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Introduction (5 minutes)
Welcome to the Global Day of Jewish Learning!
Today we’ll learn more about beauty and ugliness by looking closely at Jewish texts, which will challenge us and
expand our understanding of what it means to be beautiful or ugly.
Let’s do a short writing activity. Write down the words “beauty” and “ugliness”. Take a few minutes to think about
these words and come up with your own definitions for them. Hold on to your notes — at the end of our session we’ll
look back at what we wrote.

Part One: In the Image of our Creator and Craftsman (20 minutes)
We learn in Genesis that human beings were all created in God’s image.

Text #1: Genesis 1:27. Translation by Rabbi Adin Even-Israel Steinsaltz in The Steinsaltz Bible, forthcoming from
Koren Publishers Jerusalem.
ַוּיִב ְָ֨רא אֱֹלקים׀ אֶת־הֽ ָָאדָ ם֙ ְּב ַצל ְ֔מֹו ּבְצֶ ֥ לֶם אֱֹלקים ּב ָ ָ֣רא א ֹ֑תֹו זָכָ ֥ר ּונְק ָ ֵ֖בה ּב ָ ָ֥רא א ָֹתֽם׃
God created man in His own image, in the image of God He created him; male and female He created them.

o Ask:
1. How do you understand the idea that humankind is created in the image of God? What does it mean to you
personally, about yourself and how you view others?
2. Having read this piece of Genesis, do you think that all people must be beautiful? Or can people, made in the
image of God, be ugly?

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

Text #2: Babylonian Talmud Ta’anit 20a-b. English translation [bold text] and commentary [plain text] by
Rabbi Adin Even-Israel Steinsaltz in the Koren Talmud Bavli.
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At the beginning of the story Rabbi Elazar is full of pride in himself. He meets a man whom he calls “empty”, meaning
“worthless”, and ugly. When he realizes his behavior was wrong, Rabbi Elazar spends the rest of the story apologizing
for what he said.
The “ugly man” tells Rabbi Elazar that he has no control over how attractive he is, since he was created by God —
God is his “craftsman” who made him look the way he does. The insulted man refuses to forgive Rabbi Elazar, despite
all the apologies. He is unfairly harsh to Rabbi Elazar, and refuses to see that Rabbi Elazar has learned his lesson.The
Talmud tells us this story to teach the importance of being “flexible like a reed”, warning us that refusing to accept an
apology may be just as ugly a behavior as insulting someone.

Part Two: Inner vs Outer Beauty (25 minutes)
In the story we just read, a man describes himself as a vessel. Vessels, or containers, are a good metaphor for the
outside of a thing or a person. Just like a container, what matters is usually what is held on the inside. Let’s read two
texts that encourage us to look beyond the surface.

o Ask a participant to read Text #3 aloud.
Text #3: Ethics of Our Fathers 4:20.
.ּשּׁי ֶׁש ּבֹו
ֶ  ֶאּלָא ְבמַה, ַאל ּתִ סְּתַ ּכֵל ַּב ַּקנְקַן,ַרּבִי אֹומֵר
Said Rabbi Meir: Look not at the vessel, but at what it contains.

o Ask
1. What lesson is Text #3 teaching us? Restate it in your own words.
2. How can we apply this idea to the way we look at people? What would it mean to look at what a person
“contains”?

This text teaches us an important lesson: We shouldn’t judge something on the way it looks on the outside, but rather
on what it contains within. In other words, a person should not be judged on his or her appearance but by what he or
she “contains”, such as his or her values, intentions, and actions.
The Talmud has an interesting story about a rabbi who is called ugly. Let’s read it closely to see what else we can
discover about beauty and ugliness, and about the connection between inner and outer beauty.
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Rabbi Yehoshua shows the emperor’s daughter that a beautiful container may actually spoil its contents. Rabbi
Yehoshua defends his appearance by saying his “humble vessel” is better suited to containing the beauty of learning.
To demonstrate his point, he causes the princess to spoil the royal wine. Since the wine is the important product and
not the vessel, Rabbi Yehoshua teaches that one should prioritize the function of the vessel over its appearance. A
vessel being made of gold or silver does not mean it is the best material to use for storing wine; a beautiful person isn’t
more or less able to hold wisdom and knowledge.

Conclusion (10 minutes)
In both of the stories from the Talmud we read today, the person who called someone “ugly” learns that they would
have been better off not sharing their opinion out loud. We can understand that their behavior was itself ugly.
Beauty and ugliness can apply to both inner content and outer appearances. Let’s take a look at one explanation of
this complicated connection between beauty and what is “good”. Read this comment from Rabbi Adin Even-Israel
Steinsaltz. One of the leading scholars of this century, Rabbi Steinsaltz is best known for his commentary on the entire
Talmud and for his work on Jewish mysticism.

Text #5: Rabbi Adin Even-Israel Steinsaltz. “Good”. Simple Words.
Each one of the various kinds of good — the aesthetic, the functional, and the moral — has a different set of rules with
its own compelling inner logic, and unfortunately, the categories are not interconnected. Thus, beauty can be morally
wrong, impractical, or even dangerous. Most poisonous mushrooms, for instance, are much more beautiful than the
edible ones. Conversely, something that violates the laws of aesthetics is not necessarily immoral: an ugly person can
be deeply righteous.

o Ask:
1. Rabbi Steinsaltz uses poisonous mushrooms as an example of something that is aesthetically good (they are
nice to look at) but is in fact bad (they’re dangerous to eat). What are other examples of things that are
“beautiful” but “wrong, impractical, or even dangerous”?
2. Rabbi Steinsaltz also says that a person who “violates the laws of aesthetics” (is not pleasing to look at) can be
righteous and good. What are other examples of something that is “ugly” but moral or useful?
3. What do all these examples teach us about the meaning of the words “beauty” and “ugliness?”

Look again at the definitions of beauty and ugliness you wrote down at the beginning of our session. Take a moment to
consider whether you would make any changes, and update your definitions. Keeping in mind your definitions, try writing
one sentence that uses both the words “beauty” and “ugliness”.
o Ask:
1. In your opinion, what is the relationship between beauty and ugliness?
2. What relationship do you now see between good and beauty?
3. How do you now understand the relationship between bad and ugliness?
4. Based upon what you’ve learned from the texts we’ve studied today, did you revise your definitions? Why?
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Part One: In the Image of our Creator and Craftsman
Text #1: Genesis 1:27. Translation by Rabbi Adin Even-Israel Steinsaltz in The Steinsaltz Bible, forthcoming from
Koren Publishers Jerusalem.
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Conclusion
Text #5: Rabbi Adin Even-Israel Steinsaltz. “Good”. Simple Words.
Each one of the various kinds of good — the aesthetic, the functional, and the moral — has a different set of rules with
its own compelling inner logic, and unfortunately, the categories are not interconnected. Thus, beauty can be morally
wrong, impractical, or even dangerous. Most poisonous mushrooms, for instance, are much more beautiful than the
edible ones. Conversely, something that violates the laws of aesthetics is not necessarily immoral: an ugly person can
be deeply righteous.
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