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Chapter 1 - Introduction 

The Project 

With this project, I have attempted to encourage the teaching of midrash in 

Refonn Jewish day schools because Reform Judaism explicitly values studying Jewish 

sacred texts. Further, the text skills necessary to understand midrash serve to enhance the 

overall textual competency of its students. As such, encouraging the study of midrash is a 

contribution to the construction of students' Refonn Jewish identity and their general 

education. This project identifies existing methods and materials for teaching midrash, 

early rabbinic interpretation of the Bible, which were originally published for use in day 

schools, congregational religious schools, and for adult education, and it analyzes them 

for applicability in Reform Jewish day schools. 

The Union for Reform Judaism demonstrates its support of day school education 

through PARDeS (Progressive Association of Reform Jewish Day Schools). PARDeS is 

an organization offering full membership to day schools affiliated with at least one 

congregation in good standing with the Union for Reform Judaism.1 The Union for 

Reform Judaism's website articulates a commitment to several values on its "What is 

Refonn Judaism?" page.2 Teaching and learning midrash aligns with three of those 

values. 

Reform Judaism commits itself "to introduce innovation while preserving 

tradition."3 Studying midrash is essential to fostering an understanding and modeling how 

1 "Membership Info," last accessed November 11, 2013, 
http://www.pardesdayschools.org/membership.php. 

2 "What is Reform Judaism?," last accessed November 11, 2013, 
http://www.reformjudaism.org/practice/what-reform-judaism. 

3 ibid. 
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Jewish tradition has interpreted the Bible and made it relevant to each successive 

generation of Jews. Students who have this foundation will be better positioned to 

innovate while rooted in tradition. For instance, a student might learn about a female 

character whom the biblical text largely ignores during a major pericope. However, when 

reading a midrash that elaborates on the pericope, the student might be excited to 

encounter an expanded role for this female character as a part of the rabbinic narrative.4 If 

the student were to later find another text where the female characters' actions or 

perspectives are ignored, he or she might attempt to either identify a midrashic 

explanation or create his or her own exegesis based on the same principles as the 

midrash. Thus, a student may discover that while the biblical text ignores the roles of 

many women, it is not true of the broader Jewish literary canon. 

Reform Judaism commits itself "to affirm beliefs without rejecting those who 

doubt."5 Midrash provides varying perspectives on God and presents the Rabbis as 

engaging troubling theological questions. For both those who doubt and those who 

believe, studying these sources can help lessen anxiety and encourage conversation. 

Because the texts preserve disagreements students can agree to disagree on some 

theological matters and still be part of the same community. 

Reform Judaism commits "to bring faith to sacred text without sacrificing critical 

scholarship."6 It is not sufficient to teach midrash as either rabbinic fiction or fact. Rather, 

Refonn Judaism requires a critical and scholarly approach to address the material. The 

student who reads the midrash about Honi the Circle-Drawer should not be concerned 

4 For instance, Midrash Tanhuma Vayeira 23 attempts to reconcile the abrupt shift from the Binding of 
Isaac to the death of his mother, Sarah. The midrash asserts that Satan visited Sarah and informed her 
that Abraham would have slaughtered Isaac, and that this revelation caused Sarah's death. 

5 "What is Reform Judaism?" 
6 "What is Reform Judaism?" 
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with the veracity of the narrative because the rabbinic text is not history.7 Instead, he or 

she should carefully read the midrash to identify the author's motive and determine how 

the author uses this midrash to ridicule miracle-workers. 8 More broadly, students should 

learn how to identify the author's motive and the lesson that the author is trying to 

convey. 

In addition to the specifically Reform reasons for engaging in midrash, I will 

articulate several reasons that midrash is an important area of study in the broader (i.e. 

non-Refonn) Jewish day school context. In this area, I borrow heavily from Alvan 

Howard Kaunfer who, in the process of completing his Doctor of Hebrew Literature in 

Jewish Education, wrote his 1989 dissertation on "Teaching Midrash in the Conservative 

Day School."9 In his introduction, he writes that midrash is an important literature 

because, in part, "values basic to [most modem denominations of] Judaism cannot be 

studied or taught without citing midrashic literature."10 Foreshadowing the question of 

applicability for contemporary students, Kaunfer writes that, "Midrash is the enterprise of 

making the Bible relevant to each new generation," and that, "Midrash is central to the 

progress and evolution of Judaism as a religion."11 The general rationale for teaching 

midrash, suggested in part in Kam1fer's dissertation, and the specific way that learning 

midrash factors into becoming knowledgeable Reform Jews, guide this project as it seeks 

to identify an answer for how midrash might be taught in a Reform Jewish day school. 

The first question to be addressed is the definition of the term midrash. 

7 This midrash is fmmd in Mishnah Taanit 3 :8. 
8 For a description of how to read this midrash, see my description ofNeusner's Meet Our Sages, Part 5, 

in Chapter 2, below. 
9 Alvan Howard Kaunfer, "Teaching Midrash in the Conservative Day School: A Rationale and 

Curriculum Proposal" (D.H.L., Jewish Theological Seminary of America, 1989). 
10 Ibid., 1-2. 
11 Ibid., 5. 
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The word midrash is often used colloquially as "Bible story," but for the purposes 

of this project, I am limiting classic midrash with four criteria: date, location, genre, and 

methodology. Classic midrash includes literature attributed to sages living between 

lOOBCE and 600CE.12 It includes literature composed in Palestine, the name of the 

eastern Mediterranean region during the Hellenistic, Roman, and Byzantine Periods, 

which some Jews call Eretz Yisrael, and in Babylonia. 13 Classic midrash is typically 

divided between aggadic and halakhic material. Volumes of midrash are usually defined 

as exegetical or homiletical. The individual midrashim that are halakhic in nature are 

primarily concerned with legal issues while those that are aggadic in nature are primarily 

concerned with non-legal issues. Collections of midrashim that are exegetical in nature 

are arranged by verse, in order to expound on the individual verses or words, while 

collections that are homiletical are presented as topical and as sermons. Additionally, it is 

important to note that these four genres are somewhat fluid, and a single midrash might, 

at times, be difficult to classify within a single genre.14 Finally, classic midrash addresses 

exegetical and theological issues and responds to the world of its composers. That is to 

say, those issues that specifically arise from reading Scripture during the aforementioned 

time period (lOOBCE - 600CE). 

Restrictions on Teaching Midrash in Day Schools 

Time is the most pressing restriction on the teaching of midrash in Jewish day 

schools. A school's ability to teach midrash is limited by the number of instructional 

12 Classic midrash also includes pseudepigraphical midrash written after 600CE but which Jewish 
tradition ascribes to the earlier generation of authors. 

13 Hermann Leberecht Strack and Gi.inter Stem berger, Introduction to the Talmud and Midrash, 2nd 
printing, with emendations and updates (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1996), 240. 

14 Ibid., 239-240. 
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hours in a given school year. Schools must balance the number of hours for Judaics with 

core secular subjects and electives. Core courses include mathematics, science, social 

studies, and English language. Elective courses would include all courses that are non-

core-such as: visual and performing arts, physical and health education, and technology 

and occupational classes-whether those courses are selected by the school or by the 

student. Through conversations with leaders in Jewish day schools, I have identified that 

teaching midrash is limited by the demands of: jurisdiction, accreditation, parents, and 

competing subjects.15 

Jurisdiction 

Jewish day schools might operate under the jurisdiction of state educational 

legislation. In some states, such as Wyoming, Jewish day schools may be exempt from 

state common core standards: Wyoming Statute 21-2-406 (2013) exempts "Any 

parochial, church or religious school" from the common core standards, and Wyoming 

Statute 21-4-101 (2013) denies the state govermnent "any right or authority to control, 

manage, supervise or make any suggestions as to the control, management or supervision 

of any parochial, church or religious school.. .. " In most states, the law necessitates that all 

students learn certain core or elective subjects. California Education Code 48222 and 

Colorado Revised Statutes 22-33-104 (2013) are two examples of state laws that require 

students to learn certain subjects. 

15 In regards to the "conversations with leaders," I am referring to the case studies described below 
(l:Methodology, Case Studies). 
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Accreditation 

In addition to legal requirements, accrediting bodies sometimes require schools to 

teach certain subjects. As an example, the Independent Schools Association of the 

Central States grants accreditation to schools that, in addition to other requirements, show 

"CONGRUENCE between the school's stated mission and its actual program."16 In other 

words, if a school's mission articulated an emphasis on college preparation through 

secular academic coursework but not a similar statement about the importance of learning 

Jewish texts, ISACS might expect the school to teach more academically challenging 

courses and to lessen the time spent on Judaics. A school operating in certain jurisdictions 

or under an accrediting body might need to limit the time for Judaics learning. Since 

midrash is one of the Judaics topics, that school would, in tum, limit the time spent 

learning midrash. 17 

Parental Demands 

Jewish day schools, like many private schools, must meet parental demands since 

families can elect to leave the school and withdraw fmancial support: families became 

customers for educational products and services. Parents weigh the value of Jewish day 

school education, in part, against the value of public schools and other private schools in 

the area. If a city has, for instance, a number of high caliber academic preparatory private 

schools, parents may pressure the Jewish day school to compete with the academic rigor 

of those other schools. In this case, Judaics may be relegated to a secondary (or tertiary) 

16 ISACS Accreditation Guide: For Use in School Years 2013-2014, 2014-2015, 2015-2016, 18th ed. 
(Chicago, IL: Independent Schools Association of the Central States, 2013). 

17 This does not take into consideration the teaching of midrash within another subject area, such as 

Composition or Language A1is because, as I will articulate below (1 :Curricular Goals), such an 

environment would not facilitate the reading of the text in its original language. 
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status in the school and receive less time and funds because the focus has to be the 

"secular" education. 

Competing Subjects 

Even in schools where parental pressure does not dictate the course of study, some 

Jewish day schools attempt to reach niche markets, such as fine arts, STEM (Science, 

Technology, Engineering, and Mathematics), or addressing students with learning 

disabilities. 18 For these schools, an emphasis on meeting niche needs might detract from 

time spent on Judaic subjects such as midrash. 

While the aforementioned leaders of Jewish day schools identified time as the 

most limiting factor for teaching any specific Judaic content, they also identified teacher 

competency as another area of concern. Anecdotally, schools tend to hire native Hebrew 

speakers to teach Judaics either because of a need to fill both Hebrew and Judaics 

teaching positions or because of a desire for Judaics to be taught in its original language. 

However, many of these native speakers do not have a background in a critical and 

literary approach to sacred texts.19 That is, Hebrew fluency does not guarantee a high 

level of Judaic literacy. Therefore, in order to promote the teaching of midrash, a 

curriculum must provide both student and teacher resources. Put slightly differently, 

midrash might be taught in this setting but the goal is teaching Hebrew not rabbinic 

literature. 

18 For example, the Leo Bernstein Jewish Academy of Fine Arts (Silver Spring, MD), the STEM 
Innovation Lab at The Jewish Day School (Bellevue, WA), and the School Literacy & Culture Project 
(helping students with dyslexia) at The Shlenker School (Houston, TX) are examples of Jewish day 
schools responding to the niche markets: fine arts, STEM, and learning disabilities, respectively. 

19 c.f. below (l:Methodology, Case Studies). 
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Methodology 

Initial Plan for Data Collection 

I created this project in order to qualitatively assess the current curricular practices 

of Reform Jewish day schools in order to address anecdotal evidence that these schools 

exclude midrash as a curricular topic. I created an electronic survey that I distributed in 

the spring of 2013 to both Refonn Jewish day schools and Jewish c01mnunity day 

schools.20 I had hoped that, by collecting data about how a large number of Reform and 

pluralistic day schools engaged students in the study of midrash, I would be able to 

synthesize a curriculum that could be implemented throughout the network of Reform 

Jewish day schools. This vehicle for data collection failed because of a lack of 

respondents; however, I was able to use the survey as a guide for interviews, which I 

describe below.21 

This survey asked about the weekly time allotted for teaching Judaics and if the 

students read Jewish texts in the original language, or in translation, if at all. In addition, 

the survey asked for a description of the specific curriculum or curricula that the school 

used in fifth through eighth grade and, ifthe school teaches midrash, whether as a 

separate or integrated curricular area. A multiple choice question asked whether the 

students approached midrash as Bible story, literature, pious exegesis, or in another 

manner. The final open ended question asked the Judaics director, "Are you happy with 

the way that midrash is taught at your school?" 

20 The annotated survey is an appendix to this work. Also, it is also important that I qualify "Reform 
Jewish day schools," as members of the Progressive Association of Reform Jewish day schools 
(PARDeS). During school year 2012-2013, PARDeS included fifteen member schools of which three 
were located outside of the United States. 

21 See below (1 :Methodology, Case Studies). 
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Even with follow-up phone calls, only four of the Reform Jewish day schools 

responded to the survey. Among the small sample, the answers provided did not have 

uniformity except in an overwhelming negative response to the question: "Are you happy 

with the way that midrash is taught at your school?" With the small sample, I can neither 

report the data without compromising participant anonymity nor make statistical 

inferences about all Refonn Jewish day schools. However, that none of the respondents 

was pleased with midrash teaching in his or her school does suggest a need for a more 

thorough curriculum for teaching it. 

Revised Plan for Data Collection 

Despite the survey setbacks, this project continues to pursue its three primary 

goals: identifying existing methods and materials for teaching midrash, analyzing them 

for applicability in Reform Jewish day schools, and encouraging the teaching of midrash 

in Reform Jewish day schools. In order to identify existing methods and materials, this 

project looks first to the various Jewish publication houses that have published lessons, 

textbooks, and curricula for teaching midrash and other rabbinic writings. It then turns to 

two case studies: one Reform Jewish day school and one Jewish community day school. 

