties, but a petition for mercy where the only recourse
is absolute sincerity and contrition. Effective prayer does not allow one to make a case for one’s self—in fact, the
opposite is true. The assumption is that one is not deserving or good enough, and can rely only on God’s mercy.
It is only the reckoning of one’s inadequacy that makes prayer effective.

Exhibit A: Rebuke
It goes without saying that there are many possible answers to the questions offered on this source. It is clear that
the community, after thirteen fasts, is exhausted and has understandably given up. Presumably, Rabbi Eliezer is
aware of the weariness of the community. You may wish to explore what’s behind his rebuke. Is it a strategy to
energize them, or is it a response of genuine frustration?
After the class has studied and answered the questions, this may be a way to get them to think about what we
are being taught.

Exhibit B: Self-Deprecation
Once again, we are reminded that acknowledgment of self-worth is not an effective strategy for prayer. When a
communal leader acknowledges his inadequacy before the Master of the Universe, and the leader receives an
affirmative response from the Master, what is the Master teaching the leader? Is God saying that Yehuda Hanasi
is equal to Shmuel, or is God saying something else? If you were Yehuda Hanasi, what would you think if your
prayers were answered?

Exhibit C: A Broken Heart
What is the relationship between being truly contrite and being self-deprecating? When one is despairing, what
does one think of himself? What is the relationship between a broken heart and humility? Do you think that one
can only see the truth about one’s self if prepared to believe the worst? Even though qualities like confidence, selfesteem, and assuredness are considered positive, why, in this case, might they be considered impediments to
prayer? The values of self-criticism, harsh assessment, and self-deprecation are the tools of choice in times when
one feels helpless and powerless. There is no such thing as confidence in times of a drought or a plague. Everyone
is at the mercy of God, and there is no room for pretense in times of great need.

Exhibit D: Undeserved Gifts
The previous themes are reiterated in this simple Rashi. When one is asking for favors, it is never good to presume
that one is deserving of them. From God, the presumption of entitlement will not get one anywhere. In the end, it will
be God who determines who is deserving of favor; all an individual can do is “plead.”

Exhibit E: Obstacles to Prayer
A topic for consideration on this source is that the community’s past behavior has a direct impact on whether
a prayer will be answered. This activist approach assumes that there are misdeeds that may have to be
acknowledged before God will accede to any request. This requires one to do an accounting, a moral inventory
of the community’s behavior to determine if behavior in some way may be found lacking. In this way, a calamity
is an opportunity for growth. If people believe that more exemplary behavior would find favor in God’s eyes, then
everyone wins.
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To Whom Does God Listen?

How might it be that the community has moral issues of which they are unaware? What would such a process
entail? Think about the formal confession that we make on Yom Kippur, and how that might cause us to
become aware of a moral failing that we had yet to acknowledge.
In conclusion, most of these sources are more concerned about what is going on inside the person than outside
of him. Beyond whether prayers are answered or not, do they serve another purpose as well? How might a
prayerful person be different from one who is not so inclined? What other advantages are there for one who
engages in this process sincerely and wholeheartedly?
The sources make it clear that the rituals must seriously reflect the genuinely desperate sincerity of the
community, or who the community chooses to represent them. Leaders, are not guaranteed an audience by virtue
of their leadership; they are worthy only by virtue of their humility. It is only the broken heart and the depleted spirit
that connect in desperate times.
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The World Is a Human Responsibility
www.theglobalday.com

This class is specifically designed for those who have an interest in the topic and prefer to work directly with the
Hebrew text.
The piece is a companion to the “Is a Man a Tree of the Field?” class and makes use of the same verse. Refer to
the commentaries brought from that class when appropriate.
Humanity’s purpose is an age-old question, and the duality of purpose that is subtly explicated in the two
chapters of Genesis reflects this duality.
The Talmudic passage in Sanhedrin that follows elucidates the tension between humanity being “in charge” but
at the same time enjoined to view this not as an honor, but as a grave responsibility. There is significance that we
were created last, and were preceded by mosquitoes.
The passage in Baba Metziya is the most personally poignant, as the role of empathy in human encounters with
the natural world is explored. Rebbe is punished because he harshly rebukes a dumb animal. His suffering is
relieved only after he has learned his lesson.

The three notes to hit on this class are:
o The duality of purpose
o The necessity of humility
o The necessity of empathy
More important than what we do is how we go about doing it.
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Is a Man a Tree of the Field?
www.theglobalday.com

This class, although it makes use of primary Jewish texts exclusively, does not focus on the Talmud, but on
genres that draw from the literature of the period. The Midrash Sifre, for instance, is an ancient commentary
that was contemporaneous with the earliest section of the Talmud, which is the Mishnah. It is not possible to
speak of environmental issues in Judaism without invoking the verse from Parshat Shoftim, “For a man is a tree
of the field.” Even though this verse does not appear in Ta’anit, it has had tremendous impact on Jewish legal
literature, as evidenced by the medieval commentary surrounding the page.
In many ways the conflict between commentators mirrors the environmental debate today. As stewards of the
planet, to what degree may we exploit its riches? What are the parameters of responsibility? As the commentators
parse this ambiguous verse, they come out with different conclusions.
It is important to point out that the Hebrew word “ki” has many different meanings.
Rashi sees it as introducing a question: Is a man a tree of the field?
Ibn Ezra views it as a statement: For a man is a tree of the field.
Nachmanides (Ramban) agrees with Ibn Ezra, but learns that even fruit trees at times of need could be used
for timber.
The author of Hakatav V’Hakabalah disagrees, and sees that the very nature of fruit trees makes it forbidden to
violate that for which they were created.
What makes this argument different than a modern discussion is that it centers on understanding what a verse from
the Torah is trying to teach, and through that process it is understood what constitutes appropriate behavior. Even
though the process of debate is different, there is still plenty of room for disagreements. Even if the Talmud is
somewhat absent from the page, the mode of discourse is quintessentially Talmudic.
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Testing God
www.theglobalday.com

