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Introduction 

Over the past several decades, adult b’nei mitzvah programs have become an important 

component of many adult education programs in U.S. Reform and Conservative synagogues. 

Women, especially, are participating in programs designed to help them become more active 

synagogue service participants. Programs range from structured two-year courses to more 

flexible, individual study. Participants come from varied backgrounds: some are new to Judaism, 

some come from assimilated backgrounds, and some are women from traditional homes who 

were not permitted to fully participate in services when they were young. While the backgrounds 

of the students vary, each one is motivated by the desire to become more comfortable and 

“literate” within their particular synagogue setting.1 In studying the impact of adult bat mitzvah, 

Lisa Grant interviewed 15 students and concluded: 

…the themes that emerged in [their] stories are wholly consistent with research 
conducted by many others across disciplines. The impacts described in all of these 
studies can be summarized into three key points. In virtually all cases, women who 
participate in a program of learning leading to a ceremony of adult bat mitzvah: 1) 
feel a stronger sense of Jewish identity; and 2) become more comfortable in worship 
in their synagogues. [3] In addition, in many but not all cases, women develop a 
strong commitment to ongoing Jewish learning. Thus, adult bat mitzvah is both a 
powerful learning and ritual experience that has the potential to re-direct women’s 
lives and change the culture of worship in their synagogues. 2 

While most studies published focus on the adult bat mitzvah, and the predominance of 

students are female, I assume the impact of an adult bar mitzvah is just as powerful and leads to 

similar changes in Jewish beliefs and practice among the participants.  

                                                      
1 Lisa Grant, “Finding Her Right Place in the Synagogue: The Rite of Adult Bat Mitzvah,” in 
Women Remaking American Judaism, ed. Riv Ellen Prell, (Detroit: Wayne State University Press, 
2007), p. 279. 

2 Ibid., p. 282. 
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Rationale 

Congregation Neveh Shalom is a large, liberal, Conservative synagogue in Portland, Oregon. 

Three years ago, a new Rabbi was hired who has invigorated the community. Additionally, this 

past year the congregation hired a new Cantor, and there is a general feeling of enthusiasm 

among the members. Weekly (non-b’nei mitzvah) Shabbat morning services are attended by 

between 30 and 100 people. There is a bi-weekly lay led “Downstairs Minyan” that is very 

popular. At all services, the Torah and haftarah chanting are done by congregants. 

The synagogue has strong youth and adult education programs but does not currently 

have an adult b’nei mitzvah curriculum.  In 2010, a small group of parents of 7th graders 

approached me (as the tutor of several of their children) and said they were interested in having 

an adult b’nei mitzvah. The small group grew over the following few months as we started 

planning and advertising our program. The result was a chevra of 10. We put together a course of 

weekly study, and approximately one year later the congregation celebrated with these adults as 

each one of them led part of the Shabbat morning service. Most of them read Torah and two gave 

a drash. Many of the participants had been active in the synagogue before their studies—two 

were Board members, others were on various committees. But none were frequent service goers. 

Following their b’nei mitzvah, more than half have become regular Shabbat Torah readers and 

service leaders. 

 Since that time, I have worked with another small group of adults and several individuals 

in preparation for their becoming an adult bar/t mitzvah. As a result of this, the classes “Learn to 

Leyn,” “Siddur Basics,” and “Hebrew for Prayer” were added to the adult education program.  

Other current adult education offerings include Women’s Torah Study following Shabbat 

services once a month, and Talmud study on Thursday afternoon with the Rabbi emeritus. 
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What the synagogue lacks is a comprehensive adult b’nei mitzvah program. For my 

capstone, I have created a text study curriculum that I will teach as one component of a two-year 

adult b’nei mitzvah course at Neveh Shalom. The addition of a text study component is crucial to 

the b’nei mitzvah curriculum. As Barry Holtz, Professor of Jewish Education at The Jewish 

Theological Seminary, states, “…the study of Torah [is] a religious obligation. Study is a 

commandment that observant Jews must fulfill and is therefore deeply embedded in the cultural 

norms of the community.”3 And, says Grant et al., “interpretations of texts on a personal level 

enable students to take ownership of the Jewish textual canon and forge new links on the chain 

of Jewish tradition.”4 During this eight-week module, we will spend three weeks on Yitro, two 

on Kedoshim, and three on V’etchanan. We will explore the link between the parshiot by virtue 

of the 10 Commandments: in Yitro, the 10 Commandments are proclaimed. In Kedoshim they are 

expanded upon, and in V’etchanan they are repeated, with slight variations. The three sections 

represent both narrative and law. By spending more than one session on each parasha, we will 

be able to explore some of the lesser known aspects of each section, in addition to an in-depth 

study of the more familiar. 