In order to analyze curricula for applicability, this project articulates those aspects of each 

that align with a set of curricular goals that I articulate below.22 Specifically, this project 

asks whether each curriculum teacher midrash in a way that furthers the goals of Reform 

Judaism: "to introduce innovation while preserving tradition_," "to affirm beliefs without 

rejecting those who doubt," and "to bring faith to sacred text without sacrificing critical 

scholarship."23 In order to encourage the teaching of midrash in Reform Jewish day 

22 c.f. below (l:Cmricular Goals). 
23 c.f. above (1 :The Project). 
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schools, I have included a partial curriculum and suggestions for its implementation and 

completion in Chapter 3. 

Case Studies: Two Schools. Two Educational Leaders 

The Alfred and Adele Davis Academy is a Reform Jewish day school in Atlanta, 

Georgia, serving learners in kindergarten prep through eighth grade. A number of the 

Judaics faculty provided me a window into their classroom and described for me the way 

that they teach midrash. With this insight into one of the Refonn Jewish day schools, this 

project seeks to identify aspects of the midrash curriculum that speak directly to the areas 

of interest and concerns of Reform Judaism. 

Davis Academy's Director of Jewish and Hebrew Studies is Micah Lapidus. 

Lapidus is a Reform rabbi and the president of PARDeS. With Lapidus's responsibilities 

as educational leader for both Davis Academy and the broader North American network 

of Reform Jewish day schools, this project looks to him, in his leadership position, for a 

clearly articulated perspective regarding teaching midrash in Reform Jewish day schools. 

Rockwern Academy is a Jewish community day school in Cincinnati, Ohio, 

serving learners from eighteen months through eighth grade. For over sixty years, it has 

served as the only non-Orthodox day school in Cincinnati. Rockwern Academy's Judaics 

faculty are in a pariicularly strong position to open their classroom environments and 

thefr curricula for teaching midrash for analysis. Since Rockwern Academy's population 

spans the spectrum of Jewish affiliation, it offers insight into how midrash is taught to a 

diverse student body. This project seeks to identify aspects ofRockwern Academy's 

midrash curriculum that could be used in a Reform Jewish day school setting. 
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Rockwern Academy's Head of School is David Finell. Finell earned his Masters 

of Arts in Jewish Education from Hebrew Union College - Jewish Institute of Religion in 

1980, and after serving Jewish educational institutions for twenty-five years, HUC-JIR 

conferred upon him the degree of Doctor of Jewish Religious Education_, honoris causa. 

Finell's wealth of experience in Jewish community day schools helps provide much of the 

broader perspective for these institutions. 

Curricular Goals 

Mishnah Avot opens with the phrase: "Moses received Instruction from Sinai and 

taught it to Joshua."24 Regardless of the date that one ascribes to the authorship of Written 

and Oral Torah, this mishnah frames the important question of which came first: Rabbinic 

Judaism or pedagogy? Since my academic background is rooted in teaching and learning, 

I will begin this section by considering issues about curriculum design and pedagogy 

before addressing the content of midrash. 

Leo Bradley, chair of the Xavier University Department of Educational 

Leadership and Human Resource Development, suggests that when developing a new 

curriculum, that the curriculum leader must base his or her work on "Other school 

districts - with similar philosophy, books, resources, and technology - that have recently 

developed a successful curriculum," or on "Research-based data and information on the 

curricular topic."25 This project adheres to both of these suggestions, studying other 

24 Mishnah Avot 1 :1, my translation (purposefully using the definition of"Instruction" for the word illln 

torah and the definition of"to teach" for the verb l11Jl".lJ limsor). 
25 Additionally, Bradley suggests checking for government developed curricula or those created at 

educational institutions. In the first case, it is clear that neither local, state, nor federal govenunent 
develops religious curriculmn. In the second case, my experience in researching this topic is that many 
of the institutes of higher Jewish education guard their students' curricular work. For the citation, see 
Leo H Bradley, Curriculum Leadership Beyond Boilerplate Standards (Lanham, :MD: 
ScarecrowEducation, 2004), 48-49. 
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schools with similar goals and researching theoretical and realized implementation of 

midrash curricula. 

Later in his book, Bradley writes that curriculum leaders must choose between 

"backloading" or "frontloading." While sometimes, curriculum leaders must write a 

curriculum that takes into consideration the existing resources, he argues that the 

preferred way to design a curriculum is by "frontloading." That is to say, the curriculum 

leader should first determine the cmTicular goals, then write the curriculmn based on 

needs of learners and research on the content, and finally recommend appropriate 

textbooks and resources.26 Bradley's "frontloading" aligns directly with a relatively new, 

but almost ubiquitous curriculum design process, Understanding by Design, the 

brainchild of educational leaders Grant Wiggins and Jay McTighe, which they describe in 

their 1998 book by the same name.27 Understanding by Design is a response to the 

question: "How do we make it more likely ... that more students really understand what 

they are asked to learn?"28 Drawing on Bradley's leadership advice, I follow the design 

process of Understanding by Design in Chapter 3 of this project. These two books were 

written to guide all types of curriculum designers, but this project focuses on Jewish 

education. 

Joel Lurie Grishaver is a Jewish educator, cartoonist, and prolific author. In a 

chapter of The Ultimate Jewish Teacher's Handbook, he writes about some of the 

difficulties of teaching and studying midrash. Often it is presented outside of its context, 

26 Ibid., 59-60. 
27 The phrase, "Understanding by Design," can refer to the book by Wiggins and McTighe (when 

italicized) or the process (when not). Also, the 1998 book has been superseded by the 2005 expanded 
second edition, cited below. 

28 Grant P Wiggins and Jay McTighe, Understanding by Design, expanded 2nd edition (Alexandria, VA: 
Association for Supervision and Cmriculurn Development, 2005), 9. 
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its use of creative Hebrew philology might be inaccessible for an audience that is not 

Hebrew-literate, and midrash uses rabbinic jargon that requires a level of familiarity 

above that of mere Hebrew literacy.29 However, Grishaver later argues that "Midrash is 

worth teaching as an end in itself, and not just as a means to an end."30 He recommends 

three basic premises for teaching midrash in this way. "Every midrash starts with a 

question." "Every midrash has both an answer and a message." "Midrash is 'real' Torah, 

in that it is either "part of God's revelation, or the deep collective wisdom of the Jewish 

people [depending on] your theology."31 Grishaver's way of thinking about midrash 

parallels that of Betsy Dolgin Katz, member of the Spertus faculty and fonner North 

American Director of the Florence Melton Adult Mini-School. In an earlier chapter of 

The Ultimate Jewish Teacher's Handbook, she writes that parents have become more 

enthusiastic about adult Jewish learning and want their children to learn Jewish texts 

from primary sources.32 Like the curriculum experts above, Katz expects the curriculum 

designers to engage in a planning phase that includes meaningful goals. Three of the 

possible goals that she suggests are: 

l. exploring a particular content: the text itself, a story, a law, a 

belief, a custom. 

2. learning Hebrew vocabulary, key phrases. 

3. teaching students how to study Jewish texts.33 

29 Joel Lurie Grishaver, "Teaching Midrash and Rashi," in The Ultimate Jewish Teacher's Handbook, by 
Nachama Skolnik Moskowitz (Denver, CO: A.RE., 2003), 403. 

30 Ibid., 404. 
31 Ibid. 
32 Betsy Dolgin Katz, "Teaching Texts," in The Ultimate Jewish Teacher's Handbook, by Nachama 

Skolnik Moskowitz (Denver, CO: A.RE., 2003), 374. 
33 Ibid., 376. 

15 



Katz draws from her experience with the Florence Melton Adult Mini-School to 

present the Melton Textonomy, a thirteen tiered approach to learning text that draws upon 

Bloom's taxonomy:34 

1. Locate and read text. 
2. Retell the content. 
3. Restate content in one's own terms. 
4. Answer factual questions based on the content. 
5. Be able to define key words and phrases. 
6. Interpret the text from one's own perspective. 
7. Know facts about the context that are relevant to understanding 

the text. 
8. Answer and ask analytical questions. 
9. Interpret the meaning of literary elements. 
10. Be familiar with a variety of commentaries from classical and 

contemporary sources. 
11. Understand implications of the text for Judaism, Jews, and 

oneself. 
12. Draw connections to other conceptually related texts. 
13. Create counter-texts, midrash on both halachic and aggadic 

texts.35 

Katz, in presenting this "textonomy," articulates her pedagogical goal of moving 

students from knowing about text to synthesizing new material based on text. This means 

that any curriculum that stays true to her ideas would ask students to do more than read 

and digest, but rather, that students would engage with and wrestle with text. One of the 

preeminent examples of this type of text study was encouraged by Nechama Leibowitz. 

Rabbi Shmuel Peerless, in addition to being one of Leibowitz's students and a 

fonner director of the Center for Jewish School Leadership at Bar-Ilan University's 

34 Bloom's taxonomy is a method to classify levels of learning from most foundational to most complex. 
He used the following descriptions of the levels, in that order: lmowledge, comprehension, application, 
analysis, synthesis, evaluation. c.f. Benjaman S. Bloom, Taxonomy of Educational Objectives: The 

Classification o.f Educational Goals. (Longman Group United Kingdom, 1969). 
35 Katz, "Teaching Texts," 377. 
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Lookstein Center, authored a book detailing the technique Leibowitz used in teaching 

Jewish texts. Regarding her use of midrash, Peerless writes: 

Nechama did not advocate the teaching of just any Midrash in a 
haphazard fashion. Rather, she advocates the use of Midrashim that 
are grounded in the Biblical text and that deepen our understanding 
of the verse. She indicates that Midrashim which destroy the 
Biblical sentence structure or which are disconnected from the 
verses preceding and following the sentence should not be taught, 
even if they teach a very nice message. [Nechama would say that 
teachers should] help direct the students to the exegetical value of 
the Midrashim that are taught."36 

In Chapter 3 of this project, I use Leibowitz's suggestion as a guiding principle for 

choosing midrashim that explain the biblical verse in light of its context. This also allows 

me to respond to Grishaver's concerns noted above. Specifically, I look to the midrashim 

that Rashi cites in his commentary on the Torah in order to select sources that deepen 

understanding of the verse without undennining the contextual meaning of the text. 

In some ways, Kaunfer disagrees with the methodology of Nechama Leibowitz 

when he presents midrash as a separate curriculum area. Whereas Leibowitz uses 

midrash in relationship with Scripture, Kaunfer suggests that midrash is more than just a 

way to understand the Bible. He writes, "Understanding how midrash works is as 

important as understanding its ultimate purpose."37 Following this, Kaunfer presents his 

analysis of midrashic method in five sections: concretization of the abstract, exegetical 

questions and textual difficulties, filling in missing parts of the story, mashal and 

metaphorization, and creative expression.38 Each of these subjects areas allows Kaunfer 

to show that the midrash functions, not in the realm of "abstract, mathematical, logical 

36 Shmuel Peerless, To Study and to leach: 1he Methodology o.f Nechama Leibowitz (Jerusalem; New 
York: Urim Publications, 2004), 24. 

37 Kaunfer, "Teaching Midrash in the Conservative Day School," 74. 
38 See the table of contents, and the subtitles in Ibid., 75-83. 
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thinking," but rather, it reduces abstract thought to concrete examples.39 Further, the 

midrashic author "saw infinite creative interpretive possibilities in each and every verse 

and word in the Torah," and wrote as though "the bounds of time and space are 

blurred."4° Kaunfer writes about the pedagogical benefit of teaching midrash: "Its use of 

story, parable, imagery, metaphor, and creative expression, suggests that midrashic 

literature would relate to the young child who's [sic] own thinking is imaginative, 

creative and concrete in nature.41 Just as Kaunfer's proposal might seem contrary to the 

guidelines that Nechama Leibowitz offered for which midrashim to teach, so too might 

this project seem, to the cursory observer, like a deviation from Leibowitz's expert 

opinion. I propose that the ideas of both authors-Leibowitz and Kaunfer-can be 

integrated into a single project that carefully selects midrashim that respond to the 

biblical text in context while also focusing on the textual skills necessary to understand 

midrash for its own sake. To that end, the midrashim that I incorporate into the lesson 

plans in Chapter 3 of this project respond to the biblical text without sacrificing the 

integrity of the original sentence structure and, at the same time, demonstrate the the 

creative and imaginative relationship with which the midrashic authors engage the Bible. 

Both halakhic and aggadic midrashim have a place in the midrash curriculum, but 

clearly, one must decide to give preference to one or to divide time evenly between the 

two genres. In the same way that the above paragraphs show a clear preference for 

exegetical midrash over homily, I will demonstrate, below, a preference for aggadah over 

39 Ibid., 75-76. 
40 See Isaac Heinemann, Darkei Ha-Aggadah (Jerusalem: Masadah, 1970) for more about Heinemann's 

technique for categorizing midrash. Also, see Ibid., 81-82. 
41 Ibid., 83. 
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halakhah, recognizing that even within aggadic midrashim one might find halakhic 

components. 

In one halakhic midrash, from a late third-century collection, the midrashist 

relates the sayings of those who expound on aggadah: "If you wish to know the Creator, 

study aggadah, for by this you will know the Creator and cling to [God's] ways."42 A later 

collection of rabbinic literature, the Talmud, describes how the Israelites were sustained 

in the desert: manna is like aggadah in that it draws out the human heart like one draws 

out water. 43 Later commentators also wrote about the benefit of studying aggadah. 