A Class for Those Who Ponder the Deepest Questions
“Where was God?” Often in our tragic history this question is asked. Behind the question, however, is an expectation that God should have been “there,” or more to the point, an assumption that He was somewhere else.
This question has not only always been in the minds of our sages, but has been part and parcel of our earliest
history. A covenantal relationship assumes reciprocity. God promises us life and long days in exchange for
fulfilling the commandments. What happens when we test the waters? What happens when we do something
in order to see how God will respond? Are we allowed to play “gotcha” with God?
Open up a discussion with your class on whether it is fair to test God, and why. This should be a personal discussion. Following this less than 10-minute conversation, take a look at a sampling of Biblical verses that deal with this
issue, after which we will stick our toes in the sea of Talmud. We have chosen a selection from the tractate of Ta’anit,
along with three giants of Jewish medieval philosophy who are concerned about this question. Put on your thinking
caps! This class is not for the easily daunted.
At the center of the first page you will find some verses from the Torah, where the Children of Israel complain to
Moses for water, and they doubt whether God is among them. This is followed by a verse from Deuteronomy where
it is taught that “testing God” is forbidden. The right and left margins have two opinions of both Nachmanides
(Ramban) and Maimonides (Rambam), both of whom are commenting on the verse in Deuteronomy. Nachmanides
is relating to the issue of testing God in general, whereas Maimonides concentrates on how one should relate to a
Prophet who has met the criteria for being one. You may want to split your group into two teams, each working on
one commentator and presenting his opinion to the other team.
The Talmudic passage on the second page brings an exception to the rule about testing God. Also, the banter
between the child and Rabbi Yochanan has a provocative edge that deserves comment. Discuss how each of the
previous commentators read this story. A further comment on this particular Talmudic passage is brought by Rabbi
Menachem HaMeiri. Not leaving room for any practical testing of God, his view might follow Maimonides’.
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Arguing with God
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How does God lead the world? And how can humanity influence an omnipotent and omniscient being? Logic may
dictate that if we mere mortals cannot understand how God operates in the world, how can we have the temerity
to influence God’s behavior?
From the time of Abraham we have examples of just that: Individuals who managed to influence God’s decisions,
sometimes modifying them, while at other times seemingly changing them altogether.
To understand God’s relationship to His people through a Biblical and Talmudic lens, one must leave certain
assumptions aside. God does not view His role as merely the autocratic dictator, but He invites discussion and
leaves open the possibility for change. It is a dynamic relationship where the Holy One, the Master, is in charge, but
the human, the servant, is more than a silent partner. Perhaps the decision is not final until we have weighed in.
The following passages from the Hebrew Bible and the Talmudic tractate of Ta’anit will provide insight into the
Biblical and Rabbinic understanding of this complex relationship. The Talmudic passage on the first page will end
as a cliffhanger and discussion of the text is invited. Following the discussion, please turn to page two for the
conclusion of the Talmudic passage that gives the Talmud’s answer to the dilemma that has been presented.
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A class by the Florence Melton Adult Mini-School

A Word from…
Dr. Yonatan Mirvis, FMAMS International Director, and
Judy Mars Kupchan, FMAMS North American Director
he entire Florence Melton Adult Mini-School family is proud to be a partner and a participant in The Global
Day of Learning, in celebration of the completion of Rabbi Adin Steinsaltz’s monumental work. This is truly
a milestone for the Jewish global learning community.

T

November 7 has additional significance for this community: it is Florence Melton’s birthday. Florence, z”l, who passed
away in 2007 at the age of 95, left us a rich legacy of Jewish learning for adults, and we are all the beneficiaries.
This lesson from the curriculum which bears Florence’s name is but a small glimpse into the results of her
extraordinary vision to bring high quality, pluralistic, text-based learning to Jewish adults.
The experience in Jewish learning in which you are about to engage should be attributed to Florence Melton. May
her memory be a source of great blessing for us all.
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A Word from…
Rabbi Morey Schwartz, FMAMS Director of Curriculum and Faculty Development
n behalf of the Florence Melton Adult Mini-Schools, it is our pleasure to submit a modified lesson from our
core curriculum for study as part of the Global Day of Learning 2010. This particular lesson, entitled Talmud
Torah (Study of Torah), serves as the concluding lesson of our first year course, Purposes of Jewish Living.
Our core adult studies curriculum is made up of four courses, all of them text-based. While the texts included in
our curriculum span the generations, from biblical texts to contemporary ones, this specific lesson centers on a
number of texts from the Mishnah and the Talmud, making it particularly appropriate for this celebration of Rabbi
Adin Steinsalz’s great accomplishment, his completion of a Hebrew commentary and translation of the entire
Babylonian Talmud.

O

Mini-School faculty members are presented with BOTH texts and analyses as they appear here. The analyses
assist the teacher in preparing to teach the lesson, stimulating thought about the texts, their content and organization. The students are given ONLY the texts, and following a close in-class reading they share their own
thoughts and further questions on each text. Often students uncover further dilemmas that arise from the texts.
Teachers are not required to cover all of the texts in class, but rather they are encouraged to choose texts and
that are reflective of their own interests and intellectual quandaries, in a way that will convey to their students their
own personal excitement about Jewish text study. Mini-School teaching is NOT frontal. An excellent lesson is one
in which the students voices are heard throughout the lesson. The goal is not to achieve consensus about the
meaning of the texts, but rather to raise awareness of the plurality of possible understandings that can arise from
engaging study.
This lesson presents for study rabbinic texts that extol the added-value of Torah study. May this Global Day of
Learning inspire us all to make the study of Torah an even more central part of our lives.
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Introduction
hrough the process of Torah study, we become part of the long chain of Jewish tradition in which learning
and teaching, cogitation and reflection, intellectual effort and theoretical pursuit, are esteemed and elevated
to the highest ranks of its precepts. It is not for naught that the Jews have been referred to as the “People
of the Book”.

T

Traditionally, Torah study is called in Hebrew Talmud Torah. This expression is found in the Mishnah and means “the
study of Torah.” But why is Talmud Torah of such monumental importance in our tradition? Is it because it is a
means to increased religious observance or because it sharpens our minds? Is it because of its capacity to elevate
and deepen our existence and to enhance our relationship with God?
In this lesson we will explore these questions through the study of traditional texts, most of them emanating from
the Mishnah or Talmud, the written recording of much of our oral tradition through the sixth century C.E. In other
words, we will be learning Torah in an effort to understand the importance of learning Torah. This, we believe,
is a fitting way to pay tribute to Rabbi Adin Steinsalz’s completion of his Hebrew commentary and translation of the
Babylonian Talmud, a tool that makes Talmud study more accessible and relevant to our generation.