We will begin with Yitro. Our first lesson will be on Exodus chapter 18 and will focus on 

leadership. We will look at the relationship between Moses and Yitro, and analyze Moses’s 

ability to accept advice, thereby creating a new system of leadership. The following week we 

will study chapter 19, looking at the preparation for the revelation and the revelation itself, by 

                                                      
3 Barry Holtz, Textual Knowledge: Teaching the Bible in Theory and in Practice, (New York: 
The Jewish Theological Seminary of America, 2003), p. 112. 
 
4 Lisa Grant, et al., A Journey of Heart and Mind: Transformative Jewish Learning in Adulthood, 
New York: The Jewish Theological Seminary of America, 2004), p. 99. 
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examining the event from the perspective of God and from the perspective of the Israelites. In 

chapter 20 we will take a close look at the 10 Commandments. 

When we move into Kedoshim, we will begin by defining what holiness means to each of 

us and what our responsibilities are regarding holiness. During our second session we will look 

at challenging texts and discuss how we can make sense of them in our lives today. 

Finally, we will spend three sessions on V’etchanan.  We will begin with chapter 4, 

revisiting Moses’s leadership as he prepares to pass on the mantle to Joshua. Next, we will look 

at the restating of the 10 Commandments in chapter 5. We will compare and contrast this version 

to the earlier one. Finally, in our last session, we will do a close examination of the Shema, in the 

context of the Torah and in the context of our liturgy. 

Throughout the course, the students--working both in hevruta and as a group--will 

analyze different translations of the texts as well as historic and modern commentaries. 

Additionally, because these students will be concurrently learning to chant Torah, we will 

occasionally look closely at the relationship between the text and its cantillation. Finally, the 

students will grow in making the stories of Torah their own. 

By adding a text study component to the already existing adult education classes as part 

of a b’nei mitzvah curriculum, my hope is that students will become more active Jewish learners 

and will gain a deeper understanding of the relevance of Torah to their lives. 

  



 7 

Desired Results 

Priority Goals 

• Learners will interpret and analyze Torah text, applying lessons learned to their daily 

lives. 

• Learners will identify the textual basis for various Jewish mitzvot and middot. 

• Students will challenge each other by questioning and sharing individual analyses of the 

texts. 

 

Enduring Understandings  

• Torah study involves levels of comprehension from the most basic to the more 

interpretive. 

• Torah study involves asking questions of the text. 

• Torah study is a commandment that enriches our lives by enabling us to connect our 

current Jewish practice and beliefs to our historical past.5   

 

Essential Questions 

• How do the parshiot relate to each other? 

• What questions do the commandments raise for us? 

• How do we approach challenging texts? 

• How do the English translations of the text affect our understandings? 

• What values from this text do we/can we apply to our lives? 

                                                      
5 Adapted from Allyson Resnick Jacobson, The Whole Megillah: Wrapping Ourselves in the 
Biblical Scrolls, (New York: HUC-JIR, MARE Capstone, 2016), p. 7. 
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Learner Outcomes 

• Know: Learners will write a short drash on one of the chosen texts.  

• Do: Learners will analyze several Torah texts by comparing translations, reading 

commentaries, and reflecting on individual interpretations. 

• Value/Believe: Learners will share meaningful Jewish values from the texts that they have 

integrated into their lives. 

• Belong: Learners will attend services more frequently and will report feeling engaged in 

the Torah discussion. 

 

Evidence for Learning 

Active participation in class will be strong evidence of each student’s learning. We will 

be attending Shabbat services together, so the students will have the opportunity to 

participate/contribute during the Rabbi’s interactive d’var Torah. I anticipate that as they become 

more adept at text analysis they will be more comfortable participating in a public discussion.  

Additionally, at the end of each class, I will ask students to fill out two index cards: the 

first stating at least one self-applicable take-away from the class and the second with questions 

that remain for them. This will be especially beneficial for learners who are uncomfortable 

participating orally. 

