BEAUTY
AND
UGLINESS

Global Day of Jewish Learning: Curriculum

www.theglobalday.org
A Project of the Aleph Society

Title

FACILITATOR’S GUIDE

The Ugly Vessel and the Craftsman

www.theglobalday.com

By Rabba Yaffa Epstein and Karen Sponder

Introduction (10 minutes)
Welcome to the Global Day of Jewish Learning!
Today we will explore different ideas of how to assess beauty, ugliness and their sources. Together we will discuss
some interesting, and perhaps even humorous, stories that challenge us to look beyond the surface.

o Read Text #1 aloud.
Text #1: 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. Do you have possessions that you value purely on the basis of their appearance? For example, have you ever
purchased a bottle of wine because of the design of the label? Why?
2. Have you ever found Rabbi Meir’s advice to be challenging when meeting new people? How?
3. Is there value in appreciating both the vessel and what it contains? What could be an example of that?

o Read Text #2 aloud.
Text #2: Genesis 1:27. English 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. Does the idea that humankind is created in the image of God affect the way that you view yourself and others?
How and why?
2. Usually, we understand the “image of God” as a source for human dignity. Does the concept of the “image of
God” also teach us about a person’s physical appearance? How?
3. In light of this idea, do you think that all people must, therefore, be beautiful? Or can people, made in the
image of God, be ugly? What does this mean to you?
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Part One: The “Ugly Man” and His Craftsman (20 minutes)
The first story from the Talmud we will explore builds upon the concept of humankind being made in the image of God,
and challenges our understanding of it.
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o Ask:
1. Why might Rabbi Elazar, a man who “had studied much Torah”, insult the man based on his physical
appearance? What did Rabbi Elazar do wrong? What does the way in which he apologizes tell us about the
severity of his insult?
2. How does Rabbi Elazar’s behavior toward the man change? Why?
3. Why did the man withhold forgiveness for Rabbi Elazar’s behavior? How and why does his attitude change?
4. Based on your initial impressions of these characters, what judgements did you make about Rabbi Elazar
and the “ugly” man? Did your opinion of these characters change as the story progressed? Why?
5. What is the role of the villagers? How did they intercede?
6. The story opens with a lesson, that “A person should always be soft like a reed, and he should not be stiff
like a cedar.” What is the deeper lesson of this story, and to whom does it apply?
7. Based on this story, what should be the role of physical appearance and first impressions in the formation
of our opinions about other people?
8. What about this story do you find most challenging? Why?

The Talmud tells this story to illustrate more than the dangers of judging a person by his or her appearance. It is
brought within the context of flexibility — “A person should always be soft like a reed” — so it is a commentary on our
behaviors towards others. Indeed, it shows that our behaviors, when inflexible, can be ugly.
At the beginning of the story, Rabbi Elazar thinks very highly of himself — he is “swollen with pride.” He calls the
“ugly man” he meets “reika”, which means empty or worthless. Rabbi Elazar realizes that his behavior is incorrect and
literally gets off of his “high horse” and spends the rest of the story apologizing for what he said.
There is a moment of understanding for Rabbi Elazar as he realizes just how deeply he has offended the other man. This
connects with the element of flexibility, and how the Torah Rabbi Elazar had just studied might help him recognize when he
has made a mistake, and encourage him to ask for forgiveness. The Torah itself must be written with a flexible instrument.
The “ugly” man invokes God to convey that although human beings are judgmental, God does not care about
appearances; no matter how one looks, a person is a creation of God. The insulted man calls God a “craftsman”,
someone who makes beautiful useful things, and tells Rabbi Elazar to take his insult to the Craftsman who made him
as he is. The insulted man then challenges the title of “rabbi” when castigating Rabbi Elazar. At this point, the insulted
man is himself obstinate and dismissive, perhaps even judgmental in the same way Rabbi Elazar was with him.
Let’s look at a commentator who offers an explanation of the phrase, “How ugly is that man.” Rabbi Jacob ben Joseph
Reischer (1661–1733) was an Austrian rabbi and halakhist. He is often referred to by the title of his most famous work,
the Iyyun Ya’akov, from which we will read in Text #4.