Lesson Outline
In this lesson we wish to explore a number of reasons for Talmud Torah occupying such a prominent role in
Jewish tradition.
According to Texts 1-2, Talmud Torah is important primarily because it is a means increased religious observance.
Texts 3-7 present several other explanations of the value of Talmud Torah.
Text 8 incorporates, by implication, all the ideas discussed above.
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Texts and Analysis
Text 1

Text 1

Talmud
Torah
(Torah
Study)

Mishnah, Avot 2:5

[Compilation of teachings of 3rd century BCE – 3rd century CE scholars inEretz Yisrael

{ Mishnah, Avot 2:5 }

(Tanna’im); compiled and edited by Rabbi Yehudah HaNasi]

[Compilation of teachings of 3rd century BCE – 3rd century CE scholars in Eretz Yisrael (Tanna’im); compiled and edited by

He [Hillel] used to say: A boor cannot be fearful of sin, nor can an

Rabbi Yehudah HaNasi]

ignoramus be pious.

He [Hillel] used to say: A boor cannot be fearful of sin, nor can an ignoramus be pious.
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Analysis – Text 1
In order to understand the meaning of this text, we must explain one of the central features of the Jewish religion.
Judaism is, at its core, a religion of law. Even the most cursory reading of the Torah reveals hundreds of laws
encompassing
all aspects
life. We
Analysis
– of
Text
1 are instructed to observe these laws to the best of our ability. But because the
Jewish legal system is so vast and comprehensive one must have a great deal of knowledge in order to know how
to understand
meaning
of this
text,
explain
one of the
to act and toInbeorder
conscious
at all times the
of what
is forbidden
and
whatwe
is must
permitted.
An ignoramus
willcentral
be overwhelmed by the details and nuances of halakhic observance and will not know what to do. And in the absence of
features of the Jewish religion. Judaism is, at its core, a religion of law. Even the
proper halakhic observance, the rabbis could not countenance the possibility that a person could ever become truly
pious and fearful
sin. Talmud
Torah is, of
thus,
for halakhic
observance
and the
attainment of piety.
mostof cursory
reading
thea prerequisite
Torah reveals
hundreds
of laws
encompassing
all

aspects of life. We are instructed to observe these laws to the best of our ability.
But because the Jewish legal system is so vast and comprehensive one must have

a great deal of knowledge in order to know how to act and to be conscious at all

times of what is forbidden and what is permitted. An ignoramus will be

overwhelmed by the details and nuances of halakhic observance and will not know
what to do. And in the absence of proper halakhic observance, the rabbis could not

countenance the possibility that a person could ever become truly pious and fearful
of sin. Talmud Torah is, thus, a prerequisite for halakhic observance and the
attainment of piety.
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[Compilation of teachings of 3-6th century scholars in Babylonia Amora’im);
(
final redaction in the
6-7th centuries]

Talmud
Rabbi Tarfon and the elders were alre
ady gathered in the upper floor of
Torah Text 2
(Torah
Nitza's house in Lod when this question was posed to them: Is study greater
{ Babylonian Talmud, Kiddushin 40b }
Study)

or is practice greater? Rabbi Tarfon an
swered: Practice is greater. Rabbi

[Compilation of teachings of 3-6th century scholars in Babylonia (Amora’im); final redaction in the 6–7th centuries]

Akiva replied: Study is greater. The rest of the elders answered: Study is

Rabbi Tarfon and the elders were already gathered in the upper floor of Nitza’s house in Lod when this
question was
posed to
them:
Is study
greater
or is practice greater? Rabbi Tarfon answered: Practice is
5
greater,
since
study
leads
to practice.
greater. Rabbi Akiva replied: Study is greater. The rest of the elders answered: Study is greater, since study
leads to practice.
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Analysis – Text 2

Analysis – Text 2

Given the position
articulated
in the previous
text, in
thethe
question
raisedtext,
here the
seems
rather perplexing.
If the seems
purpose
Given
the position
articulated
previous
question
raised here
of study is that it enables a more rigorous and complete fulfillment of practice, then it should be obvious that pracperplexing.
If Rabbi
the purpose
studyTanna
is that
it enables
a more
and
tice is greater!rather
This seems
to be what
Tarfon [1stof
century
in Eretz
Yisrael at the
time ofrigorous
the Destruction
of the Second Temple] was trying to emphasize in his straightforward reply, “Practice is greater.” Rabbi Akiva [full
complete fulfillment of practice, then it should be obvious that practice is greater!
name: Akiva ben Yosef; 1–2nd century Tanna in Eretz Yisrael], on the other hand, asserts that study is greater. How
can the means
be greater
the what
end that
it aims
to achieve?
This
seemsthan
to be
Rabbi
Tarfon
[1st century Tanna in Eretz Yisrael at the time

of the
Destruction
ofthat
thestudy
Second
Temple]
was its
trying
to emphasize
his
Unless, of course,
Rabbi
Akiva believes
has value
far surpassing
usefulness
as a means ofinacquiring knowledge
of halakhah. Nevertheless,
the rest ofis
thegreater.”
elders seem
to reject
this possibility,
for their
reasoning
straightforward
reply, “Practice
Rabbi
Akiva
[full name:
Akiva
ben
supports the idea that in essence,
the
ultimate
goal
is
practice.
nd
Yosef; 1-2

century Tanna in Eretz Yisrael], on the other hand, asserts that study

The problem is that the formulation of the elders is self-contradictory, for if the greatness of study lies in the fact that
is greater. How can the means be greater than the end that it aims to achieve?
it leads to practice, does this not imply that practice, which is the ultimate goal, is really superior? Unless the elders’
preference for study is meant in a chronological sense: i.e., study is a prerequisite for practice and must, therefore,
come first, but it serves as a means to achieve another end—namely practice—which remains axiologically superior.