Finally, the students will each write a short drash (2-3 students per parasha) that will be 

given during the year at the appropriate Shabbat service. 
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Outline of Lessons 
 
For all lessons the materials needed are copies of Etz Chaim, handouts of commentaries, pencils, 
sticky notes, and index cards. 
 
 
Yitro, Exodus 18. Who’s the boss? Scripted Lesson 
Core Concept: Leaders are most effective when they are able to accept advice and assistance 
from others. 
 
Yitro, Exodus 19. Preparing for the revelation 
Core Concept: Moses and the Israelites prepare for the climax of the Exodus: receiving the Torah 
and becoming a sanctified nation through God’s revelation. 
 
Yitro, Exodus 20. The Big 10 
Core Concept: The 10 Commandments frame the Israelites relationship with God as well as their 
relationship with humanity. 
 
Kedoshim, Leviticus 19. What does it mean to be holy? Scripted Lesson 
Core Concept: We are all commanded by God to be holy. 
 
Kedoshim, Leviticus 20: Challenging texts 
Core Concept: Ethically challenging commandments call upon us to wrestle with their meaning 
today. 
 
V’etchanan, Deuteronomy 4. Moses takes the high road 
Core Concept: Moses prepares the Israelites to proceed without him. 
 
V’etchanan, Deuteronomy 5. The Big 10, again 
Core Concept: The repetition of the 10 commandments includes several important distinctions. 
 
V’etchanan, Deuteronomy 6. All you need is love. Scripted Lesson 
Core Concept: We are commanded to love God. 
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Yitro Lesson One (Exodus Chapter 18) 
Who’s the boss:  

What does it take to be a leader? 
 
 
Enduring Understandings 

• Torah study involves levels of comprehension from the most basic to the interpretive. 
• Torah study involves asking questions of the text. 

 
Essential Question  

• What value(s) from this text can we apply to our lives? 
 
Core Concept 

• Leaders are most effective when they are able to accept advice and assistance from 
others. 

 
Supplies for each student 
Chumash 
Paper and pencil 
Sticky notes 
Yitro Text Study Worksheet 
Index cards 
 
Opening Activity 00:00-00:09 
We will begin each session with a minute or two of quiet followed by the bracha for the study of 
Torah, so that we can fully focus on the sacred text we are about to study.  
 
Since this is the first lesson, the blessing will be taught to the students. 
 
The bracha for the study of Torah begins with the bracha formula: 
“Baruch atah Adonai, elohenu melech haolam, asher kidshanu b’mitzvot v’tzivanu” 
 
la-asoke: to engage, dive into, busy oneself, “soak up”  
b’deevray: in the words/matters of 
Torah: study [ask students for additional definitions] 
 

• What does it mean to busy oneself?  
• How does engaging in Torah call us to holiness? 

 
 
Students will be asked to turn off their phones and to put them away. 
Teacher will lead the students through a short meditation before reciting the Torah blessing. 
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Opening 00:10-00:13 
 

• Think about a time when someone gave you advice that resulted in you changing your 
behavior or actions. 

• Was the advice solicited or not? 
• Were you resistant to accept?  
• If so, what changed your mind? 

 
 
 
Yitro review 00:14-00:24 
Students were sent an email asking them to read through Yitro (Ex. 18:1-20:23) in preparation 
for this class. I will assume that some were able to and some were not. 
 
This parasha takes place just after the exodus from Egypt. Moses has been separated from his 
family.  
 

• What happens in this parasha? Please be as specific as possible. 
 
Write all answers on the board. 
 
We are going to begin our study by taking a close look at an interaction between Moses and his 
father-in-law, Yitro, that resulted in a major change for the Israelites. We will read through a 
section of chapter 18: verses 13-27 in Hebrew and in English.  
 
While we’re doing that, please use a sticky note to mark anything in the section that stands out to 
you. Note things you find interesting, things that are unusual, and things that are confusing. 
 
Students will share a few of their observations from the text. 
 
 
 
Hevruta text study 00:25-00:35 
Students will break into hevruta and work through the Yitro Text Study Worksheet. 
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Group reflection 00:36-00:45 
Reconvene the group for a summation. 
 

• How did Yitro get Moses to hear his advice? 
• What did Moses learn from Yitro? 
• Why did he need someone else to teach him this? 

 
• Are you someone’s Yitro? 
• Who is your Yitro? 