Text #4: Iyyun Ya’akov. Commentary on Babylonian Talmud Ta’anit 20a.
 כי זעירא “לא שאל בשלמי, גם הרגיש בו שאין בו דרך ארץ.)א: כי “חכמת אדם תאיר פניו” (קהלת ח,שהיה מכוער ביותר מו׳הבין שאין לו חכמה התורנית
 “אולי הוא מצד התולדה ובטבע מדינה ועירו הוא מכוער אע”פ שיש, ואח״כ חזר בדעתו.) לכך לא השיב לו שלום וקרא לו ריקה.לרבא” (ירושלמי ברכות יג
.” מזה ידע שיש בו דרך ארץ והשיב לו תשובה נצחת “לך לאומן וכו׳.). אמר לו “ איני יודע” על דבר “למוד לשונך לומר איני יודע” (ברכות ד.”בו חכמה
לכן נתחרט על דבריו וק״ל
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Part Two: The “Ugly Vessel” (20 minutes)
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Text #6: Tosafot. Commentary on Babylonian Talmud Ta’anit 7b.
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’ פ.חכימי
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of Your servants and of Your
“If they would have been ugly, they would have learned more”: This phrase really means to say, “If they hated
beauty they would have been more intelligent.”
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o Ask:
1. How do you understand Tosafot’s statement, “If they hated beauty they would have been more intelligent”?
How/why would a hatred of beauty indicate or cause greater intelligence?
2. How is that similar to or different from the literal translation: “Had they been ugly, they would have been even
more learned”?
3. Why might Tosafot be uncomfortable with a correlation between ugliness and intelligence/wisdom?

Tosafot is telling us that the physical ugliness or beauty of a person does not influence his or her learning, but rather
that person’s attitude toward the physical.
Whether or not Rabbi Yehoshua is insulted by the princess’s comments, he defends his appearance as being bettersuited to containing the beauty of learning. Perhaps his ugliness affords him extra time to devote to learning instead of
to personal grooming, or his appearance means other people aren’t distracted by his beauty. Whatever the effect of his
ugliness on his learning (both the princess and the Talmud note that he was an ugly man), Rabbi Yehoshua’s response
was a good one: The outside of a vessel does not indicate the quality of its contents. Just as an ugly vessel may
contain wonderful things, a beautiful vessel may even spoil its contents.
It is interesting to learn that the spoiling of the contents described in this story is scientifically accurate. Rabbi Adin
Even-Israel Steinsaltz describes this in his note on this story within the Koren Talmud Bavli. 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 #7: Rabbi Adin Even-Israel Steinsaltz. Note on Babylonian Talmud Ta’anit 7a.
Wine cannot be stored in metal vessels because the acid contained in the wine has a somewhat corrosive effect
on most metals, including copper and silver. Furthermore, many compounds of these metals are poisonous, which
not only spoils the taste of the wine but also places the drinker’s health at risk.

Conclusion (10 minutes)
Beauty can refer to both inner content and outer appearances, as can ugliness. Rabbi Steinsaltz offers us this
explanation of the complexity of what is considered “good”, which may help us better understand these ideas.

o Read Text #8 aloud.
Text #8: 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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o Ask:
1. According to this text, how does external beauty correlate with wisdom and morality?
2. Does this text stand in opposition to the previous texts in this unit, which seem to suggest that there is a
relationship between beauty and wisdom? Why or why not?

Our texts draw different connections between beauty, ugliness and wisdom. The Iyyun Ya’akov seems to indicate that
beauty is an indicator of wisdom; ugliness is an absence of wisdom and manners. The story from Text #5 describes
ugliness as being more conducive to wisdom, yet Rabbi Steinsaltz challenges us by claiming that there is no correlation
whatsoever between beauty and wisdom.

o Ask:
1. Which of the texts in this session do you find most challenging to your life experiences and understanding?
Why and how do they challenge you?
2. While we might like to believe that the outside doesn’t matter, are there ways in which it does? What can
these texts teach us about how to move past those realities?
3. How has today’s discussion informed your thinking about the relationship between beauty/ugliness/outward
appearance and what is on the inside/wisdom?
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Introduction
Text #1: 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.

Text #2: Genesis 1:27. English 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.
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Text #7: Rabbi Adin Even-Israel Steinsaltz. Note on Babylonian Talmud Ta’anit 7a.
Wine cannot be stored in metal vessels because the acid contained in the wine has a somewhat corrosive effect on
most metals, including copper and silver. Furthermore, many compounds of these metals are poisonous, which not
only spoils the taste of the wine but also places the drinker’s health at risk.

Conclusion
Text #8: 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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