Unless, of course, Rabbi Akiva believes that study has value far surpassing its

This ambiguity,
coupled with
Akiva’sofunequivocal
for of
learning
over practice,
suggests that
usefulness
asRabbi
a means
acquiring preference
knowledge
halakhah.
Nevertheless,
the Torah
rest
study may indeed have far greater significance than just a means to practical halakhic observance. In the following
of to
the
elders seem
to reject
possibility,
for their reasoning supports the idea
texts we will try
understand
what Rabbi
Akiva this
may have
had in mind.

that in essence, the ultimate goal is practice.
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Mishnah, Avot 5:26

Text 3

[Compilation of teachings of 3rd century BCE – 3rd century CE scholars inEretz Yisrael
(Tanna’im); compiled and edited by Rabbi Yehudah HaNasi]

Ben Bag Bag said: Turn it over and overfor everything is contained within

{ Mishnah, Avot 5:26 }

it. Delve into it, grow old and frail init. Do not depart from it for there is

[Compilation of teachings of 3rd century BCE – 3rd century CE scholars in Eretz Yisrael (Tanna’im); compiled and edited by
Rabbi Yehudah HaNasi]

no pursuit better for you than it.

Ben Bag Bag said: Turn it over and over for everything is contained within it. Delve into it, grow old
and frail in it. Do not depart from it for there is no pursuit better for you than it.
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Analysis – Text 3

Analysis
– Text 3
The greatness of

.ê §   ¡ à §
Torah, according to Ben Bag Bag [1st century Tanna in Eretz

The greatness
of Torah,
according
Ben “everything
Bag Bag [1st century
in Eretz
the thrilled
fact that by
“everyYisrael]
lies in
the facttothat
is in it”.Tanna
A child
canYisrael]
listen lies
andin be
thing is in it”. A child can listen and be thrilled by its narratives, and a philosopher of advanced age can ponder it
its inspired
narratives,
philosopher
advanced
age canadolescence
ponder itand
and
become
and become
by theand
deepainsights
containedofin it.
Through childhood,
adulthood,
as one
reaches new
levels
of
understanding,
so
he
will
continue
to
discover
fresh
insights,
revelations
and
truths
inspired by the deep insights contained in it. Through childhood, adolescence andin the
limitless depths of Torah. Talmud Torah is, thus, important not only because it leads to observance but because
adulthood,
one reaches new levels of understanding, so he will continue to
it is the ultimate
sourceas
of wisdom.

discover fresh insights, revelations and truths in the limitless depths of Torah.

This teacher’s very strange name is often explained by way of reference to an anecdote recorded in the
Babylonian Talmud, tractate Shabbat 31a. Hillel once convinced a convert of the truth of the oral law by proving
to him, in a lesson on the Hebrew alphabet, that even the knowledge of the pronunciation and the order of Hebrew
7
alphabet are impossible without faith in their oral transmission through the generations. Perhaps then his son was
nicknamed “ben BG-BG,”—son of Bag-Bag—as a reminder of the lesson that Bet and Gimel—as well as all of the
other letters of the alphabet—are fixed in terms of vocalization and placement by tradition.
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Text 4

Text 4

Mishnah, Avot 6:2

{ Mishnah,
Avot 6:2
}
[Compilation
of teachings
of 3rd century BCE – 3rd century CE scholars inEretz Yisrael

(Tanna’im
); compiled
and BCE
edited
by century
Rabbi Yehudah
HaNasi]
[Compilation
of teachings
of 3rd century
– 3rd
CE scholars
in Eretz Yisrael (Tanna’im); compiled and edited by

For no man is free unless he occupies himself in the study of
Torah.

Rabbi Yehudah HaNasi]

For no man is free unless he occupies himself in the study of Torah.
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Analysis – Text 4

Analysis
– Text 4
The idea expressed
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in this text seems rather bizarre. Freedom, in the minds of

The idea expressed
in this is
text
seems rather
bizarre.
Freedom, in
minds
of most
people, is associated
most people,
associated
with
the absence
ofthe
effort
and
responsibility,
relaxationwith
the absence of effort and responsibility, relaxation and pleasure. How can Talmud Torah—which is difficult and
and pleasure.
can Talmud
Torah
– which
is difficult
and an
demanding
– be into
the the
demanding—be
the ultimateHow
expression
of freedom?
Perhaps
this text
is conveying
important insight
meaning ofultimate
freedom.expression of freedom? Perhaps this text is conveying an important insight

into
the meaning
We generally
perceive
freedom of
in afreedom.
negative sense, as an absence of activity, the absence of work; it is, in short,
freedom “from” something. But with what are we supposed to occupy ourselves once we are free? Golf, television and other forms of recreation? Isn’t there something more noble, meaningful and enriching with which we
can fill our We
time?
Torah study
enables us
to differentiate
between sense,
activitiesas
thatan
areabsence
meaningfulofand
those that
generally
perceive
freedom
in a negative
activity,
the are
frivolous and empty. We gain greater insight into life and ourselves. In contrast with the idea of freedom “from”
absence
of highlights
work; it the
is, importance
in short, freedom
something.
But
with
areour
welives
other activities,
this text
of freedom“from”
“for” higher
and nobler
goals,
to what
maximize
and our potential.
supposed to occupy ourselves once we are free? Golf, television and other forms
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which we can fill our time? Torah study enables us to differentiate between
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Sifrei, Deuteronomy ( Devarim) Piska 306

Text 5

[Midrash Halakhahto the books of Numbers (Bamidbar) and Deuteronomy (Devarim);
compilation of teachings ofTanna’im, edited in 4-5th century Eretz Yisrael]

“As showers fall
upon the
tender
[Deut.Devarim)
(
32:2] - Just as
{ Sifrei, Deuteronomy
(Devarim)
Piska
306grass”
}

these showers fall on the tender grass,causing it to sprout up and grow, so

[Midrash Halakhah to the books of Numbers (Bamidbar) and Deuteronomy (Devarim); compilation of teachings of Tanna’im,

words of Torah raise you up and make you grow... “As heavy rains upon the

edited in 4–5th century Eretz Yisrael]

“As showers fall upon the tender grass” [Deut. (Devarim) 32:2]—Just as these showers fall on the
fully-grown
- Just
theofheavy
rainsyou
falluponand
themake
fully-grown
tender grass,
causing it to grass”
sprout up(Ibid.)
and grow,
so as
words
Torah raise
you grow . . .
“As heavy rains upon the fully-grown grass” (Ibid.)—Just as the heavy rains fall on the fully-grown
5
grass, refreshing it and filling it out, so words ofTorah refresh you and fill
grass, refreshing it and filling it out, so words of Torah refresh you and fill you out.