 
 
 
Individual reflection 00:46-00:50 
On an index card, write down one thing you’ve learned today from looking at parashat Yitro.  On 
a second card, write down one thing that remains a question for you. Share reflections with the 
class. 
 
 
Closing 00:51-00:55 
We will end each class with Kaddish d’Rabbanan. 
 
The students have been introduced to KdR in the Siddur Basics class. 
As you may recall, Kaddish d’Rabbanan--the Rabbi’s Kaddish--is recited after Torah study. It 
includes a paragraph for the well-being of students. We will be learning to recite it throughout 
the year. 
 
Recite Kaddish d’Rabbanan*. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
*In Glossary  
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Yitro Text Study Worksheet 

 
 
Instructions: Please reread each section and discuss the selected phrases/questions 
together. You may not get to the end, take your time. 
 
 

 
 
 

• Why does Yitro say “…that you are doing to the people?”  
• Who is Yitro worried about? 

 
 

 
 
 
 

 
The thing that you do is not right (lit. good) 
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This is one of only two instances in the Torah that the absolute phrase lo tov is used. The other is 
in Genesis 2:18. Look up the verse in Genesis and compare the two uses of lo tov.  

 
• Why do you think this phrase was used in each case and only in these two cases? 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
The laws and the teachings 
 
From The Torah: A Modern Commentary 
The plural of Torah here is used in a judicial sense. In the Pentateuch, Torah usually has the 
meaning of moral, legal, and ritual teaching, or of law in general. In later ages, Torah designated 
the whole teaching and legal tradition of Israel. (p. 509) 
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There are several different translations of this verb.  
Etz Hayim translation: You shall also seek out from among all the people… 
Stone translation: And you shall discern from among the entire people… 
Fox translation: You are to have the vision (to select) from all the people… 
 

• What’s the difference between having a vision and being discerning? 
 
The verb root literally means “prophetic vision.” Rashi states that Yitro wanted Moses to select 
the leaders by means of his Divine insight, i.e., a prophesy.  
  
 

• What are the characteristics that Yitro suggests for a leader? 
• Are those the requirements necessary for leadership today? 
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From the Commentaries6 
Note: Able men is sometimes translated men of accomplishment/success. 
 
Rashi interpreted able men as meaning men of means, whose wealth enabled them to resist the 
pressure of those who would attempt to influence their judgment. 
 
Sforo thought that able men were men who possessed good judgment, knowledge of the law, and 
the ability to recognize the truth in a conflict. 
 
According to Ibn Ezra, God-fearing was a requirement because those who genuinely fear God 
would not be afraid of the people. 
 
Rashi concluded that a leader must be someone who will spurn ill-gotten gain because that 
person is not swayed by financial considerations. 
 
 
 

 
 
Moses heeded. The verb used here is from the shoresh rny. 
 

• How does Yitro get Moses to listen, to hear, ultimately to heed his advice? 
 
 

 

                                                      
6 Rabbi Nosson Scherman, The Stone Edition Chumash, (Brooklyn, New York: Mesorah 
Publications, Ltd., 2000), p. 399. 
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• How are Jews today called upon to lead? 
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Kedoshim Lesson One (Leviticus Chapter 19) 
What does it mean to be holy? 

 
 
Enduring Understanding 

• Torah study is a commandment that enriches our lives by enabling us to connect our 
current Jewish practice and beliefs to our historical past. 

 
Essential Questions 

• What questions do the commandments raise for us? 
• What values from this text can/do we apply to our lives? 

 
Core Concept 

• We are all commanded by God to be holy. 
 
Supplies for each student 
Chumash 
Paper and pencil 
Sticky notes 
Text Study Worksheet 
Index cards 
 
Blessing for the study of Torah 00:00-00:03 
Begin with a few minutes of silence, followed by the blessing for the study of Torah. 
 
Opening activity, what does it mean to be holy? 00:04-00:09 
Each person is given an index card and a pen and answers the question:  

• What does it mean to be holy?  
Students will turn the cards over and leave them on the corner of their desks. 
 
Defining the shoresh ycw   00:10-00:15 
As a group we will explore the meaning of the shoresh ycw    

• What other words do you know with that shoresh? What do they mean? 
 
Students will understand ycw as “holy” and as “separate.” 
 
Defining holiness 00:16-00:25 
Hand out Kedoshim Text Study Worksheet A. Break into hevruta. Have students work through 
the texts. 
 