Medieval Spanish philosopher, Rabbi Moses Maimonides, wrote in the 

introduction to his commentary to the tractate of Mishnah Sanhedrin: "There are three 

classes (of thinkers who differ in their interpretation of the [aggadah] of the Sages, of 

blessed memory."44 After criticizing the first two classes because members of the first 

class read and w1derstand the aggadot literally, and members of the second class asswne 

that the authors of aggadot themselves thought of the text as literal, Maimonides praises 

the highest level reader of aggadah. 45 These readers understand that "words of [the 

Sages] deal with lofty matters ... [so,] they are said in the form ofriddle or parable.''46 For 

Maimonides, attempting to decipher the deeper meanings of aggadah is a sign of higher 

intelligence and stronger commitment to Jewish learning.47 In addition to rabbinic and 

medieval praise for aggadah, three modern authors weigh in. 

42 My abbreviated translation of Sifre Deuteronomy 49. 
43 B. Talmud foma 75a. 
44 Moses Maimonides, Maimonides' Commentmy on the Mishnah, Tractate Sanhedrin, trans. Fred Rosner 

(New York: Sepher-Hermon Press, 1981), 140. 

45 Ibid., 140-142. 
46 Also, I have chosen to substitute the translator's words "all men of wisdom" with "the Sages" because 

of Fred Rosner's footnote showing this to be another acceptable translation. 
Ibid., 141-142. 
4 7 Maimonides, Maimonides' Commentary on the Mishnah, Tractate Sanhedrin, 142-143. 
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Jewish theologian and philosopher Rabbi Abraham Joshua Heschel addressed the 

importance of aggadah in his influential work, God in Search of Man. 48 He wrote that 

while "agada is usually defined negatively as embracing all non-legal or non-halachic 

parts of rabbinic literature .. ., only a small part of the Bible deals with the law [and] the 

narratives of the Bible as as holy as its legal pmiions."49 In the section of his book 

entitled "The Fundamental Importance of Agada," Heschel argues that aggadot "contain 

an almost inexhaustible wealth ofreligious insight and feeling .... "50 He writes that 

"Halacha thinks in the category of quantity; agada is the category of quality .... Agada 

deals with the immeasurable, inward aspect of living, telling us how we must think and 

feel; how rather than how much we must do to fulfill our duty .... "51 That is not to say that 

Heschel eschews the study of halakhah completely: "The surest way to forfeit agada is to 

abolish halacha."52 Heschel's ideas suggest that halakhah is important, but that aggadah 

might be more effective for creating an emotional com1ection between the student and the 

text. 

Another modem scholar, Eugene Borowitz is an academic, a teacher, and the 

former director of the UAHC department ofreligious education. Drawing upon rabbinic 

sources, he wrote:53 

The great attraction of the aggadah is its wide and immediate 
appeal.. .. It is frequently compared to water ... but occasionally 

also to wine. The result is that it can be pleasingly taken in by 

everybody. 54 

48 Abraham Joshua Heschel, God in Search of Man: A Philosophy of Judaism, 1955 Reprint (Northvale, 
N.J.: Jason Aronson, 1987). 

49 Ibid., 324. 
50 Ibid. 
51 Ibid., 337. 
52 Ibid., 339. 
53 For information about the sources that he cites, see his notes on Chapter 1, numbers 16-18. 
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In his book, Back to the Sources, author and Jewish scholar Barry Holtz writes of 

aggadah: "We see the discontinuity of changing times influencing the theology and 

spiritual vision of the rabbinic mind."55 So too, Reform Judaism attempts to make 

theology relevant in light of changing times. For this reason_, in addition to the sources 

discussed above, aggadah is an ideal vehicle for teaching text and appreciating the rabbis' 

contributions during their generations, in order to help young people respond to their own 

generation. 

To summarize, I am following the suggestions of curriculum and content experts 

in assessing the books in Chapter 2 and in developing the curricular model in Chapter 3.56 

The guidelines that I will use to measure each book in Chapter 2 and the model in 

Chapter 3 insist that students learn to read midrash in parallel with and as interpretation 

of Scripture, in its own language, whenever possible; consider the motives of the authors 

and compilers of midrash and their historical context; recognize literary styles and 

structures of midrash; identify rabbinic hermeneutics through repeated examples; and, 

extend their text skills from reading midrash to reading all religious and secular texts. 

Additionally, this model would focus on midrashim related to "commonly lmown Bible 

stories," i.e. biblical narratives that are already covered in the curriculum; emphasize 

aggadah over halakhah; and, include a component for teacher preparation. 

54 Eugene B. Borowitz, The Talmud~· Theological Language-Game: A Philosophical Discourse Analysis 
(SUN Y Series in Jewish Philosophy) (State Univ of New York Pr, 2006), 9. 

55 Back to the Sources: Reading the Classic Jewish Texts (New York: Summit Books, 1984), 182. 
56 To further clarify, I have compiled these curricular goals into a chart that both summarizes the goals and 

displays how each of the assessed curricula does, or does not meet that goal. See below, 2:Summary 
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Findings 

In Chapter 2 of this project, I describe my investigation of six potential curricula 

for teaching midrash, with the goal of assessing each curriculum for its applicability in 

Reform Jewish day schools, using the metrics described in the Curricular Goals.57 Some 

of the curricula included material that would be applicable in a Reform Jewish day 

school; however, none fulfilled all of the goals. In response to this lack of a curriculum 

that could be implemented without change, I use Chapter 3 of this project to propose a 

curricular framework for teaching midrash in the Refonn Jewish day school. Building on 

the guidelines from the Curricular Goals, Chapter 3 begins with a skeleton curriculum for 

a (school) year-long course taught in parallel with aparashat hashavua class.58 Then, 

building on this framework, I provide detailed lesson plans for the first six sessions, 

which pertain to exegetical material about the merit and deeds of the patriarchs and 

matriarchs.59 

57 See above (l:Curricular Goals). 
58 That is, to say, in conjunction with a weekly class dedicated to the Torah reading for the week. This 

would allow students to have familiarity with the biblical narrative to which the midrashic text is 
responding. 

59 Specifically, the exegetical material about Abram/Abraham, Isaac, Jacob/Israel, Sarai/Sarah, Rebekah, 
Leah, and Rachel. 
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Chapter 2 - Current Models for Teaching Midrash 

Jewish day schools (and congregational religious schools) have used a number of 

different text books and curricula to teach midrash in the last few decades. I have relied 

on three sources to identify available materials for analysis: the bibliographies of articles 

and the comprehensive A Bibliography of Jewish Education in the United States, advice 

from teachers and librarians, and by contacting one of the major Judaics curriculum 

providers for day schools.60 In this chapter, I describe each of the texts, present example 

material from the text, and, drawing upon the Curricular Goals from Chapter 1, articulate 

why this text does, or does not, meet the goals for a Reform Jewish day school. 

Gersh - Mishnah, Midrash, Talmud 

Release and Course Sequence 

In the mid-1980s, Harry Gersh wrote a three volume series published through 

Behrman House. According to his biography, found on the back cover of the three books, 

Gersh wrote this series in seventies with no formal Jewish education. Instead, his 

experience comes from the reahn of writer: "After service in the Navy during World War 

II, he returned to a variety of writing jobs: union newspapers, interpreting Jewish 

casework agencies, political speechwriting, corporate report writing, radio and television 

scriptwriting."61 Each of the three volumes, written by Gersh, are accompanied by study 

60 Norman Drachler, A Bibliography ~f Jewish Education in the United States (Detroit: Wayne State 
University Press in association with American Jewish Archives, 1996). 
I am specifically indebted to the time and assistance of Dr. Jason Kalman and Dr. Richard Sarason of 
Hebrew Union College-Jewish Institute of Religion, Rabbi Micah Lapidus and the Judaics faculty of 
Alfred and Adele Davis Academy, Dr. David Finell and the Judaics faculty ofRockwern Academy, 
Andrea Rapp of the Isaac M. Wise Temple library, and Miriam Cohen, coordinator for Tai Am. 

61 See the back cover of Harry Gersh, Midrash: Rabbinic Lore (West Orange, NJ: Behrman House, 1985). 
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questions by Robert L. Platzner. Unlike Gersh, Platzner has an academic background. 

According to his biography, he "is an Emeritus Professor of Humanities and Religious 

Studies ... [and] the author of numerous articles on literary and religious subjects.''62 Each 

of them contributed to this three volume work. 

In the order of their release, the three books in this series are titled: Mishnah: The 

Oral Law, Midrash: Rabbinic Lore, and Talmud: Law and Commentary.63 Because of the 

nature of this project, we will focus on the second volume and its Teacher's Edition, both 

of which were published in 1985.64 The Behnnan House website recommends this book 

for students in high school through adulthood.65 This project analyzes its contents for 

applicability in the Refonn Jewish day school. 

Contents 

Chapters 

The single volume, Midrash: Rabbinic Lore, consists of twelve chapters. The first 

chapter is a long introduction and each of the subsequent eleven chapters consists of a 

single midrash, explanatory notes, and study questions. Following the spelling in this 

text, the names of the latter eleven chapters are: 

1. Babylonian Talmud Pesahim 25b 

2. Sifra Behar Sinai 5 

3. Babylonian Talmud Berakhot 61b 

62 Platzner's biography is found on the back cover of: Robert Leonard Platzner, ed., Gender, Tradition, and 
Renewal (Oxford; New York: Peter Lang, 2005). 

63 Harry Gersh, Mishnah: The Oral Law (New York: Behnnan House, 1984). 
Gersh, Midrash. 
Harry Gersh, Talmud: Law and Commentary (West Orange, NJ: Behrman House, 1986). 

64 Harry Gersh, Midrash: Rabbinic Lore - Teacher's Edition (New York: Behrman House, 1985). 
65 http://www.behrmanhouse.com/store/ as ofNovember 24, 2013. 
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4. Pesikta De Rab Kehana Piska 27:9 

5. Babylonian Talmud Baba Metzia 59b 

6. Mekhilta Ba\lodesh Yitro 5 

7. Babylonian Talmud Taanit 7ab 

8. Pesikta De Rab Kehana Piska 10: 10 

9. Mid.rash Rabbah Ecclesiastes 7:13 

10. Jerusalem Talmud Kiddushin 1:7 

11. Mid.rash Rabbah Song of Songs 1 :466 

Presentation Overview 

In the introduction to the student volume, Gersh presents a detailed description of 

midrash. In this description, Gersh asserts that midrash is a preferred response to 

Scripture because of sacred status of Scripture and the perceived inability for human 

authors to edit divine text: 

All serious books raise more questions than they answer. Certainly 

the book taken most seriously by Jews, the Bible, raised a 

multitude of questions. Even those parts of the book that seemed 

easy to understand raised questions of who and how and why. But 

this was no ordinary book to be made clearer by rewriting and 

adding and rearranging. The Scriptures came to the Jews directly 

from God.67 

Gersh defines a timeline for midrash, stretching back to the eighth century BCE 

and explains that the earliest midrashim were transmitted orally.68 Since he bases this on 

non-extant text that he imagines as the sources for classic midrash, this seems unable to 

substantiate. For Gersh, the purpose of midrash was to elaborate on biblical narratives to 

66 Gersh, Midrash, 1. NB Gersh does not number his chapters, and I have included these numbers to help 
facilitate discussion, below. 

67 Ibid., 3. 
68 Ibid., 3--4. 
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provide the Jewish population with "superheroes" and they "allowed the Jews a degree of 

freedom of speech, not pennitted by their foreign overlords. "69 In the introduction, Gersh 

also describes the purpose of midrashim by presenting abbreviated midrashic texts, which 

he does not complete in the introduction, and which he does not include in the other 

chapters of the book.70 Gersh does not include in his introduction his rationale for 

choosing the midrashim in this collection nor his goals.71 The most detailed explanation 

that Gersh offers is the introductory note in the Teacher's Edition: 

This course, for Grade 8 - Adult, is based on eleven midrashim. 
After each midrash, the book provides questions and blank lined 
pages where students can write their answers. They can also use 
the space to take notes on the text and on class discussions, just as 
the Rabbis of old used notebooks to record their deliberations on 
the law .... This Teacher's Edition contains answers to the study 
questions .... We believe that this notebook technique and this 
Teacher's Edition represent an exciting departure for serious 
religious school and adult education classes .... 72 

True to the description above, the Teacher's Edition does not include any 

pedagogical insights for the teacher or framing activities to use in the class. The next 

three sections show how Gersh presents different types of texts. However, it is important 

to note that neither the introduction, the chapter text, and the Teacher's Edition all lack 

one important piece of information about the midrashic texts: they do not explain the 

sources. For instance, when Chapter 2 presents Sifra Behar Sinai 5, Gersh never explains 

that Sifra refers to "a halakhic midrash on Lev[iticus], which ... comments on all of Lev 

69 Ibid., 5. 
70 See the story of Solomon splitting the stones for the Temple on: Ibid. 
71 Ibid., 3-7. 
72 Gersh, Midrash - Teacher, I. 
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verse by verse .... "73 I would argue that knowing the character of the source material is 

essential to understanding the midrash that it contains. 