you out.
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AnalysisAnalysis
– Text– 5Text 5

Torah is compared
to rain that nurtures
grass
andnurtures
enables itthe
to grow.
Without
all vegetation
withers.
Torahhere
is compared
here tothe
rain
that
grass
and it,
enables
it to grow.
Torah is nourishment for our soul. We may not always be aware of the extent of our need for it to sustain us, but
Without
it, all
vegetation
withers.
isonly
nourishment
our
soul. We
may
we are spiritually
deficient
without
it nonetheless.
But Torah
water not
sustains; it isfor
also
refreshing.
Torah
can,not
likewise, ease the
tensions
and
lighten
the
burden
of
pressures
and
demands
of
work
and
daily
life
and
refresh
our
always be aware of the extent of our need for it to sustain us, but we are spiritually
souls. We spend so much of our time and energy satisfying the needs of our bodies. Shouldn’t we spend at least
without
it nonetheless.
But water not only sustains; it is also refreshing.
as much timedeficient
fulfilling the
needs of
our souls?

Torah can, likewise, ease the tensions and lighten the burden of pressures and

demands of work and daily life and refresh our souls. We spend so much of our

time and energy satisfying the needs of our bodies. Shouldn’t we spend at least as
much time fulfilling the needs of our souls?

9
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[Compilation of teachings of 3-6th century scholars in Babylonia Amora’im);
(
final redaction in the
6-7th centuries]

Talmud Text 6
...It was taught: “And they went threedays in the wilderness and found no
Torah
{ Babylonian Talmud, Bava Kama 82a }
(Torah
water” [Exod. (Shemot) 15:22]. Those who interpret the law
Study)
[Compilation of teachings of 3-6th century scholars in Babylonia (Amora’im); final redaction in the 6–7th centuries]

metaphorically explain that “water” refers here to the
Torah as it says: “Ho,

. . . It was taught: “And they went three days in the wilderness and found no water” [Exod. (Shemot)
everyone that thirsts, cometo the water” [Isaiah Y
( ishayahu) 55:1]. Since
15:22]. Those who interpret the law metaphorically explain that “water” refers here to the Torah as it
everyone
thirsts,
come
the water”
[Isaiahthey
(Yishayahu)
55:1].
Since they had gone
5says: “Ho, they
hadthat
gone
three
daysto without
Torah,
became
exhausted.
three days without Torah, they became exhausted.
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Analysis – Text 6
The Talmud here
explains
Analysis
– why
Textkeriat
6 haTorah – public Torah reading – was instituted on Shabbat, Mondays and
Thursdays. The prophets apparently wished to avoid a situation in which three days would go by without Talmud
The Talmud
here on
explains
haTorah
Torahand
reading
– water”.
was
Torah. Their enactment
was based
the verse,why
“And keriat
they went
three days–in public
the wilderness
found no
But where is instituted
the reference
Talmud Torah
in this text?
rabbis suggest
the wordapparently
“water” should
be underontoShabbat,
Mondays
andThe
Thursdays.
Thethat
prophets
wished
to
stood metaphorically. Thus, the Jews were exhausted not because of a shortage of water but because their source
avoid a situation
in whichThis
three
days iswould
go at
bygreater
without
Talmud
Torah. text.
Their
of spiritual nourishment
had been depleted.
metaphor
developed
length
in the following

enactment was based on the verse, “And they went three days in the wilderness

and found no water”. But where is the reference to Talmud Torah in this text? The

rabbis suggest that the word “water” should be understood metaphorically. Thus,

the Jews were exhausted not because of a shortage of water but because their
source of spiritual nourishment had been depleted. This metaphor is developed at
greater length in the following text.
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[Midrash Aggadah to Song of Songs (Shir haShirim); compiled in Eretz Yisrael between the 5–7th centuries]
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Analysis – Text 7
The Midrash offers a series of interpretations of the comparison between water and Torah. Just as water stretches
from one end of the world to the other, so does Torah. But what does this mean? Perhaps the Midrash is suggesting that the Torah’s laws and values encompass all of life or that its wisdom is boundless (see Text 3 above). Just
as water is a source of life in the material world, so too Torah is a source of life in the spiritual realm (see Text 6
above). Water descends from heaven. Similarly the Torah comes from God who is in heaven. Water restores a tired
and overworked body to health and vigor, and Torah likewise revives the soul of one whose senses have been deadened by the routine of daily life. Water purifies and Torah similarly elevates, ennobles and purifies one’s existence.
It gives man meaning, purpose and reason to continue living. Rain comes down in drops but eventually forms rivers.
Mastery of Torah is a gradual process, but if one begins today he is likely to reap the rewards of his cumulative
efforts in the future. Just as water can only be appreciated by one who is thirsty, the beauty and richness of Torah
can only truly be appreciated by those who yearn for a deeper and more meaningful existence. Just as water flows
downward from high places, so too Torah can only leave its mark on those who are willing to humble themselves
a little and venture beyond the accumulation of wealth and material pleasures. Finally, just as water is so vital to our
existence that even the most distinguished man is not ashamed to ask for it when necessary, so one should not be
ashamed to seek religious instruction even from someone of inferior social status.
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pe'ah (leaving the corners of the field for the poor), the offering of the first

fruits, the burnt offering ofthe pilgrim to the Temple, acts of kindness, and
the study of Torah. These are the deeds for which man enjoys the fruits of

{ Mishnah, Pe’ah 1:1 }

his labor in this world while the principal remains for him in the World to

[Compilation of teachings of 3rd century BCE – 3rd century CE scholars in Eretz Yisrael (Tanna’im); compiled and edited by
5 Rabbi Yehudah HaNasi]

Come: honoring one's parents, givi
ng charity, and making peace between
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for the poor),
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combined.
acts of kindness, and the study of Torah. These are the deeds for which man enjoys the fruits of his
labor in this world while the principal remains for him in the World to Come: honoring one’s parents,
giving charity, and making peace between people. But the study of Torah is equivalent to all of
them combined.
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This Mishnah encapsulates much of what we have been discussing. Talmud Torah
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goes one step further. The qualitative value of Talmud Torah is equal to that of honoring parents, giving charity and
kindness are not quantifiable, so too Talmud Torah. But the Mishnah goes one
making peace between people, combined. Talmud Torah teaches us a meaningful way of life and virtue, it provides us withstep
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The qualitative
value
of Talmud
Torah
equal towhich
thatisofmanifest
honoring
words. Thus, many of the values that inhere in other mitzvot are reflected in Talmud Torah as well. It is, indeed,
parents, giving charity and making peace between people, combined. Talmud
equivalent to all the rest.