Reconvene the group. 
 

• Were any of the commentaries particularly meaningful?  
 
Group discussion, text study 00:26-00:42  



 22 

Kedoshim Text Study Worksheet B 
Read verses 13-16 in Hebrew and in English. 
 
 
Revisiting holiness 00:43-00:52 
Ask students to fill out the reverse side of their index card answering the same question: What 
does it mean to be holy? 
Discuss whether or not their definitions changed. 
 
Kaddish deRabbanan  00:52-00:55 
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Kedoshim Text Study Worksheet A 
Verses 1-4 

 
 
 
Hevruta Study 
Read Leviticus 19:1-4 in Hebrew and in English. 
 

 
 
 

Look at the details of the verses.  
• What do you notice?  
• How do these verses conceptualize holiness?  
• How does that relate to your understanding of holiness? 

 
 
 
Read through the commentaries on the back. Pick two.  

• What about them do you like or dislike?  
• How do these definitions compare to your definition of holiness?  
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Kedoshim Text Study Worksheet A 
Side 2 

 
Selected Commentaries on Leviticus 19: 1-4 

 
 
Rashi (1040-1105) 
 “Speak unto all the congregation of the children of Israel. This [the addition of the words kol 
adat] teaches us that this section was proclaimed in full assembly because most of the 
fundamental teachings of the Torah are dependent on it (contained in it).”7 
 
Etz Hayim: Torah and Commentary 
“What is holiness? The term can be applied to God, to good people, to a book, to a period of 
time, or to an animal offered as a sacrifice. To be holy is to be different, to be set apart from the 
ordinary. “Ordinary” (chol) is often used as the opposite of “holy” in rabbinic discourse.”8 
 
Martin Buber (1878-1965) 
“Israel must, in imitating God by being a holy nation, similarly not withdraw from the world of 
nations but rather radiate a positive influence on them through every aspect of Jewish living.”9 
 
Rabbi David Zvi Hoffman (1843-1921) 
 “The word 'kadosh,' holy, when used in the Torah in reference to God, is spelled with the letter 
'vav' but without it when appearing in reference to man. The reason for this change in spelling is 
that although man must strive for moral perfection, he cannot reach this highest level of holiness 
for it is reserved for God. The difference in spelling of the word 'kadosh' informs us that we can 
strive to emulate God's holiness but can never truly match it.”10 
 
Bernard J. Bamberger (1904-1980) 
“The idea of holiness implies that what we do and what we make of our lives matters not only to 
us as individuals, not only to society, but to the entire cosmos. A divine purpose runs through all 
existence. We can ally ourselves to it or oppose it—or, perhaps, worse, we can ignore it.”11 
 
Rabbi Eve Posen, Congregation Neveh Shalom  
“The Hebrew in these verses is written in the plural.  Holiness is tied to our community.  It 
isn’t about being better or holier than another, holiness is about how we elevate, support and care 
for one another.  Because I act in holiness, it is contagious and others will do the same.”12 

                                                      
7 Retrieved from www.sefaria.org.  
 
8 David Lieber and Jules Harlow (ed.), Etz Hayim Torah and Commentary, (New York, NY: The Jewish Publication Society and 
The Rabbinical Assembly, 2001), p. 693. 
 
9 Harvey Fields, A Torah Commentary for Our Time, Vol. 2, (New York, NY: UAHC Press, 1990), p. 132. 
 
10 Retrieved from www.etzion.org.il/holiness. 
 
11 Gunther Plaut, Torah: A Modern Commentary (New York, NY: UAHC Press, 1981), p. 891-892. 
 
12 From personal communication. 

http://www.sefaria.org/
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Kedoshim Text Study Worksheet B 

Verses 13-18 
 
 

We will read through verses 13-18, one at a time, in Hebrew and in English. 
 
What does the text say? Restate the verse in your own words. 
 
These are all “negative” commandments—things we should not do.  

• How do negative commandments compare to positive commandments?  
• Which are easier to follow?  
• Why? 

 
 
 
Now we’ll read through each verse again, adding the commentary/questions below the verse.  

• Does the commentator add to your understanding of the verse?  
• Do you agree or disagree with what they are saying? 

 
 
Finally, please place these verses in order from easiest to fulfill to hardest.  

• What about the most difficult ones make them difficult for you? 
 