Chapter 2 - Sifra Behar Sinai 5 

This chapter begins with a full page, grayscale image, captioned: "The midrash as 

it appears in an 1860 edition of Sifra (printed in Bucharest). Photographed at the New 

York Public Library."74 Most of the image is grayed-out and the individual midrash is 

presented in solid black; however, the Hebrew characters are grainy. The translation of 

the Hebrew text is presented on the facing page in large font.75 This midrash asks what 

one's responsibility is to his fellow in a life-threatening situation (such as only having 

enough water for one to survive a trip in the desert). Gersh frames this as an ongoing 

moral question which he calls the "lifeboat question."76 

Gersh reframes the midrash, reminding students that the sages predated 

environmentalism.77 Instead of considering the abstract, the midrashic author used the 

concrete example of the two people wall(ing in the desert. Gersh asks readers to do the 

opposite: how can this midrash be used in an abstract manner? He states that modems 

solve moral dilemmas that are "ahnost as important as life and death" using the same 

guidelines as the midrash; however, his example does not immediately pertain to life and 

death: "If a factory with 400 employees has to cut back to 250 .... "78 Gersh writes that the 

moral lesson learned through this midrash is that, whenever possible, people make 

73 Strack and Sternberger, Introduction to the Talmud and Midrash, 260. 
74 Gersh, Midrash, 16. 
75 lbid., 17. 
76 Ibid. 
77 Ibid., 18. 
78 Ibid., 18. 
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decisions that protect life, and if not all can be saved, then the decision should be made 

objectively. 79 

The seven study questions at the end of the chapter ask students to form or voice 

their opinions about the text, about the moral lesson, and about global issues. For 

instance, the penultimate question asks, in part, a question that liberal and conservative 

Americans approach in very different ways: 

Is it reasonable, and consistent with the teachings of this midrash 

for the wealthier nations to sacrifice some portions of their wealth 
to provide adequate food supplies to poorer regions? Are 

prosperous peoples responsible for those who are less prosperous? 
Up to what point?80 

While the content could be very engaging, Gersh misses an opportunity. In his 

Teacher's Edition, he could advise teacher about how to talk about political issues 

without advocating for one party. Or more broadly, he does not take advantage of this 

series as a learning opportunity for both students and teachers. As we assess other 

selected chapters from Gersh's book, we will see that this is a consistent issue. 

Chapter 9-Midrash Rabbah Ecclesiastes 7:13 

This chapter also begins with the translation opposite a grainy picture tal<:en of the 

primary source at the New York Public Library.81 The midrash from this chapter presents 

God introducing Adam to the Garden of Eden and commanding him: " ... Do not corrupt 

or destroy My world .... "82 Like the earlier chapter, Gersh begins the explanation with a 

nod to environmentalism. He points out the conflict between the idea that God created the 

79 Ibid. 
80 Ibid., 19. 
81 Ibid., 52-53. According to the caption, the picture is: " ... Late nineteenth century Midrash Rabbah 

(printed in Vilna)." 
82 Ibid., 53. 
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world for humanity's sake and the idea that humans are merely the caretakers of God's 

world.83 He ends his conunentary on this midrash by first providing a summary of 

rabbinic opinion: "The Sages didn't hold with fasting for the sake of fasting, with 

celibacy, with asceticism in general."84 Then Gersh provides a source text from B. 

Talmud Nedarim 41 b that illustrates the same concern: "One who imposes on himself [a 

vow of abstinence] is like a man who ... drives a sword into his own body."85 However, 

the statement from the Talmud is only tangentially related to the original midrash from 

Ecclesiastes Rabbah. Here, Gersh had the opportunity to write about the context of this 

midrash in the broader scope of Ecclesiastes Rabbah Chapter 7, let alone the rest of 

Ecclesiastes Rabbah 7:13, which ends with Adam being told that his sin would cause 

Moses to die. 86 

The study questions from this chapter hint at the larger question of how to read 

texts. The first question, for instance, asks, "Why does the author of this midrash go back 

to the story of the Garden of Eden just to make a point about the environment? ... What 

does he gain by beginning his sermon with the first human?"87 However, Gersh does not 

give any suggestions in the Teacher's Edition about how to facilitate a conversation about 

this topic nor how to systematize this type of reading. 

Chapter 11 - Midrash Rab bah Song of Songs 1 :4 

The final chapter of this book also draws its midrash from Midrash Rabbah. In 

this case, the midrash references the revelation at Sinai, and presents God asking the 

Jewish people for collateral (in the form of their descendants) as proof they will carry out 

83 Ibid. 
84 Ibid. 
85 Gersh's translation of B Talmud Nedarim 4lb, including the square bracketed text. 
86 Ecclesiastes Rabbah 7:13. 
87 Gersh, Midrash, 54. 

29 



the Law. 88 Gersh explains the purpose of this midrash in the shortest description from any 

chapter in his book. First, he states: "For every midrash about honoring the old, there is a 

story about the importance of children to Israel."89 He presents other examples from 

biblical and rabbinic texts to support this statement. For instance, he quotes Lamentations 

Rab bah 1: 5 which tells of the reluctance of God to send his presence with the Jewish 

people during exile, until: "When the children went into captivity, the Shechinah went 

with them."90 

The discussion question that follows the explanatory notes addresses one of the 

hermeneutics used in midrash: the anthropomorphizing of God: 

One of the common literary conventions that governs the writing 
of midrashim is the practice of humanizing God .... [This midrash 
does not paint] a particularly exalted picture of the Lord of the 
Universe. Some people might even think that it is degrading: that it 
drags God down to our level, rather than lifting us up to His. Do 
you agree with this criticism? How would the midrashist have 
answered it?91 

According to Gersh's description about the two midrashim, he seems to speaking 

about a broken mashal. That is to say, Gersh could use this text to talk about how the 

midrashic author uses parable to make God's actions more understandable to the human 

audience by casting God in the role of a human. This would be another opportunity to 

include background inforniation in the Teacher's Edition to facilitate such a discussion. 

88 Ibid., 61. 
89 Ibid. 
90 Ibid. 
91 Ibid., 62. 
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Applicability for Teaching Midrash in Reform Jewish Day Schools 

This volume of Gersh's series could be used to help students learn midrash. It 

provides both the Hebrew text and an accessible English translation. At times, it 

considers the motives of the authors, and notes structural and hermeneutical elements of 

the midrash. Some of the midrashim are related to biblical narratives. 

The Hebrew text is difficult to access: it is neither clearly printed nor vocalized. 

The biblical stories are not included in the text, nor referenced directly, meaning that 

these midrashim are not read as exegesis of the Bible. The motives, hermeneutics, and 

text reading skills are not purposefully put in the forefront. Gersh does not provide any 

teacher guidance outside of answers for the study questions. 

Gersh uses the midrashim to teach Jewish values, and while values are an 

important part of Jewish learning, he sacrifices textual learning in order to reach that 

goal. For Gersh, midrash is a tool to understand Jewish values and not something to be 

studied for its own sake. This runs contrary to the primary goal of this project. 

All three volumes in the series follow the same structure and could be used by a 

teacher as supplemental material. However, the texts and presentation do not fulfill the 

requirements posed for a viable curriculum for teaching midrash in the Reform Jewish 

day school. 
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Isaacs - A Taste of 

Release and Course Sequence 

During the last decade, Ronald Isaacs authored two texts in a series by URJ Press 

(formerly UAHC Press).92 Isaacs received ordination from the Jewish Theological 

Seminary of America and is the rabbi of a Conservative synagogue in New Jersey. He 

also earned a doctorate in instructional technology, and according to his biography, he 

thinks of himself as the "teaching rabbi." It may come as a surprise that he chose to 

publish through the North American Reform Movement's URJ Press, knowing that the 

targeted audience of the book would be Reform Jews. In the introduction to the first 

book, he mentions that it is the first book that he published through UAHC (now URJ) 

Press. 93 According to private email correspondence, Isaacs chose this publication house 

because "The URJ materials were always published with good taste and aesthetics. "94 

The first book, A Taste of Text,95 focuses on introducing students to rabbinic text 

while the second book, A Taste of Torah,96 introduces students to narratives within the 

Pentateuch. This work will focus on the first volume because of its potential applicability 

to teaching midrash in the Reform Jewish day school. According the the description of 

this book at Google Books, it is "Aimed at high school students,''97 and, according to the 

92 This is not meant to exclude Isaacs other books, including his text-based book: Ronald H Isaacs, 

Entering the Biblical Text: Exploring Jewish Values in the Torah (Hoboken, NJ: KTAV Pub., 2001). 

93 Ibid., v. 

94 Ronald H. Isaacs, "Email for Rabbi Isaacs," April 3, 2014. 

95 Ronald H Isaacs, A 1ctste of Text: An Introduction to the Talmud and Midrash (New York, N.Y.: UAHC 
Press, 2003). 

96 Ronald H Isaacs, A Taste of Torah: An Introduction to Thirteen Challenging Bible Stories (New York, 

N.Y.: URJ Press, 2006). 

97 http://books.google.com/ as ofNovember 24, 2013. 
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introduction, "is to afford students an opportunity to read and study various text that 

express Jewish ethical principles ... .''98 

Contents 

Chapters 

The sixteen chapters of this volume read like a list of Jewish values; the English 

titles are: 

1. Jewish Healing: Visiting the Sick 

2. Friendship: Acquire a Friend 

3. Hospitality 

4. Parent-Child Relationships 

5. Repentance 

6. Saving a Life 

7. Kindness to Animals 

8. Honesty and Truth 

9. Life after Death 

10. Care of the Body 

11. Marriage 

12. Stealing and Returning Lost Property 

13. Ecology 

14. Old Age 

15. Honoring the Dead and Comforting Mourners 

98 Isaacs, A Ta_~te of Text, xi. 
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16. Speech and Language99 

Presentation Overview 

Isaacs makes clear his guiding principles for each chapter within the introduction: 

First, the ... text is presented .... [The second] section provides some 

background material that helps ... make the text more 
understandable. The next section ... includes material that 

represents a sampling of various Jewish views related to the 
particular topic of that chapter. The [fourth] section ... contains a 

variety of quotations culled [from Jewish sources] throughout the 
ages ... [related] in some fashion to the topic .... The final section of 

each chapter ... provides students with questions to answer and 
issues to ponder or debate. 100 

Isaacs uses the introduction to provide background on the material being studied; he 

spends two and a half pages describing the Talmud and midrash. 101 In tenns of how he 

views the authorship of the material, Isaacs presents the names that Jewish rabbinic texts 

cite, but leaves room for academic disagreement: "Rabbi Y'hudah HaNasi ... is thought to 

be the editor of ... the Mishnah .... The main editor of the Gemara is generally assumed to 

be Rav Ashi.. .. The final revision and editing [of the Talmud] were most likely 

undertaken by Ravina .... "102 

Isaacs also makes a disclaimer at the end of his introduction: he wanted to provide 

vocalized Hebrew text for all the sources but was not always successful in finding 

them. 103 When I inquired oflsaacs as to his reason, he wrote: "Since I never was an 

expert in vocalizing texts, I felt it best not to vocalize."104 In the following sections, this 

99 Ibid., vii. 
IOOibid., xi-xii. 
lOllbid., ix-xi. 
102Ibid., x. 
103Ibid., xii. 
104Isaacs, "Email for Rabbi Isaacs." 
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project presents four of the chapters from Taste of Text to detennine the overall 

applicability of this volume to teaching midrash in the Reform Jewish day school. 

Chapter 3 - Hospitality 

Chapter 3 begins with a parallel Hebrew and English midrash, from Avot D'Rabbi 

Natan 7, comparing Job's hospitality to Abraham's hospitality.105 Isaacs presents 

background on the story of Job so that the reader can understand why Job would make 

the plea and how God's response justifies God's punishment of Job. 106 In the next section, 

Isaacs presents Jewish views on hospitality including Abraham's example, lbn Ezra's 

warning to treat a stranger righteously, and the biblical imperative to remember that the 

Jews were strangers in Egypt. 107 At the end of the chapter, Isaacs presents questions to 

help the reader better understand the text by relating it to his or her own life. Some 

examples include: 

3. What are some ways that you try to make a guest feel 
comfortable in your home? 

5. If you ate a meal in another's home as an invited guest and did 
not find the food appetizing, [what would you do]? 

9. Read [the midrash, Leviticus Rabbah 9:3]. What can you learn 

from this story about the way a host and guest ought to :interact 
with each other. 108 

Chapter 8 - Honesty and Truth 

This chapter opens with a midrash from Genesis Rabbah109 just before the creation 

of humanity wherein the angels--or the anthropomorphized attributes of God-argue 

105Isaacs, A Taste of Text, 15. 
106Ibid., 16. 
107Ibid., 16-17. 
108Ibid., 19-20. 
109Genesis Rabbah 8:5. 
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over whether God should create humans. 110 fu the background section, Isaacs retells the 

midrash in more detail. 111 In "Honesty and Truth: What Does Judaism Say?," Isaacs 

points out biblical commandments for truth and examples of acts of truth, the Talmud's 

statement that "the Holy One hates a person who [deceives]," and the Jewish concept that 

omission is commission of sin.112 

Isaacs also discusses the counter-argument: "the white lie." He cites the rabbinic 

understanding that God lied to Abraham to protect him from Sarah's insult in Genesis 18, 

and Isaacs quotes Bava Mtzia 23b-24a, which provides certain permitted cases of 

lying. 113 In the section on quotations, Isaacs presents midrashic and talmudic text as well 

as citing the Zohar and Nachman ofBratzlav.114 The questions at the end pry into ethical 

behavior and compassion, for instance: 

A man is told by a doctor that his sister is dying of a life
threatening disease. The patient has a maxinrnm of one year to 
live. Should the truth be told to her by her brother, or should it be 
modified to spare her mental anguish? What values come into play 
in this decision?115 

Chapter 13-Ecology 

Chapter 13 presents the midrash from Ecclesiastes Rabbah 7:13 116 about God 

charging Adam to not destroy the world. 117 In presenting the background to this midrash, 

Isaacs indicates to the reader the juxtaposition of this midrash to the biblical 

llOisaacs,A Taste ofText, 47. 
llllbid. 
112Ibid., 48. 
113Ibid. 
114Ibid., 49. 
115Ibid., 49. 
1l6This midrash is also presented above, in Gersh. I included it in both places, in part, to allow a 

comparison between the two presentations. 
ll 7Isaacs, A Taste of Text, 73. 
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commandments: "be fruitful and multiply, filling the earth and subduing it."118 He boils 

down the midrash to one final sentence: "How the Jewish people interact with the 

environment is part of our very mission as Jews."119 

Issacs speaks of what Judaism says about ecology, first, through the modern lens. 