Torah teaches us a meaningful way of life and virtue, it provides us with insights

and wisdom and brings us into contact with the divine presence, which is manifest
in its words. Thus, many of the values that inhere in other mitzvot are reflected in
Talmud Torah as well. It is, indeed, equivalent to all the rest.
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Summary of Key Ideas
In this lesson we tried to understand why Talmud Torah has occupied such a prominent position in Jewish tradition.
We encountered a number of different approaches.
Firstly, since Judaism is a complex legal system and applies to all facets of life, a great deal of knowledge is
necessary in order to observe it properly. But the value of Talmud Torah seems to go far beyond its importance
as a means to more rigorous observance. The rabbis, in fact, debated which is greater, study or practice. How
could anyone maintain that study is greater if it is just a means to practice?
This led us to explore the additional significance of Talmud Torah. According to one view, Torah is the source of
all wisdom. The more one studies the more he gains insight into the mysteries of life, man and the universe.
According to another source, it is the key to true freedom. Torah provides substance to the concept of freedom
so that it is not just a freedom “from” other activities, but rather a meaningful freedom “for” more noble pursuits.
Numerous ideas emerge from the rabbinic metaphor comparing Torah to water. Just as water nurtures, rejuvenates,
sustains, strengthens and gives vitality to all forms of physical life, so too Torah nourishes, awakens, refreshes,
invigorates and sustains the soul. Just as water purifies, so too Torah elevates and ennobles one’s existence. But
in order for Torah to have the proper impact one must genuinely seek a deeper existence and must be willing to
look beyond material pursuits. He must approach it with humility and be prepared to learn from Torah scholars
regardless of their social status.
In addition to all of the above, Talmud Torah can also be the most profound form of religious experiences. Jewish
tradition asserts that the use of our intellect and capacity for reason and understanding in the study of Torah can
be perhaps the greatest, most enriching of all religious experience.

Key Terms
o Keriat haTorah. The public reading of the Torah in the presence of a minyan.
o Talmud Torah. The study of Torah. A positive biblical command. The term was adopted by voluntary
associations that fostered religious education; it was also applied to their schools, and ultimately to
Jewish religious schools in general.
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Who Is God?
Asked, “Who is God?” Rabbi Adin Steinsaltz provides his personal reflections in the interview below:

Q:
AS:

How do you think of God?
The fundamental concept, is one of an all-embracing, allencompassing being, the great Mystery, the transcending
reality that is above, beyond and behind all that exists.

Q:

Are there moments when you feel closer to God? Do
you feel He watches every one of your actions?
Every human being, not just religious (or exceptionally holy)
people, experiences moments of grace in which one feels
the great Presence, how God is close, nearby. Such a feeling is actually a lot more frequent than people think, but
those who feel this magnificent feeling do not always know
how to attribute it correctly. Some people get this feeling
from seeing or feeling any kind of sublimity; others may just
suddenly experience, without any prior preparation or
knowledge, the bliss and security of this closeness.

AS:

Q:
AS:

When you pray, what do you pray for?
Prayer is always a conversation with God. It is the way in
which a person relates things, such as feelings, fears or
aspirations, or asks for things – often those that are close to
one's heart, solutions to problems, to issues of the current
time, or to one's life in general. And there is also prayer in
which one beseeches for the immediate community, for
one's own nation or for the world as a whole. Prayer can
also be a different sort of conversation: an urge to say thank
you, to say: how good it is that You are there.

Q:

Tell us about reward and punishment: why does God
allow pious people to suffer and vicious people to
prosper and enjoy life?
I certainly believe in reward and punishment, but I do not
think that man has the ability to determine and gauge the
Almighty, nor to assess our own conduct accurately. Every

AS:
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person's private reckoning, either for the good or for the
bad, is far too complex, and no one is able to appraise
oneself properly, let alone appraise others. It is funny,
sometimes also sad (even tragic) that a human being who
is incapable of properly assessing his own reality, who
cannot fathom a simple mathematical equation, wants to
understand and judge God. Surely, human beings have the
right (perhaps also the duty) to converse with God, to ask
things from Him and also to complain to Him, to claim:
"You're not right." It is the same right that a child has to cry
and to say, "Why do other kids get more?" A human being
is entitled to complain. God wants us to be honest with
Him. But still and all, He cannot be judged.
Q:
AS:

Q:
AS:

What does it mean that God signs one’s fate in a
“Book of Life” on Yom Kippur?
I believe that there is a time of Judgment in which one's fate
for the coming year is generally determined. But it is not
absolutely decisive. Judgment and verdict are according to
man's state at that particular moment in time. When one
makes a dramatic change in life, either for better or for
worse, one's verdict changes accordingly. The "book" in
which God "writes and seals" judgments is, in a way, like
word-processing on a computer: on any day, at any time, it
is possible to change, delete and rewrite.
Does God watch over individuals?
God is not only the originator of the universe, an entity that
gave the universe an initial momentum and then left it.
Creation is an ongoing process; the world is being created
anew each and every day, each and every instant. The
world's existence is the result of God's constant presence
within it, and there is no life and no reality without that constant Presence – at any given moment in time, in every single particle of matter. I also believe that God supervises the
smallest details and every single individual: His Providence
and interest are not confined to human beings but include
every created thing. And just as He is the ruler of the great
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galaxies, just as He is in charge of the great eras, so too He
is present and oversees every movement that every human
being makes, and also every flying bird, every fish in the
water, every skipping grasshopper, every leaf drifting in the
wind, every wisp of smoke coming out of a chimney—God
watches over all these things and cares about them.
Q:
AS:

Have you ever rejected God? What brought Him
back to you, or you to Him?
I cannot say that I have ever rejected God. There were
some years in which I was not interested, and that, perhaps, is the greatest rejection of all (much more than
hostility or lack of faith). But then the world seemed too
small, too confined, far too senseless without Him. In a
manner of speaking, God plays hide-and-seek with us; He
hides and I must seek Him so that I can cry triumphantly:
"I've found Him!" This rediscovery happens throughout a
lifetime. There are always periods when there is a feeling
of distance, almost of alienation – even if one observes the
formalities of ritual and formal prayer; yet these times are
followed by a renewed finding, a new love.