 

 
 
 
Are these actions of equal value? Why are they listed together? 
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From the Commentaries13 

Ramban: Even though [the deaf] cannot hear the curse and be angered or embarrassed by 
it, it is forbidden to curse him. Surely, therefore, it is forbidden to curse those who are aware of 
what is being done to them. 
 

Rashi: [Before the blind] means allegorically that one should not give bad advice to an 
unsuspecting person, particularly if the advisor stands to benefit from the other’s error.  
 
The message is that we are responsible for the welfare of others and may not do anything to 
undermine it. 
 

 
 

Rashi: Do not say that since the wealthy man is obligated to help the poor one, it is proper 
for a judge to rule in favor of the poor litigant so that he will be supported in dignity. The Torah 
insists that justice be rendered honestly; charity may not interfere with it. 
 

• Do you agree or disagree with Rashi? Why or why not? 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 “You shall not be a gossipmonger among your people, and you shall not stand aside while our 
fellow’s blood is shed—I am Hashem.”  
 

Rashi: The word rachil (gossip) is related to rochayl—a peddler, because a gossip goes 
from person to person and house to house “peddling” his slander and gossip. 
   

Rambam: Gossipmongering is a great sin and has been the cause of much bloodshed. 
This is why the Torah follows up this commandment by warning against standing aside while 
someone’s blood is shed. 

                                                      
13 Rabbi Nosson Scherman, The Stone Edition Chumash, (Brooklyn, New York: Mesorah 
Publications, Ltd., 2000), p. 661. 
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From The Torah: A Modern Commentary  
The meaning of the Hebrew is uncertain. We do not know what rachil really means; and 
Orlinsky aptly remarks “In such passages as Jeremiah 6:28 and Ezekiel 22:9, the wickedness 
[rachil] of the people is surely more grievous than talebearing.” (p. 896) 
 
 

• How do you reconcile the different translations? 
 

 
From The Torah: A Modern Commentary  
The Torah, unlike ordinary legal codes, is concerned not only with actions but also with 
attitudes. It recognizes how destructive bottled-up resentment can be and cautions us against 
wrong feelings as well as wrong acts. (p. 896) 
 
Rav Hirsch 
The verse speaks of your antagonist as your brother. Even though he has wronged you, think of 
him as a brother and do not fall prey to hatred.14 
 
 

 
 

• This verse talks about both actions (vengeance) and attitudes (love). Can love be 
commanded? Keep this in mind when we study the V’ahavta in a few weeks. 

 
 
 
 
  

                                                      
14 Ibid. 
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V’etchanan Lesson Three (Deuteronomy Chapter 6) 
All you need is love 

 
Enduring Understandings 

• Torah study involves levels of comprehension from the most basic to the more 
interpretive. 

• Torah study involves asking questions of the text. 
• Torah study is a commandment that enhances our lives by enabling us to connect our 

current Jewish practice and beliefs to our historical past. 
 
Essential Questions 

• What values from this text do we/can we apply to our lives? 
• What does Adonai Echad mean? 
• How can you be commanded to love something? 

 
Core Concept  

• We are commanded to work at loving God; it is a fluid process. 
 
Supplies for each student 
Chumash 
Paper and pencil 
Handouts 
Index cards 
 
For this lesson we will also need a projector. 
 
Blessing for the study of Torah, 00:00-00:03 
Begin with a few minutes of silence, followed by the blessing for the study of Torah. 
 
Opening activity, unpacking the Shema, 00:04-00:20 
Write Shema Yisrael Adonai Elohenu Adonai Echad on the board. 
 
Have students brainstorm definitions for each word. Then students pick whichever translation of 
the word makes the most sense to them and rewrite the Shema.  
(Adapted from Cantor Ellen Dreskin) 
 
Project the painting Shema, by Michael Bogdanow. Discuss the painting.  

• What was the artist trying to convey? 
• Does this painting successfully “define” the Shema for you? 

 
Project the Artist’s Statement  

• Now that you know what the artist was trying to convey, was he successful? 
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Artist’s Statement  
“In ‘Shema,’ the words Shema Yisrael literally leap off the Torah scroll and come 
to life in our universe. In my view, they have left their role as ink on parchment, 
and have become organic, living, tree-like, creature-like Hebrew letters. The 
Shema does not need to remain a passive text in the Torah, but, as in the painting, 
it can become an active part of our life on earth.”15 

 
  

                                                      
15 From personal communication. 
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Text analysis 00:20-00:35 
V’etchanan Text Study Worksheet 
Students will work through Deuteronomy 6:5-9 
 
Group discussion on V’ahavta, by Marlene Burns 00:36-00:45 
Ask students to discuss the painting, before reading the Artist’s Statement.  