He points out how the issue is more pressing today, and how moderns are aware of types 

of pollution that were unknown in the ancient world. He connects the charge of 

ecological-mindedness to biblical principles, to rabbinic insults for the squanderer, and to 

the words of sages in the most recent centuries. In this case, he quotes Rabbi Samson 

Raphael Hirsch's charge to use natural resources as if they are a loan from God.120 

Making the topic personal, Isaacs asks several questions at the end of the chapter, 

including: 

3. What are some ways in which we waste natural resources in our 
homes, schools, and synagogues? 
8. Do human beings bear the sole responsibility for the quality of 
life on earth? 
10. How can observance ofShabbat make any difference in how 
people treat the environment during the rest of the week?121 

Chapter 14 - Old Age 

This chapter presents a short midrash from B. B 'rachot 8b, where honoring elders 

who have lost their memory is equated to revering both sets of tablets from Sinai.122 

Isaacs's background information both reiterates the story as well as reminds readers of the 

biblical account wherein Moses destroyed the first set of tablets.123 In presenting the 

118Ibid. 
119Ibid. 
120Ibid., 74-75. 
121Ibid., 77. 
122Ibid., 79. 
123Ibid. 
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Jewish view ofrespect for the elderly, Isaacs cites Leviticus 19:32 and the related 

postings in modem Israeli buses, "where people are encouraged to give up their seat for 

an elderly person."124 Isaacs goes on to discuss the state of geriatric care in Jewish 

communities throughout the generations and even in America. 

Seemingly in contrast to the learning in this chapter, the second question that 

Isaacs asks readers is: " ... We do not seat as a judge in the Sanhedrin an old man or a 

eunuch or one who is childless. Can you think of an explanation for this ruling?"125 And, 

Isaacs asks learners to reflect on how they can treat their elders, when he asks: "What are 

various ways in which one can give honor to the elderly?" and "What are some special 

things that grandchildren might choose to do for grandparents to show them the special 

honor that Judaism recommends?"126 

Applicability for Teaching Midrash in Reform Jewish Day Schools 

Isaacs has created, inA Taste of Text, a compelling program for learning 

midrashic material. He consistently provided the best127 available Hebrew text, using 

clear and age-appropriate English that is very close to the Hebrew meaning. Isaacs 

presented questions that include considering how these texts apply to the modern student. 

And, although he has no specific teacher material, the background information and 

guiding questions would help a teacher lead a group through this volume. 

Most of the midrashim in the book do not relate to the Bible, and Isaacs does not 

provide the biblical narrative for those texts that do. The book presents midrashim as a 

124Ibid., 80. 
125Ibid., 82. 
126Ibid. 
127See above, the disclaimer that he makes in his introduction. The best texts would be vocalized Hebrew 

texts with parallel English translation. 
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method to transmit Jewish values and not as a subject area that should be studied for its 

own sake. To this end, Isaacs usually does not ask the reader to consider the motives of 

the authors nor does he press them to identify the structure of the midrashim. Isaacs does 

not discuss the rabbinic hermeneutics found in the midrashim. Additionally, Isaacs cites a 

number of non-midrashic sources that could confuse students with regard to content and 

chronology because they are not introduced in any formal manner. Examples include 

Isaac's citation of the Medieval writings of Abraham Ibn Ezra in Chapter 3 and his 

citation of both the thirteenth century kabbalistic text, the Zohar and Nachman of 

Bratzlav (who died in 1810) in Chapter 8. While several aspects of this book would be 

very helpful for a teacher of midrash, it does not, at present, meet the requirements for a 

curriculum for teaching midrash in the Reform Jewish day school. 

Neusner - Meet Our Sages, etc. 

Release and Course Sequence 

Jacob Neusner is a prolific author, a rabbi who was ordained at the Jewish 

Theological Seminary of America, and the preeminent scholar of rabbinic Judaism and 

texts. Neusner has written nearly 1000 books on Jewish subjects, most of which deal with 

rabbinic literature. In addition to his Ph.D. from Columbia University, he has been 

awarded "10 honorary degrees [and] 14 academic medals and prizes."128 During the end 

of the 1970s, Neusner wrote Meet Our Sages, 129 Learn Mishnah, 130 and Learn Talmud1 31 

128"Bard College I Faculty," last accessed March 3, 2014, 
http://www.bard.edu/academics/faculty/faculty.php?action=details&id=648. 

129Jacob Neusner, Meet Our Sages (New York: Behrman House, 1980). 
130Jacob Neusner, Learn Mishnah (New York: Behrman House, 1978). 
13 IJacob Neusner, Learn Talmud (New York: Behrman House, 1979). 
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and published them through Behrman House. 132 The three books were designed to 

"introduce [readers] to the oral Torah"133 during grades 6-9."134 Each of the three volumes 

approaches its subset of material in a topical manner so that a student learns "Who are 

Our Sages," "How do Sages Study Torah," "What is Mishnah_," "The Common and the 

Ordinary," "A Complete Passage of Talmud," and "The Talmud Speaks to Us About 

Beliefs and Deeds. "135 

Within each of the parts, and their constituent chapters, Neusner provides 

exposition about the title topic, frequently includes a source text in both Hebrew and 

English, and poses several guiding questions to challenge learners to both recall 

infonnation from the chapter and to apply it to their personal lives. In the following 

sections, I will detail several sections from the three volumes, in volume order. 

Contents 

Chapters 

The first volume of this series, Meet Our Sages, is 128 pages long, and includes 

six parts, each divided into short chapters: 

1. Who are Our Sages? 

2. How do You Become a Sage? 

3. What do Sages Do? 

4. How do Sages Study Torah? 

5. How do Sages Pray? 

132The other titles, Learn Mishnah, 1978, and Learn Talmud, 1979, were published before this title, but 
Neusner refers to them as the "two that follow" in the series (per his Preface to Meet the Sages). 

133Neusner, Meet Our Sages, 7. 
134http://www.behrmanhouse.com/store/ as ofNovember 24, 2013. 
135Selected titles from among the parts of the three volumes, in presented order (Sages, Mishnah_, Talmud). 
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6. Our Sages and Ourselves136 

The second volume of this series, Learn Mishnah, is 136 pages long, and includes four 

parts. The first part serves as a larger introduction to the material, in lieu of any formal 

introduction in the volume, and the subsequent parts are subdivided into chapters with 

texts and their analysis. The four parts have the following titles: 

I. What is Mishnah? 

2. The Common and the Ordinary 

3. The Holy and the Extraordinary 

4. Making Mishnah137 

The third, and final, volume of the series, Learn Talmud, is 166 pages long, and 

includes five parts. The first part serves as an introduction to the context of the texts and 

the remaining four parts each focus on a couple of texts and their analysis. The names of 

the parts are: 

1. What is the Talmud? 

2. Talmudic Analysis of Halakhah 

3. A Complete Passage of Talmud 

4. The Talmud Speaks to Us About Deeds and Beliefs 

5. The Talmud Speaks to Us About Beliefs and Deeds138 

Presentation Overview 

N eusner presents the sages as real men who lived in such a way as to embody 

Torah and therefore to become examples and teachers.139 This presentation spans this 

136Neusner, Meet Our Sages, 8. 
137Neusner, Learn Mishnah, 1. 
138Neusner, Learn Talmud, 2-3. 
139Neusner, Meet Our Sages, 13. 
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series and includes the sources of classical midrash. Neusner lays out a plan in Meet Our 

Sages to help students acquaint themselves with the sages and how the sages process text: 

First, we shall ask what questions we want a story to answer .... 

Second, we shall read the story, line by line .... Third, we shall 

stand back and read the story from beginning to end .... Fourth, we 

shall discuss the meaning of the story .... Finally, we shall try to 

draw out of the story the important truth for ourselves.140 

The sections below look to two of the six parts of Meet Our Sages to examine 

whether Neusner fulfills the goal of approaching text with questions and ultimately 

applying the learning to one's modern life. Following the examination of the two parts of 

Meet Our Sages, we move to Neusner's next work, Learn Mishnah. Just as in Meet Our 

Sages, Neusner outlines a plan for understanding the sages, so too does Neusner 

articulate a plan in Learn Mishnah to understand the individual texts that he presents in 

this volume: 

First we read the Mishnah and make certain we know the meaning 

of its words. Second we read the Mishnah to learn its meaning as a 
poem.141 

Most of the text in this volume functions, appropriately, to discuss Mishnah. And 

while some mishnayot contain midrashic material, only one of the examples from Learn 

Mishnah directly relates to the curricular questions that are the foundation of my work. 

After examining the two parts from Meet Our Sages, we continue with the chapter of 

Learn Mishnah that contains midrashic material. 

The final volume of this series, Learn Talmud, follows the same presentation as its 

predecessor, Learn Mislmah, but expands each of the mishnayot with talmudic 

explanation. Neusner presents texts that are halakhic, aggadic, and ones that are 

140Ibid., 17. 
141Neusner, Learn Mishnah, 5. 
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comprised of both types. His reason: "In a given chapter of the Talmud, you are likely to 

find halakhic and aggadic discussion (in that order)."142 This volume of exploring 

talmudic text can be summarized by the penultimate paragraph of the introductory 

chapter: 

But your work is not so easy. You have to understand the halakhic 

passage and the aggadic passage. And then you must ask yourself 
how the one and the other are related.143 

Having summarized the three volumes of the series, we move to the individual 

examples from each of the volumes. 

Meet Our Sages, Part 4 

In Part 4 of Meet the Sages, Neusner asks the title question: "How do sages study 

Torah?" He begins, in Chapter 14, by posing a question for the upcoming story: Do the 

Jewish people need additional revelation after Torah?144 Neusner explains, in this chapter, 

the reason for the question and the ramifications of either answer. Then, he offers several 

guiding questions to the student.145 The questions begin with comprehension and review 

("2. In what way is a sage like a prophet?") to application ("10. Do people nowadays 

believe that events of nature reveal something supernatural? ... What are the sorts of 

meanings people might come up with?").146 After allowing students the opportunity to 

reflect on the exposition, the next chapter presents the text. 

142Neusner, Learn Talmud, 11. 
143Ibid., 12. 
144Neusner, Meet Our Sages, 77. 
145Ibid., 77-79. 
146Neusner, Meet Our Sages; A Dictionary of Biblical Interpretation (London: Philadelphia: SCM Press; 

Trinity Press International, 1990), 79. 
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Chapter 15 presents the midrash147 of Rabbi Eliezer, Rabbi Yehoshua, and the 

Bat-Kol in the beit midrash148 from B. Bava Mtzia 59a-b.149 Neusner first rewrites the 

story in modern English. He then presents the text in parallel Hebrew and English and 

provides a word key for forty of the words or expressions from the text. Chapter 15 ends 

abruptly after the text with the analysis in the next chapter. 

Neusner uses Chapter 16 to conclude the analysis of the midrash from B. Bava 

M'tzia 59a-b by dissecting the story into its constituent parts. He shows that the structure 

of this midrash consists of three parts: "The first sets the stage for the second .... The 

second sets the stage for the third .... And the third resolves the problem of the whole."150 

Neusner, explaining the value of structure, points out the importance of climactic 

storytelling through situating the moral in the "high point of the pattern."151 Neusner also 

addresses the content of the midrash by describing key features-in this case, the Bat Kol 

as revelatory agent, the juxtaposition of natural proof to logical deduction, and the 

biblical verses used as proof text-to ensure that students with varying levels of Judaic, 

Hebrew, and historical knowledge have similar access. He concludes this chapter with 

guiding questions, like in Chapter 14.152 

The final chapter of Part 4, Chapter 17, readdresses the same midrash. Unlike the 

previous chapter, where Neusner explained the structure and content of the midrash, 

Chapter 17 hinges on relating the midrash to the reader's life. He poses that the argument 

between the sages in the midrash was not lofty, and Neusner presents a parallel in a 

147Typically, we refer to a "self-contained logical unit of rabbinic discussion ... " as asugya (Strack and 
Sternberger, Introduction to the Talmud and Midrash, 51. 

148The Bat-Kol (or echo of the Divine voice). The beit midrash (or study house). 
149Neusner, Meet Our Sages, 80-83. 
150Ibid., 87. 
151Ibid. 
152Ibid., 84-88. 

44 



modem issue: "It is as if you had a big fight in your synagogue about whether the 

president... sits on the left hand or on the right hand of the rabbi."153 Neusner also shows 

how this midrash establishes a level of authority for the sages through pious deduction 

that outweighs the authority of new revelation.154 Helping the reader to see the mastery of 

the author's presentation, Neusner asks the student to reflect on this question: "Why does 

the story seem complete without our knowing the topic of the dispute?"155 

The eighteen pages of Part 4 present a brief reading of one midrash in the context 

of the Talmud. In it, Neusner clearly follows his own rubric to provide the reader with a 

background question for the midrash, to read the text for individual content and as a 

whole, to understand the meaning of the midrash, and to make the text meaningful.156 

Meet Our Sages, Part 5 

A second example from the first volume is Meet the Sages, Part 5: "How do sages 

pray?" In the three chapters, Neusner again follows his methodology for acquainting the 

reader to the sages. The title question, "How do sages pray," indicates the chief concern 

that Neusner attempts to resolve through another midrash found in rabbinic literature. He 

begins Chapter 18 by addressing the term dignity as it applies to sages.157 Then he 

juxtaposes the idea of a sage who has dignity for himself to the idea of a miracle worker, 

who plays the prominent role in the upcoming midrash. 158 

The second chapter of Part 5 presents the midrash ofHoni the Circle-Drawer from 

Mishnah Taanit 3:8. In this chapter, Neusner discusses the way that dignity manifests 

153Ibid., 90. 