Q:
AS:

Characterize God: Is He vengeful, merciful, moody?
How can one characterize God? Whatever we say is going
to be both right and wrong at the same time. All the good,
beautiful and sweet things in this world are actually attributes of God, and every day, nay, every moment, we see Him
differently. What is the color of a bubble of water? That
depends upon the angle from which I look at it; and when I
gaze at it long enough, I shall see in it all the colors and
hues: Great, Mighty, Compassionate, Gracious, Awesome,
Un-understandable – but forever extremely close to me.

Q:
AS:

Do you have a personal relationship with God?
Of course I have a personal relationship with God—every
human being does. My relationship is always personal and
private; precisely because He is so infinite and unlimited,
He relates personally and specifically to me. It always is a
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one-to-one relationship, when I am by myself as well as
when I am in a crowd; somehow we are always alone
together.
Q:
AS:

Does God have a plan for you? For everyone?
I am sure He has a plan for me, just as He has a plan for
each and every human being and every single creature. But
I do not know what this plan is. Every now and then I ask
Him (and sometimes receive an answer, either directly or
indirectly): What am I supposed to do now according to the
plan? Have I done what You wanted me to do, or have I
erred and misunderstood You?

Q:
AS:

What evidence do you have for God's existence?
In scientific or mathematical terms, one starts with facts that
are accepted as correct and clear and then applies those
facts as evidence to prove hypotheses that are less and less
clear. God's existence is the starting point which does not
require testimony or proof; it is the primal beginning. I therefore think that we should rather seek proof for the existence
of the world and human beings. Unlike Descartes, who said
"I think, therefore I am," I would rather say: "I am, therefore
I think."
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Eyes to Earth, Heart to Heaven
By Rabbi Adin Steinsaltz
The Talmud (Yevamot 105b) records a discussion regarding whether one who prays should focus his
attention on earth or Heaven. The issue is resolved by the suggestion that “A man who offers his prayers
must direct his eyes below [to Earth] and his heart above [toward Heaven].”
Even though this debate has a literal, practical significance, it also reflects and encompasses a much
broader insight. These three approaches have implications in many realms, including a general view
about life and even macroeconomic vision.
Eyes And Heart To Heaven
Without going into subtle distinctions, most of the world’s religions—including Islam, Buddhism and
Hinduism—suggest that both one’s heart and one’s eyes should be turned toward Heaven. They view
the world in which we lead our physical lives as lowly and insignificant, a place that should engage us as
little as possible. The goal is to reach the upper world.
The problems of our world are sometimes difficult to see: physical illness, psychological suffering, natural
disasters and so much economic distress. How are the members of these religions to respond? All of
them, for example, command that one give charity to the poor, but what is the motivation?
It is not to solve the problems of the poor, but because giving charity expedites one’s journey
heavenward and assures a better place in Paradise. The Arabic word for charity, for example, is zakkat—
”merit”; that is, giving charity buys points of merit for the World to Come.
This view crosses cultural boundaries. Thus, a country such as India, which has so many believers, also
has appalling poverty, epidemics and other calamities. Because these people consider the important
world to be the spiritual one, however, the suffering of the poor, the ill and the homeless is of little concern.
Eyes And Heart To The World
This is the modern Western conception, which is essentially materialistic. This worldview regards this
world as the only one of consequence: physically, visually and emotionally. Its adherents not only live
within the material world but covet it as their principal goal.
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This approach has yielded many practical achievements: successful efforts to solve, or at least to
improve, some of the world’s major problems. Much of humanity is healthier and better fed now than at
any time since the Garden of Eden. And people are living longer—even if they don’t know what to do
with their extended lives.
In this materialistic world, “taking stock” refers only to money, to financial credits and debits; everything
else is irrelevant. Where profits and losses are what matter, apparent expressions of care for others
merely disguise selfish interests. The welfare policy of the capitalistic world, for instance, staves off
rebellion, giving the poor just enough that they will not attack the rich.
Similarly, highly developed countries give some aid to underdeveloped ones, but less than they can
and less than is needed. The result: unconscionable suffering, yes, but also an adequate supply of
low-cost labor.
Eyes To Earth, Heart To Heaven
The Talmud’s conclusion is that we turn our eyes to earth but our hearts to Heaven. Our eyes focus on
earth, so that we see and deal with the world’s problems and pains. At the same time, however, we turn
our hearts to Heaven, not for practical reasons but for our own betterment. God surely could have made
a perfect, static world, but He did not. He created a dynamic world with lacunae of all kinds, lacunae that
facilitate movement and change. God then entrusted this world to Man, a completely improbable being
whose Divine soul rests in the body of a gorilla. He created Man with both the capacity for greatness and
the susceptibility to sin. Then he made him a partner, albeit a very junior partner, in Creation. From that
moment it became our responsibility to finish His work, to observe every aspect of our world, to take
responsibility for its problems and, most of all, to care about one another.
God does not want us to divert our eyes from sickness and poverty. Rather He wants us to see them and
act against them—not to earn “points” on a Heavenly slate, but because Heaven tells us that this is our
job. We may not be able to do everything, but we must do something.
This concept of “Eyes to Earth, Heart to Heaven” connects Heaven and earth, dream and reality, eternal
ideals and tangible actions. In this season of intensified prayer, we must go beyond merely contemplating
this idea. It has to become a guiding principle in the way we conduct our lives, emotionally and
practically. We must develop the ability to think and care about exalted heavenly subjects without
neglecting their connection to reality, even when we cannot reach the heavenly ideal. When we do this
in deed and in prayer, we are doing what we can to bring about a better year.
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CHARITY IS A JUST AND ETHICAL OBLIGATION
This piece original ran in the Washington Post’s
‘On Faith’ section at washingtonpost.com/onfaith

Question:
In tough times, do those of us who handled our finances
responsibly have a moral obligation to bail out those of us
who didn’t? Are we our brother’s keeper economically?