• How does it illustrate Deuteronomy 6:5-9?  
• What specific aspects of the verses was the artist trying to portray?  

 
Project the Artist’s Statement.  

• What do you notice or understand about the painting that you didn’t before? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Personal interpretation 00:46-00:52 
On an index card, students will write their own interpretation of the Shema and the V’ahavta. 
Share with classmates. 
 
 
Kaddish de Rabbanan 00:53-00:55 
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Artist’s Statement: 
“This image is an expression of the first paragraph of the Shema, in which we are 
instructed to love G-d. The musical cantillation notes for chanting this paragraph 
are represented in my composition by the black right angle and the pair of dots. 
The metallic copper color field represents the heavenly realm from where these 
words of Torah originated. The pattern along the bottom is the diagram for 
wrapping tefillin, which is also mentioned in this paragraph. One of the names of 
G-d, is embodied in the wrappings with the letter “shin,” the first letter of this 
name of G-d.”16 
 
  

                                                      
16 From www.chabad.org. 
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V’etchanan Text Study Worksheet 
 
 
In hevruta, read through each verse in Hebrew and in English.  
 

1) What is the verse saying? 
2) Discuss/answer the bullet points. 
3) Read the commentaries. 
4) What does the verse mean to you? 

 

 
• What are some things you love? How do you show that love? 
• Is there anything you love “with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your 

might”?  
• What’s the difference between loving something with all your heart and loving something 

with all your soul and loving something with all your might? 
• If love is an emotion, how can one be commanded to love something?  

 
 
From The Torah: A Women’s Commentary 
“You shall love… This language is rooted in ancient Near Eastern political treaties, where “love” 
implies a sense of loyalty to a greater power. The verb conveys not just an emotion, but a 
statement with implications for one’s actions. God demands intellectual, emotional, and physical 
commitment.” (p. 1077) 
 
The Martyrdom of Rabbi Akiva 

As an old man, Akiva defied the Roman decree against the public teaching of the Torah. 
He was imprisoned at Caesaria and taken out early one morning to be executed. Rabbi Akiva 
was not seeking a verse to recite but wanted to fulfill the commandment to recite the Shema in 
the morning. 
 

When they brought Rabbi Akiva to be executed, it was the time of the recitation of 
the Shema. Although they were raking his flesh with rakes of iron, he took upon 
himself the yoke of Heaven. His disciples said to him, “Our master—do you go so 
far?!” He said to them, “My entire life I was troubled by the verse ‘with all your 
soul’—even if He takes your soul. I thought, If it comes to that, will I be able to 
fulfill it? And now that it has come about, shall I not fulfill it?” He prolonged the 
word ‘one” until his soul departed while he was saying “one.”17 

                                                      
17 Reuven Hammer, Entering Jewish Prayer: A Guide to Personal Devotion and the Worship 
Service, (New York, NY: Schocken Books, 1994), p. 134. 
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• What role does your heart have in this verse compared with the previous verse? How do 

you take something “to” (literally “on”) your heart? Why is it “on” your heart and not 
“in” your heart? 

• Mitzvah is translated as “charge” in this verse, though we usually translate it as 
“command.” Is there a difference between being charged to do something and being 
commanded? What’s our responsibility in each case? 

 
Rashi 
“ Hayom…today. You should always look to these matters as if they are new, fresh, and 
exciting—as if the Torah were given today—not like a stale, outmoded dogma.”18 
 
 

 
• Are there any downsides to repeating something over and over? 
• Some sources translate v’shinantam as “teach diligently.” The root Sh/n/n literally means 

to sharpen or to make an incision. How would you translate the verb in this case? 
 
 

 
• What’s the difference between a sign (ōt) and a symbol (totafot)?  
• Why is each word used in each case 

From The Torah: A Women’s Commentary  
“Sign. While this language was probably originally understood figuratively, the practice 
developed of Jews’ interpreting this verse literally as referring to the physical strapping of 
specified texts in small boxes called t’fillin onto the arm and head.” (p. 1078) 

                                                      
 
18 Rabbi Nosson Scherman, The Stone Edition Chumash, (Brooklyn, New York: Mesorah 
Publications, Ltd., 2000), p. 974. 
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• If the words are already on our hands and foreheads, and we’re reciting them at home and 

away and when we lie down and when we rise up, why do we also need to inscribe them 
on both our house and on our gates? 
 