154Ibid., 91. 
155Ibid., 93. 
156Ibid., 17. 
157Neusner, Meet Our Sages, 97. 
158Ibid., 99. 
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itself in a predictable relationship in contrast to a "relationship of demands and threats 

[that] is unpredictable."159 Like the texts in other chapters, Neusner presents this midrash 

in parallel Hebrew and English with a word key for unusual words and phrases. Like 

other chapters with a text, this one ends abruptly after the word key.160 

The final chapter of Part 5 explains how the midrash works. Neusner divides the 

midrash, structurally, into five scenes: Roni boasting, too little rain, too much rain, too 

long, Roni boasting and resolution. 161 Neusner draws parallels between the unfulfilled 

boast in the first scene and the unresolved boast in the final scene; Roni, Neusner writes, 

"begs like a kid, but a kid should learn to grow up."162 This explanation also provides the 

relevant moral lesson for the reader who may learn to bring dignity into his or her 

relationships and to not use threats or boasts in an attempt to control the situation. 

Although Part 5 is shorter than the previous example: in terms of length of 

midrash, number of pages and number of chapters, Neusner is able to use the shorter text 

to further illustrate the thinking of the rabbinic author, to explain the way that the 

midrash is presented, and to make it relevant to the reader. 

Learn Mishnah, Chapter "What a Day!" 

Neusner begins this chapter with an explanation of the importance of certain days, 

and specifically the day ofYom Kippur.163 He uses this explanation to introduce the text 

ofMishnah Yoma 8:9, which Neusner presents first as a complete text in Hebrew with a 

word key. 164 Then, he divides the mishnah into two sections. In the first, Neusner presents 

159Ibid., 101. 
160Ibid., 101-104. 
161Ibid., 107-108. 
162Ibid., 110. 
163Neusner, Learn Mishnah, 85. 
164Ibid., 86-87. 
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text about forgiveness on Yorn Kippur found in some High Holiday Mahzorim. 165 In the 

second section, Neusner presents a midrash wherein Rabbi Akiva offers two biblical texts 

that compare God to the mikveh.166 After offering this midrash, Neusner writes about 

personal relevance for the two sections ofMishnah Yoma 8:9.167 

This volume of the series, per its title, is directed at learning Mishnah which, in 

general, are not midrashic in character. Finding material from this volume to illustrate a 

continuation of midrashic reasoning from the first volume proved difficult, and I do not 

use the material from this book in the analysis, below. 

Learn Talmud, Part 3 

The third part of Learn Talmud, "A Complete Passage of Talmud," illustrates 

some of the core ways that this volume approaches talmudic text. Part 3 begins with a 

chapter titled, "I Didn't Really Mean It," which presents the beginning ofMishnah 

Nedarim 9. Neusner uses the chapter on this Mishnah to explain the context of the 

rabbinic text, detail the need for the ruling on vows, clarify the technical terms that the 

text uses to describe vows, and present some modern examples of the permissibility of 

making and breaking vows. 168 The chapter continues with the text of the Mishnah in two 

parts, each presented in parallel Hebrew and English with a word key. 

In Chapter 10, Neusner shows how the Talmud explains the meaning of the 

Mishnah. Specifically, he points to a comment in the Mishnah169 that two talmudic rabbis 

165i.e. Chaim Stern, Gates of Repentance the New Union Prayerbookfor the Days of Awe, gender
inclusive edition (New York: Central Conference of American Rabbis, 1996), 324.Richard N. Levy, On 

Wings of Awe: A Machzorfor Rosh Hashanah and Yam Kippur (B'nai B'rith Hillel Foundations, 1985), 

266. 
166Neusner, Learn Mishnah, 91. 
167Ibid., 92-93. 
168Neusner, Learn Talmud, 44--46. 

169The general talmudic phrase: mai X ( m 'NTJ ), and in this case: mai "ain nedarim"? ( D 111J PK 'KY.l ) 
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analyze. 170 He presents vocalized Hebrew171 parallel to an English translation and 

accompanied by a word key. Directly after the passage, Neusner explains the text to the 

reader to ensure that both the technical language and the structure of the argument are 

clear. 172 

Chapter 11 continues to present part of the tahnudic response to Chapter 9 of 

Mishnah Nedarim. In this case, Neusner demonstrates that tl1e Talmud draws upon 

Scripture to affirm the statements made by the earlier rabbis of the Mishnah. Specifically, 

in the section of Talmud presented, the rabbis of the Tahnud assert that their predecessor 

knew about a case of vows from the Torah which he applied to this case.173 Neusner 

explains this part of the text, which he calls "a complicated passage,"174 in summary of 

the parallel Hebrew and English translation of this section of the talmudic passage.175 The 

remainder of this chapter presents a tangential discussion about people "who are as good 

as dead."176 

For the purposes of this paper, Chapter 12 provides the most relevant content. 

Neusner named this chapter, "Expanding the Explanation," and he presents both halakhic 

and aggadic content that follow the tahnudic passages in the preceding chapters of Learn 

Talmud. Beginning with expository notes, Neusner presents the next two sections of the 

tahnudic discourse including both law and lore in sequence. In short, Neusner says of the 

lore in Tahnud: 

I 70Neusner, Learn Talmud, 50. 
I 71Depending on classification systems, we could call this Middle Hebrew 2 or Aramaic, as with much of 

l'shon Talmud. Since this does not detract from the overall discussion, we will continue to use the word 
Hebrew to describe the language of these texts. 

I 72Neusner, Learn Talmud, 50-54. 
I 73Ibid., 57. 
I74Ibid. 
175Ibid., 56-57. 
I 76Ibid., 59. 
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The aggadah is more than an amusing story. It is a serious tale and 

makes an important point. The point is precisely the same as the 

purpose of the halakhah. ... Both say the same thing. But one says 

its truth as an abstract rule .... The other says its truth in a concrete 

way .... The Talmud's arrangers and writers present the two 

together .... 177 

The Tahnud is not a work of midrash but includes midrash as both halakhic and 

aggadic material. However, the Talmud's arrangers, by placing these materials into the 

commentary of the Mishnah, remove some of the framework that makes midrash unique. 

In fact, Neusner makes this point clear at the end of the next chapter when he writes: 

"[Talmud] exercises other sorts of freedom as well. The aggadic tale ... surely exists on 

its own ... and not merely to serve our Talmudic discussion .... "178 

In the final chapter of this part of Learn Talmud, Neusner presents the previous 

texts as a whole and asks the reader to decide whether his divisions were appropriate. He 

reiterates the opening question of the volume: "What is Tahnud?," and he provides four 

answers aligned with the discussion throughout Part 3.179 His conclusion allows the reader 

to continue other talmudic passages in this volume. 

Learn Talmud, Part 5 

Part 5 of Learn Talmud is an extension of the Learn Mishnah chapter, "What a 

Day!" It draws upon the same source text-Mishnah Yoma 8:9-and shows how the 

Talmud comments on this text. When detailing that chapter of Learn Mishnah, this paper 

discussed the midrashic component of the latter section of the Mishnah, so we will not 

detail the introductory chapter of Part 5. 

l 77Ibid., 67. 

l 78Ibid., 84. 
I 79Ibid., 82-84. 
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Chapter 20, "Explaining the Mishnah," presents four sections of talmudic 

c01mnentary to the Mishnah. Each one of them includes midrashic components that either 

cite Scripture or are purely aggadic in character. Neusner, in keeping with the premise of 

this volume, does not approach the texts from this perspective. Instead, he focuses on 

how this components function in the broader reading of the talnmdic passage. For 

instance, he writes, "The story is not told at random or without purpose. It is part of a 

careful discussion of the notion that if you have a grievance, don't keep it in."180 

The remainder of Part 5 and this volume are dedicated to reiterating the broad 

theme of the rabbis' approach to Yom Kippur and how modem Jews utilize the same 

sentiments. He writes using phrases that make the text relevant to a modern audience. 

Applicability for Teaching Midrash in Reform Jewish Day Schools 

In this series, Neusner presents a purposeful plan of study. A student could, in 

three subsequent years (or even tenns), approach each of the volumes sequentially. In 

writing this series, Neusner used a spiral curriculum to present the sages, their work, and 

ongoing expansion of that work. The series as a whole assumed only that the students 

were Jewish and that their level of English comprehension was of a middle grade level. 

Neusner presented all Hebrew text with vowel pointing and he provided a word list after 

each reading with all words that were not proper nouns. And, although he presented the 

Hebrew text, a student without Hebrew decoding ski1ls could further rely on the 

translation. In a classroom environment, a teacher could use the parallel texts from the 

individual chapters or the Hebrew-only text from the back of the book. Neusner did not 

make sweeping statements of faith or practice meaning that his series could be studied 

l 80Ibid., 136. 
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without the possible shaming of students who can not see their experience in the text. 

Further, each chapter drew upon the content from the previous chapters and alluded to 

more information that would be answered in either the subsequent chapters or the 

subsequent volume(s). From a pedagogical standpoint_, this creates a sense of comfort 

with the material for students of various backgrounds and levels of Hebrew reading 

ability. 

All three volumes present the source text in both languages; however, since 

Neusner's examples do not draw upon Scripture in its context, and he does not provide 

the context to the student. Neusner does point out the possible motives of the author(s) 

and compiler(s) of the text and directs the student to the structure of the text in order to 

understand its message. In general, Neusner does not point out hermeneutical statements 

in the text. Also, Neusner does not connect the reading of rabbinic text with the possible 

ways one might read other religious or secular texts. 

Neusner presents the rabbinic texts based on the specific goal of understanding the 

sages, their concerns, and how the dilemmas in the text relate to the modern student. 

These goals are very appropriate, and they provide an alternate direction to the model that 

I presented in the introduction. Specifically, Neusner draws upon texts that relate to 

certain themes while I suggest focusing on biblical narratives with which students will 

already have familiarity. Also, Neusner does not provide any guidance for teachers 

which, I assert, is a necessity for this field. However, Neusner's primary focus is to teach 

the rabbinic texts as an important subject area-aligned directly with the goals of this 

project. Unfortunately, this series is dedicated to the study of rabbinic literature as it is 

ultimately canonized into the Mishnah and Babylonian Talmud. While the first volume is 
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general enough to use in a class on midrash and some of the texts in the other two 

volumes would be appropriate in such a class, the presentation of the latter two volumes 

are not. This series provides good resources for the teacher of midrash, but does not 

satisfy the requirements of this project. 

Rossel, et al - The Book of Legends for Young Readers 

Release and Course Sequence 

Seymour Rossel is an independently ordained rabbi, ~uthor of Jewish texts, and 

president of his own publication house Rossel Books. 181 According to his biography on 

the Rossel Books website, he has written over 30 books and edited around 300.182 Rossel 

wrote a two volume series called Sefer Ha-Aggadah - The Book of Legends for Young 

Readers, published by UAHC Press in 1996 and 1998, respectively. In the year between, 

UAHC Press published a Teacher's Guide and Activity Book for the first volume, written 

by other authors. 

The first volume of the series has the same name that I used for the title of the 

series183 and presents a selection of rewritten aggadic tales from the first section of Bialik 

and Ravnitzky's work of a similar name.184 According to the introduction of this volume, 

Rossel is presenting "legends about the Bible and its main characters and events."185 The 

Activity Book, as the name implies, provides activities for students to demonstrate their 

l 81I have been unable to verify that Rossel was ordained by a beit din of three rabbis in New York, in the 
year 2000. 

182"About Seymour Rossel," last accessed March 3, 2014, http://www.rossel.net/About_Rossel.htm 

183 Seymour Rossel, Sefer Ha-Aggadah: The Book of Legends.for Young Readers (New York: UAHC 
Press, 1996). 

l 84Hayyim Nahman Bialik and Yehoshua I;Iana Ravnitzky, The Book of Legends = Sefer Ha-Aggadah: 

Legends.from the Talmud and Midrash, trans. William G. Braude (New York: Schocken Books, 1992). 
l 85Rossel, Sefer Ha-Aggadah, x. 
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ability to recall information from the primary text.186 The Teacher's Guide claims that it 

was "written to maximize the usefulness of this book of legends for young readers as an 

educational resource."187 Rossel's second volume uses the sub-title, "Tales of the 

Sages,"188 which correlates with the second part of the Bialik and Ravnitzky book. The 

Google Books web service describes the primary texts as a "collection [that] has been 

rendered in appealing modem language and richly illustrated in full color for readers ages 

8-12."189 

Before considering the presentation and pedagogical relevance of these books, I 

first address the source material, the background of the authors, and a content issue. 

Bialik and Ravnitzky were "two leading representatives of the Hebrew renascence in 

Russia" at the tum of the twentieth century.190 Their goal was to restore the "'beautiful 

palace' in which 'the spirit and souls of the Jews permanently dwelled' ... to its original 

state of 'pristine glory."'191 Bialik and Ravnitzky had to choose which midrashim they 

would include in Sefer Ha-Aggadah. David Stem writes in the introduction to William 

Braude's translation: 

Bialik and Ravnitzky spent three years combing through the 
entirety of Rabbinic literature in order to select what appeared to 
them 'the best' of aggadic tradition-best, that is, in their 

judgement, which, though in general highly reliable, certainly 
reflected the biases of their age .... [For instance,] ifthe two halves 
of what seemed to them a single Aggadah were found in separate 
sources, they combined them. When the aggadic passages were in 

---------
186 Ann D Ko:ffsky, Activity Book for Sefer Ha-Aggadah: The Book a/Legends for Young Readers. (New 

York, N.Y.: UAHC Press, 1997). 