Rabbi Steinsaltz’s Response:
Charity is a Just and Ethical Obligation
Weblog. ‘On Faith’ at Washingtonpost.com, 3 March 2009

In some ways, the question itself seems to be out of place. The moral obligation to be “my brother’s
keeper” is surely not confined to the act of dragging a man out of the path of an advancing car.
Helping those who are impoverished is an ethical obligation in every code, and surely in every religion. If
there is any question, it is sometimes based on the use or misuse of language. The English word “charity”
has imbedded within it the concept of benevolence, a special quality of the giver. In other languages, the
very meaning of the word has a very different connotation.
The word zakkaat, in Arabic, which has practically the same meaning, implies that the very act of giving
is a special benefit to the donor. The same root and same notion is found also in Aramaic, in which giving
charity is called “having the merit of giving” (zeckuta).
In Hebrew, the word tzedakah has the same root meaning as justice, tzedek; giving charity is not a special
act of the good heart, but an obligation like any other legal obligation. It is not just that one is benevolent
out of the goodness of his heart; rather, he is obligated to do so.
It is not very important to give significant gifts that the giver does not himself care for. Nor is it very
meaningful to help those who can manage without these gifts—banks are usually very good at that. To
give a hand to a drowning man after he comes ashore may feel good, but it is not a very meaningful act.
The obligation to be “my brother’s keeper,” and to make an effort to be really helpful—perhaps a more
expensive act than just allowing the recipient to survive—is not always an easy task. And this is
especially true when the recipient, himself, may be partially responsible for his failure. But we are not to
consider guilt of the recipient, but rather his need. And, in this case, we still have an obligation toward
everyone who needs our help.
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BOOKS BY RABBI STEINSALTZ

Rabbi Adin Steinsaltz has authored more than sixty books and hundreds of articles. Below are the
English language books that he has authored over the past forty years—many of them still available
today. In addition, Rabbi Steinsaltz’s translation and commentary on the Talmud has been published in
Hebrew, English, French, Russian and Spanish. For a complete listing of books and articles please
visit www.steinsaltz.org.

Books on Talmud
Hebrew Text
Steinsaltz Talmud Bavli, Hebrew Edition (Koren Publishers Jerusalem)
45 Volumes
The Koren Talmud Bavli with Commentary by Rabbi Adin Steinsaltz, Hebrew Edition
(Koren Publishers Jerusalem)
38 Volumes
English Text
Talmudic Images: An Introduction to the Sages1 (Koren Publishers Jerusalem)
The Essential Talmud2 (Koren Publishers Jerusalem)
The Talmud, The Steinsaltz Edition: A Reference Guide, English Edition (Random House; soon to be
republished by Koren Publishers Jerusalem)

Other Books of Interest in English
A Dear Son to Me: A Collection of Speeches and Articles3 (Koren Publishers Jerusalem)
A Guide to Jewish Prayer4 (Schocken)
Biblical Images: Men and Women of the Book (Koren Publishers Jerusalem)5
In the Beginning: Discourses on Chasidic Thought (Jason Aronson; soon to be republished by Koren
Publishers Jerusalem)
Learning From the Tanya: Volume Two in the Definitive Commentary on the Moral and Mystical
Teachings of a Classic Work of Kabbalah (Jossey-Bass)

1

Also published in Hebrew, German and Russian

4

Also published in Hebrew

2

Also published in French, German, Hebrew, Italian,
Portuguese, Russian, Spanish and Swedish

5

Also published in Hebrew, German, Japanese,
French and Russian

3

Also published in Hebrew
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On Being Free (Jason Aronson; soon to be republished by Koren Publishers Jerusalem)
Opening the Tanya: Discovering the Moral and Mystical Teachings of a Classic Work of Kabbalah
(Jossey-Bass)
Simple Words: Thinking About What Really Matters in Life6 (Simon & Schuster)
Teshuvah: A Guide for the Newly Observant Jew (Koren Publishers Jerusalem)7
The Candle of God: Discourses on Chasidic Thought (Koren Publishers Jerusalem)
The Illuminated Five Scrolls with Commentary by Rabbi Adin Steinsaltz (Koren Publishers Jerusalem)
The Lamp of God (Jason Aronson; soon to be republished by Koren Publishers Jerusalem)8
The Long Shorter Way: Discourses on Chasidic Thought (Jason Aronson; soon to be republished by
Koren Publishers Jerusalem)
The Miracle of the Seventh Day: A Guide to the Spiritual Meaning, Significance, and Weekly Practice
of the Jewish Sabbath (Jossey-Bass)
The Passover Haggadah9 (Carta, Jerusalem)
The Seven Lights: On the Major Jewish Festivals (Jason Aronson; soon to be republished by Koren
Publishers Jerusalem)
The Strife of the Spirit: A Collection of Essays (Jason Aronson; soon to be republished by Koren
Publishers Jerusalem)
The Sustaining Utterance: Discourses on Chasidic Thought10 (Jason Aronson; soon to be republished
by Koren Publishers Jerusalem)
The Tales of Rabbi Nachman of Bratslav11 (Koren Publishers Jerusalem)
The Thirteen Petalled Rose12 (Koren Publishers Jerusalem)
The Woman of Valor13 (Jason Aronson; soon to be republished by Koren Publishers Jerusalem)
Understanding the Tanya: Volume Three in the Definitive Commentary on a Classic Work of Kabbalah
by the World’s Foremost Authority (Jossey-Bass)
We Jews: Who Are We and What Should We Do? (Jossey-Bass)

6

Also published in French and Italian

11

Also published in French, Hebrew and Russian

7

Also published in French, Hebrew and Portuguese

12

8

Also published in French

Also published in Dutch, French, German, Hebrew, Italian,
Portuguese and Russian

9

Also published in Hebrew and French

13

Also published in French and Hebrew

10

Also published in Russian
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Joseph Kanfer
Michael Liberman
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In Formation

Global Day of Jewish Learning Organization
• Margy-Ruth Davis, Executive Director, Aleph Society
• Rachel Weiss-Berger, Project Director,
Global Day of Jewish Learning
• Gabriela Lupatkin, Community Coordinator,
Global Day of Jewish Learning
• Rabbi Avi Weinstein, Educational Consultant
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• Ruth Karish-Friedman, Aleph Society
• Tova Levine, Aleph Society
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• Zeesy Schnur, Schnur Associates
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