 
From The Torah: A Women’s Commentary  
“Inscribe them on the doorposts. In the ancient Near East, sacred words were literally written on 
doorposts and on plaques placed near entranceway; this practice …was believed to help ward off 
evil. This evolved into the Jewish practice of writing selections from the Torah on a piece of 
parchment and affixing it to the doorpost, usually encased in a slender box.” (pg. 1078) 
 
 

 
 

An early mezuzah: a Samaritan gate inscribed with the 10 Commandments. 
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UNIT GLOSSARY* 
and additional information 

 
*bios adapted from www.jewishvirtuallibrary.org and www.wikipedia.org 
 
 
 
 
 
The blessing for Torah study: 

 

 
 
 
Bamberger, Rabbi Bernard J. 
(1904-1980) American Reform rabbi, scholar, author, translator, and 
congregational spiritual leader in New York City. 
 
Buber, Martin 
(1878-1965) Austrian-born Israeli Jewish philosopher. Buber was a utopian 
Zionist, best known for his philosophy of dialogue, a form of existentialism 
centered on the distinction between the I-Thou relationship--the way humans relate 
to the world. 
 
Heschel, Abraham Joshua  
(1909-1972) A Polish-born American rabbi and a leading Jewish theologian and 
philosopher of the 20th century. He was a professor at the Jewish Theological 
Seminary of America and very active in the U.S. Civil Rights Movement. 
 
Hirsch, Samuel 
(1815-1889) Rabbi, philosopher, and pioneer of the Reform movement in Germany 
and the U.S.  

http://www.jewishvirtuallibrary.org/


 36 

Hoffman, Rabbi David Zvi  
(1843-1921) Orthodox Rabbi and Torah scholar. During his lifetime, he was the 
leading authority on traditional halakhah in Germany. He was known for his efforts 
to disprove the Documentary Hypothesis. 
 
Ibn Ezra, Abraham  
(1089-1164) A Spanish poet, philosopher, grammarian, and biblical commentator. 
He strongly influenced later generations of kabbalists. 
 
Oral Torah 
Represents the laws, statutes, and legal interpretations that were not recorded in the 
five books of Moses but were written down in the Mishnah (200-220 CE) and the 
Gemara, a running commentary on the Mishnah. 
Together the Mishnah and Gemara form the Talmud. 
 
Rashi 
(1040-1105) Rabbi Shlomo Yitzchaki was the outstanding Biblical commentator of 
the Middle Ages. He is the author of a comprehensive commentary on the Talmud 
and on the Tanakh.  
 
Rambam, also known as Maimonides 
(1135-1204) Maimonides is considered to be one of the greatest thinkers in Jewish 
history. He was trained and practiced as a physician but was also a commentator 
and philosopher. He was the first person to write a systematic code of all Jewish 
law, the Mishneh Torah. 
 
Ramban, also known as Nachmanides 
(1194-1270) A leading medieval Jewish scholar, rabbi philosopher, physician, 
kabbalist, and biblical commentator. He was the foremost halakhist of his time but 
also had a strong mystical bent. He lived for most of his life in Catalonia. 
 
Saba, Avraham 
(1440–1508) A Spanish rabbi and author. 
 
“The Sages” 
General description referring to all the Jewish commentators from c. 250 BCE-
c.625 CE. 
 
Sforno 
(c.1470-1550) An Italian Rabbi, biblical commentator, philosopher, and physician. 
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Talmud 
A legal commentary on the Torah, comprising the Mishnah and the Gemara. There 
are two versions of the Talmud, one produced in Jerusalem (300-350 CE) and one 
compiled in Babylonia (450-500 CE). 
 
TaNaKh 
Also known as the Hebrew Bible. It includes: Torah, Neviim, Ketuvim. The five 
books of Moses, the Prophets, and the Writings. 
 
Torah  
Literally, the word Torah means instruction or teaching. Most specifically it refers 
to the five books of Moses. It can also mean the continued narrative from Genesis 
to the end of the Tanakh, and it can mean the totality of Jewish teaching, culture, 
and practice. 
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Kaddish deRabbanan 
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