187Ellen Singer, A Teacher's Guide to Sefer Ha-Aggadah: The Book a/Legends for Young Readers (New 

York: UAHC Press, 1997), v. 

188Seymour Rossel, Sefer Ha-Aggadah: The Book of Legends for Young Readers, Volume 2 (New York: 
UAHC Press, 1998). 

189http://books.google.com as of November 24, 2013. 

190Bialik and Ravnitzlcy, The Book of Legends, xvii. 

191Ibid. 
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Aramaic ... they faithfully translated them into a contemporary 

Hebrew .... 192 

Whether Rossel began with the Hebrew text-albeit, sometimes a translation of Aramaic 

-or Braude's English translation, the presentation of Se/er Ha-Aggadah is a rewritten 

narrative, and Rossel's books mirror that presentation. In some ways, Bialik and 

Ravnitzky's book-and by extension, Rossel's-makes studying the structure and literary 

aspects of the midrashic text very difficult. 

Contents 

Chapters 

Each of the two volumes consist of twelve chapters, and within each chapter, 

Rossel relates three aggadic tales. However, these two texts, by themselves, are not 

arranged as text books and contain neither guiding questions nor analysis by the author. 

In contrast, the Teacher's Guide provides a :framework for using the first volume in a 

classroom setting. The author of the Teacher's Guide, "Ellen Singer[,] is a freelance 

writer who specializes in Jewish subjects. She received her master's degree from the 

Jewish Theological Seminary ... and has worked in the field of Jewish education for over 

sixteen years."193 In the introduction to the Teacher's Guide, Singer offers a seven-part 

guide for approaching each chapter ofRossel's first volume: 

1. Biographies of the Tale's Protagonists ... 

2. Background for the Teacher ... 

192Ibid., xviii-xix. 
193Singer's book doe not offer a biography of the author, but by contacting URJ Press, I was able to 

identify a second book that she coauthored. This quote is taken from that book: Ellen Singer and 
Bernard M. Zlotowitz, Our Sacred Texts: Discovering the Jewish Classics (New York, N.Y: URJ Press, 

1992), back cover. 
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3. Motivational Action or Starter ... 

4. Classroom Discussion ... 

5. Classroom Activities ... 

6. Family Discussion Activities ... 

7. Answer Key .... 194 

Since the first volume, with the Activity Book and Teacher's Guide, can be 

construed as a cmTiculum, while the second volume cannot, this project focuses on the 

former. Those texts are relatively short: Rossel's first volume is 67 pages long; the 

Activity Book is 60 pages long; and, the Teacher's Guide, with twelve chapters to match 

the text, is 40 pages long. 

Presentation Overview 

Rossel's two volumes can only be considered a curriculum when partnered with 

tools for planning lessons such as Singer's Teacher's Guide. With this addition, Rossel's 

first volume becomes a model for teaching midrash. From the earliest lesson, Singer 

presents the midrashim from a literary perspective: "These are not explanations that we 

have to take literally. Rather we learn from them that ancient peoples, just like people 

today, sought to order their lives by providing answers to some very basic life 

questions."195 Singer approaches the text as if writing a detailed lesson plan-providing 

background infonnation for the teacher, suggesting framing questions, and offering 

activity and discussion ideas. However, it is important to note that Rossel's book does not 

include the Hebrew text nor a citation of the source of the midrash. Instead, he relies on a 

brief bracketed numbering system that the careful reader can use to find his source within 

194Singer, A Teacher's Guide to Sefer Ha-Aggadah, v. 
195Ibid., I. 
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Se/er Ha-Aggadah. In other words, a student who reads the rewritten midrash in Rossel's 

book would need to decipher the bracketed numbers, find the midrash in Bialik and 

Ravnitzky's text (or Braude translation), and use that book to determine the source text. In 

the following sections, I will outline two of the chapters of Rossel's first volume through 

the instructional voice of Singer's Teacher's Guide. 

Chapter 5 - "A Time to Pray, A Time to Act" 

In six pages, including one full-page illustration, Rossel presents three midrashim 

under the title, "A Time to Pray, A Time to Act." The first and longest midrash centers 

around the Exodus from Egypt whereby Nahshon leads the people into the Sea of Reeds 

through courage of faith. The second midrash describes the water on either side of the 

Sea of Reeds coaxing the Egyptian horses to enter. And, the final midrash tells a parable 

to explain God's reason for giving manna on a daily basis.196 

Rossel placed this chapter between an aggadah about the burning bush before, 

and an aggadah about revelation at Sinai after; following the arrangement in Bialik's 

Se/er Ha-Aggadah, Rossel is naITating the Bible in its own sequence. Rossel's concern for 

structure ends there; the text is accessible for youth, but not explained. To address 

pedagogical concerns means turning to Singer's Teacher's Guide. 

Chapter 5, in the Teacher's Guide, is three pages long. 197 Singer begins with a 

biography of Moses as a leader learning to lead, connecting the first midrash to Moses's 

earlier actions and the actions that he takes in this midrash.198 In the next section, she 

presents context for the teacher: 

196Rossel, Sefer Ha-Aggadah, 24-29. 
197Singer, A Teacher's Guide to Sefer Ha-Aggadah, 15-17. 
l 98Ibid., 15. 
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Moses, Pharaoh, and the Children of Israel all play central roles in 
the three stories in this chapter. But the primary role is occupied by 
God, as the shaper of our destiny when we leave Egypt and begin 
our experience in the wilderness. In these stories, God is 
characterized as both an external force and an internal one.199 

Singer helps the teacher see how this context is applicable for all three stories in 

the chapter.200 Since her audience is the classroom teacher, Singer then presents an 

opening activity for the class session; in this case, she recommends students brainstorm 

examples of the two title options: When should one pray? When should one act?201 

Assuming that the teacher and class have read the text after the opening activity, Singer 

continues with a single prescribed classroom discussion question followed by five 

optional questions. The prescribed question, is both multipart and moves students from 

recalling information in the text to putting the students in the place of the character: 

How did Moses respond to the situation at the Sea of Reeds? 
Which did he choose, prayer or action? Can prayer be a form of 
taking action? Why? Why not?202 

Singer also provides three classroom activities for the teacher. Understanding that 

teachers might not have a strong base knowledge, she provides significant assistance in 

the prompts. For instance: 

199Ibid. 
200Ibid. 
201Ibid. 
2021bid. 
203Ibid., 16. 

In "A Time to Pray, A Time to Act," we are taught the importance 
of prayer and action. Bring siddurim to class and, together with the 
students, examine bakashot, which are special prayers of request 
contained within the text of our main prayers like the Amidah. 

Bakashot also thank God for many such qualities .... 203 
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The Teacher's Guide provides three activities that the teacher can send home to 

engage the family in discussion and answers to the activities in the Activity Book.204 The 

Activity Book has five activities for Chapter 5, presented on five pages.205 The first 

activity is a short paragraph missing key words which are given in a word bank below. 

Students are reminded, "As you've done in earlier chapters, fill in the blank spaces .... "206 

The second activity asks students to write an acrostic prayer using their names as the key 

letters.207 The third activity is a stylized maze to guide the twelve letters from one end of 

the Sea of Reeds to the other, spelling the name of the hero, Nahshon of Judah.208 The 

fourth activity is page of questions drawing upon the midrash and the rabbinic dictum 

"Say little, do much" from Pirkei Avot:209 

What do you think is the meaning of each of the sayings: "Actions 
speak louder than words"; "Say little, do much"? 
Did Nahshon follow these sayings? Did Moses? 
Which do you think is more important, prayers or actions? 
List three actions you think are "louder than words." Explain your 
choices.210 

The final activity asks students, in order to advertise for manna on God's behalf, to draw 

a product picture and, "List 3 selling points. "211 

Chapter 8 - Deborah, Woman of Light 

Chapter 8, "Deborah, Woman of Light," is one of the shortest chapters in Rossel's 

book with only four pages of text.212 The chapter presents three midrashim relating to a 

204Ibid., 17. 
205Koffsky, Activity Book for Sefer Ha-Aggadah, 21-25. 
206Ibid., 21. 
207Ibid., 22. 
208Ibid., 23. 
209Mishnah Avot 1: 15, although the Activity Book does not cite the dictum. 
210Koffsky, Activity Book for Sefer Ha-Aggadah, 24. 
211Ibid., 25. 
212There is also a full-page illustration on a fifth page in this chapter. 
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female protagonist. The first midrash asks how Deborah received the honorific, "Woman 

ofLight."213 The second midrash fills in the reason for Ruth's verbosity when saying to 

her mother-in-law, "Where you go I shall go .... ,"214 by providing dialog between the two 

women.215 The final midrash of this chapter provides a parable to explain Hannah's prayer 

to God in the opening ofl Sanmel.216 Unlike the earlier chapters, Rossel breaks the 

biblical sequence in presentation, perhaps to link the three female protagonists together. 

Although this chapter follows an introduction to the time of the Judges, the midrash from 

Ruth does not fit into the order of the Hebrew Bible.217 However, this presentation does 

match Bialik's ordering of the same midrashim in Sefer Ha-Aggadah.218 

In the Teacher's Guide, Singer begins by describing the biblical women 

protagonists of these three midrashim. She includes: 

This story highlights [Deborah's] wisdom and helps explain why 
she was chosen by God .... Noaomi is quick to make certain that 
Ruth's decision is based on more than a daughter-in-law's 

devotion .... [Hannah's] prayers are answered with the birth of an 
especially blessed son.219 

In the next section, Singer provides context for the teacher. Compared to the other eleven 

chapters, this is among the longest of the contextual descriptions provided in the book.220 

This might be because of the expected ignorance of teachers surrounding these biblical 

stories which are canonized outside of the Pentateuch. The opening activity for this 

213Rossel, Sejer Ha-Aggadah, 41-43. 
214Ruth 1:16. 
215Rossel, Sefer Ha-Aggadah, 43-44. 
216Ibid., 45. 
217The Masoretic Text presents the Pentateuch, the prophetic books, and the sacred writings, in that order. 

The biblical accounts of both Deborah and Naomi are part of the prophetic literature whereas Ruth is a 
book from the sacred writings. 

218Deborah, Ruth, and Naomi are presented in Section I, Chapter 6, Numbers 20, 47, and 54, respectively. 
219Singer, A Teacher's Guide to Sefer Ha-Aggadah, 25. 
220Ibid. 
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session consists of asking students to name historical Jewish women who would be 

considered "great," and to define "greatness."221 

Singer presents a single prescribed discussion topic for the classroom: "Do you 

think Deborah, Naomi, Ruth, and Hannah were great women of Jewish history? Why? 

Why not?"222 This discussion point connects the opening activity to the midrashim in this 

chapter. It also introduces for the outside observer a question of delimiting biblical 

narrative, aggadic material, and history. As with other chapters, Singer presents other 

optional discussion questions. Following classroom discussion, Singer presents three 

activities for the classroom. All three activities are time consuming and require additional 

supplies; in excerpt, they are: 

1. In consultation with your art teacher, have the students 
make candles ... [and] raise money for tzedakah by selling 

their candles ... . 
2. In consultation with your art teacher, have the students 

make their own mezuzot .. .. 
3. Have the class make sandwiches ... to give to the 

homeless .... 223 

Chapter 8 of the Teacher's Guide continues with three family discussion questions 

focused on Torah study, conversion, and the role of Jewish women in the family, 

respectively.224 And, the chapter closes with the answers to the Activity Book.225 

The Activity Book provides five activities for Chapter 8.226 TI1e first activity 

consists of finding the appropriate words in the word bank to fill in the blanks of a 

22llbid., 26. 
222Ibid. 
223Ibid., 26--27. 
224Ibid., 27. 
225Jbid. 
226Koffsky, Activity Book for Sefer Ha-Aggadah, 36. 
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descriptive paragraph.227 This is the same opening activity as each of the other chapters, 

and the author agrees: "Here we go again!"228 The four focus questions of the second 

activity ask students to consider leadership traits and includes two narratives outside of 

the scope ofRossel's text: "Name the leader you admire most. What qualities does he or 

she have that you admire? What qualities did Joseph have? Why did God pick Deborah to 

be a leader? Why did God pick Moses to be a leader?"229 The third activity asks students 

to consider the positive consequences of a single good deed. 230 The fourth activity is a 

board game for two students to ask one another questions about the stories in Rossel's 

text.231 The final activity, called "Focus on Prayers of Request," asks students to 

"compose a prayer asking God for something you consider important enough to pray 

for."232 

Applicability for Teaching Midrash in Reform Jewish Day Schools 

This series, taken as a whole, has some promising features for applicability in a 

Reform Jewish day school. It meets the three general needs that I posed above:233 relates 

to "common Bible stories," focuses on aggadah, and includes teacher training. The first 

volume with the Teacher's Guide focuses exclusively on midrashim around biblical 

narrative. Six of the twelve chapters consist of midrash related to biblical events from 

Creation through Revelation at Sinai. All of the text is aggadic in nature, making it more 

accessible for students. And, Singer's detailed lesson plans go a long way toward 

227Ibid. 
228Ibid. 
229Ibid., 37. 
230Ibid., 38. 
231Ibid., 39. 
232Ibid., 40. 
233c.f. above, (1 :Curricular Goals). 
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educating a teacher who might be less familiar with one or more of the narratives or may 

feel uncomfortable designing activities around the topics. However, certain needs that I 

articulated earlier are not met by this model. 

The text does not ask students to read the midrash in parallel with the biblical 

narrative. This could be remedied by the teacher's direction. Additionally, the original 

text is never considered a part of the lesson. The level of obfuscation between the source 

text that Bialik and Ravnitzky cite through their creative, albeit pious, reweaving, and 

finally Rossel's translation for young people, means that students are not studying 

midrash, per se, but stories. Further, neither Rossel nor Singer probe into the motives of 

the authors or compilers of the work except insofar as to say that aggadah provided a 

means to teach morals.234 Neither author attempts to deconstruct the midrash from a 

structural or literary perspective nor do they consider the hermeneutics used in the text. 

The Activity Book does not seem to be on the same level as the Teacher's Guide in 

terms of pedagogy or student age appropriateness. While the expected audience is 

students aged 8-12, the activities, illustrations, and level of repetition appear to be 

targeted toward only the youngest students in the range. For instance, as I pointed out 

above, each chapter begins with a fill-in-the-blank paragraph with word key. 

Some of the material in the Teacher's Guide would be easily adapted into a 

curriculum that meets the needs expressed above. Specifically, the lesson planning 

elements-dividing the material into reading, generating discussion, and asking families 

to consider larger questions-and the specific questions that Singer poses, are sound 

pedagogical tools. While the individual midrashim and their grouping would be 

appropriate for such a class, the presentation would need to be changed to include biblical 

234c.fRossel, Sefer Ha-Aggadah, ix. and Singer, A Teacher's Guide to Se:fer Ha-Aggadah, v. 
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material, attention to hermeneutical principles, and an eye for structure. Additionally, 

depending on the language skills of the students, using the original language for the 

midrashim might be appropriate. So, while this series presents strong lesson plans for its 

own goals, it does not satisfy the requirements of this project. 

Simon, et al - The Rabbis' Bible 

Release and Course Sequence 

Between 1965 and 1975, Behrman House Publishing released a three volume text 

titled The Rabbis' Bible with student activity books and teacher resource books. The three 

authors of this series were Solomon Simon, Morrison David Bial, and Abraham 

Rothberg. The primary author, Simon, primarily wrote Yiddish books and authored this 

series in the last years of his life. His coauthor for the first two volumes, Bial was a 

congregational rabbi who, according to the announcement of his memorial service, was 

so deeply committed to Jewish education that his congregation named its religious school 

in his honor.235 Simon's coauthor on the third volume, Rothberg, was primarily noted as a 

fiction writer. The New York Times, announcing his death in 2011, wrote that his 

background was in English literature and creative writing.236 Surprisingly only one of the 

three authors had a background in Jewish education or Jewish religious texts. 

The three volumes, titled The Torah, The Early Prophets, and The Later Prophets, 

presents what the preface to Volume I describes as, "an abridged version of the [biblical 

235Ferdie De Vaga, "Memorial Service to Honor Rabbi," Ocala Star-Banner, July 29, 2004, accessed 
March 7, 2014, http://news.google.com/newspapers? 
nid=l356&dat=20040729&id=bwJQAAAAIBAJ&sjid=AwkEAAAAIBAJ&pg=6591,6348564 . 

236Dennis Hevesi, "Abraham Rothberg, Who Wrote ofGolem and Stalin, Dies at 89," New York Times, 
April 18, 2011, accessed March 7, 2014, http://www.nytimes.com/2011/04/14/books/abraham-rothberg
who-wrote-of-golem-and-stalin-dies-at-89.html?_r=O. NB there is a date inconsistency between the 
web address and the print date. 
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text] .... "237 Behrman House designed the first volume for grades 5-6, the second volume 

for grades 7-8, and the third volume for grades 8-9.238 According to the Behnnan House 

website, this text "bridges the gap between Bible stories and scholarly exegesis. A 

sampling of the [biblical text] is illuminated by traditional commentary keyed to the text, 

which appears directly beneath it on every page."239 

Contents 

Chapters 

The first volume of this series, The Torah, is a 221 page abbreviated Pentateuch 

which is divided into five sections by biblical book and subdivided based on individual 

biblical accounts. For the book of Genesis, Simon and Bial present eleven chapters: 

"Creation," "Cain and Abel; Noah," "Abram," "Sodom and Gomorrah," The Binding of 

Isaac," "Jacob and Esau," "Jacob and Rachel," "Joseph and his Brethren," "Joseph in 

Egypt," and "Israel in Egypt." In contrast, Exodus is represented by seven chapters in this 

volume, Leviticus by two chapters, and Numbers and Deuteronomy are each assigned 

four chapters. To put it another way, Genesis and Exodus,240 which compose almost half 

of the material of the Pentateuch, are two-thirds of the content of this volume.241 This may 

indicate a desire to focus on biblical narratives that are the most familiar to students. 

The second volume of this series is called The Early Prophets, and it too presents 

an abbreviated biblical text. In this case, Simon and Bial divide the book into six chapters 

in parallel with the biblical books: Joshua, Judges, I Samuel, II Samuel, I Kings, and II 

237Solomon Simon and Morrison David Bial, The Rabbis' Bible: The Torah (New York: Behrman House, 
1966), 3. 

238http://www.behrmanhouse.com/store/ as ofNovember 24, 2013. 
239http://www.behrmanhouse.com/store/ as ofNovember 24, 2013. 
240As well as the six introductory pages: title, bibliographic material, preface, and table of contents. 
241Simon and Bia!, The Rabbis' Bible: The Torah, 5-6. 
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Kings. Each of the biblical books :includes three, four, five, or six chapters dedicated to 

individual biblical accounts. In total, this volume includes 28 chapters in 231 pages.242 

The Later Prophets is the final volume of this series, and while Simon continues 

to be the primary author, he is joined by Rothberg in place of Bial. As its name indicates, 

this volume covers the prophetic literature in Isaiah, Jeremiah, Ezekiel, and the Twelve 

Minor Prophets. However, the chapter layout varies from the earlier volumes. The Later 

Prophets is divided into sections named after biblical books, but these are the numbered 

chapters. Additionally, the number of chapters for each biblical book varies; each of the 

minor prophets has one chapter while Isaiah and Jeremiah each have five chapters and 

Ezekiel has three.243 

In all three books, Simon et al use bracketed numbers to introduce each midrash, 

and at the end of the book, these numbers function like endnotes to denote the source 

texts. Since the curricular goals for this project pair midrash with paras hat hashavua, the 

following sections present material from the first book only; however, this is 

representative of the other two volumes.244 

Presentation 

The Teacher's Guide begins with the warning: "This is a book of examples and 

suggestions, not a curriculum. "245 Each chapter describes how teachers might approach 

the material through the headers: Aim, Text, Approach, Lesson, Modifications, Alternate 

Lessons, and Homework. 246 Additionally, the Teacher's Guide indicates for the teacher 

242Solomon Simon and Morrison David Bial, The Rabbis' Bible: The Early Prophets (New York: Behnnan 
House, 1966), 7-9. 

243Solomon Simon and Abraham Rothberg, The Rabbis' Bible: The Later Prophets (New York: Behmrnn 
House, 1966), "Contents." 

244c.f. above, (!:Curricular Goals). 
245Teacher 's Guide for The Rabbis' Bible Volume 1: Torah (New York: Behrman House, 1969), 5. 
246c.f. Teacher's Guide for The Rabbis' Bible Volume 1: Torah., 22-27. 
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the pages in the text book that correspond to the individual chapter, the subset of pages 

upon which the lesson will focus, the midrashim upon which the lesson will focus, and 

the pages in the Resource Book that correspond with the text book and Teacher's Guide. 

The Resource Book is out of print, and I was unable to acquire a copy for this project. 

Chapter 3 -Abram 

This chapter includes the abbreviated biblical narrative of Genesis 11 - 16.247 

Simon and Bial's subheadings denote the primary pericopes in this chapter: "From Shem 

to Abraham [sic]," "Abram Arrives in Canaan," "Abram Parts from Lot," "Abram in 

Battle with Four Kings," "God's Covenant with Abram," and "Ishmael is Bom."248 In the 

section "From Shem to Abraham," the biblical text provides the lineage to Abram and 

one of the three associated midrashim describes the events of "Abram and the Idol Shop," 

wherein the young Abram upsets two customers that attempt to buy idols from his 

father's store.249 Simon and Bial cite Genesis Rabbah 38:18 as the source of this midrash 

while the Vilna edition of Genesis Rabbah lists it as 38:13 and Albeck's critical edition 

lists it as 38:25.250 Later in the same chapter, in the section "Abram Arrives in Canaan," 

the biblical text includes the sentence: 

So Abram took his wife Sarai, and his nephew Lot, with all their 
possessions that they had accumulated, and the souls that they had 
acquired in Haran; [3] and they set out for the land of Canaan; and 
into the land of Canaan they came.251 

247Simon and Bial, The Rabbis' Bible: The Torah, 23. 
248Ibid., 23-31. 
249Ibid., 25-26. 
250Both accessed through the Bar-flan Responsa Project. For the citation, see Ibid., 222. 
25llbid., 27. 
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Since the page heading indicates the source of the biblical text-in this case, "GENESIS 

12:3, 5-7, 9-the reader can easily identify this verse as Genesis 12:5 by looking in a 

Bible.252 The bracketed number three-[3]-corresponds to a text below the line: 

[3] THE SOULS THEY HAD ACQUIRED: All the wise men of 
the earth together could not create a mosquito. Yet we read that 
Abram was "acquiring souls, [sic]" (the Hebrew refers to "the 
souls he created"). How does one "create souls"? 
He who brings a person near to God is as though he had created 

him, answers the Midrash .... 253 

The other half of the midrash is inconsequential to the analysis of this book. 

Simon and Bia] provide, in this midrash, one example of how they translated the 

midrashim. In the biblical text, they retain the JPS translation of "souls ... acquired."254 

However, in the midrash, they point out the Hebrew meaning, to which the midrashic 

author is responding. In this example, like the previous one, Simon and Bial's citation of 

Genesis Rabbah 39:21 does not correlate to either the Vilna or Albeck editions of 

Genesis Rabbah.255 Although this project does not criticize the editing of the book, 

students benefit from well cited sources in that they would be able to find the original text 

and that they learn about the importance of citation in scholarly literature. 

The Teacher's Guide suggests that students read the first four pages of the biblical 

text and the first five midrashim.256 It states the aim: "To emphasize Abram's iconoclasm ; 

to make the idea of iconoclasm relevant and attractive to the students, and to explore its 

252Ibid. 
253Ibid. 
254The Holy Scriptures According to the Masoretic Text (Philadelphia: The Jewish Publication Society of 

America, 1917). 
255In the Vilna edition, the midrash is included in Genesis Rabbah 39:14; in Albeck, Genesis Rabbah 39:5. 

Both were found through the Bar-flan Responsa Project. For the location of Simon and Bial's citation, 
see Simon and Bial, The Rabbis 'Bible: The Torah, 222. 

256The first four midrashim are all labeled [I], and Simon and Bial present them as a single narrative. c.f. 
Teacher's Guide, 22. 
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implications."257 The Teacher's Guide also uses the heading, "Approach," to describe how 

the teacher might use the text and introduces the lesson: "The Biblical text tells us the 

bare essentials .... The Midrashim fill in some of the details .... The lesson explores the 

danger of new ideas both to the established order and to those who propound the new 

ideas, as well as the rewards for the latter. It then brings the matter as close to home as 

possible for the students."258 The lesson is presented, primarily, as a list of eight questions 

with some suggested answers, all of which are based on the midrash text and not the 

biblical narrative.259 The questions begin with recollection-"Why did Nimrod persecute 

Abram and his family?"-move toward application-"Iconoclasm is lonely .... How was 

Abram able to endure all that happened to him"-and even trying to make it relevant 

-"What can all of this have to do with your students? ... It may be hard for them to 

imagine other circumstances [than living in a place with freedom of speech] .... "260 The 

Teacher's Guide provides some structure for the teacher and even alternatives for the 

plan.261 This allows for maximum flexibility in lesson planning but also risks making the 

lesson difficult to concretize. 

Applicability for Teaching Midrash in Reform Jewish Day Schools 

This series provides the best example of reading midrash in parallel with 

Scripture. A student who reads the biblical text, encounters a footnote, and can 

immediately read the midrash on the bottom of the page. Further, the individual 

midrashim are cited at the back of the book, which means that that the text is not 

257Ibid. 
258Ibid., 22-23. 
259Ibid., 23-26. 
260See questions 2, 5, and 7 in Ibid., 23-25. 
261Ibid., 26-27. 
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unnecessarily cluttered but does point students in the correct direction for locating the 

source material. As noted above, both examples above are inaccurately cited, and a 

student would need to investigate further to find the correct material.262 In addition to the 

parallel nature of the midrashim and the biblical text, this curriculum also focuses on 

common Bible stories, focuses on aggadah, and includes teacher material. This 

curriculum does not present the original language text nor does it seek to understand the 

motives of the authors of midrash. Additionally, this curriculum does not explicitly 

discuss the literary style of the midrash. This curriculum provides a good basis for 

developing an appropriate curriculum for a Reform Jewish day school, but would need to 

address those three areas to fit the needs of this project. 

Tai Am - Curriculum Material 

Background Information 

I contacted Tai Am in February 2014 because their curriculum is used by a 

number of Jewish day schools in the United States. From this conversation, Tai Am 

provided me with twenty-four small books-which they call modules-that students use 

during grades 2-4, and which Tai Am thought would best demonstrate how they integrate 

midrash into the curriculum. From the conversation, I also learned that Tai Am does not 

dictate which modules are used by individual teachers or schools and that midrash is not 

an explicit value of the Tai Am curriculum.263 

Half of the twenty-four modules are part of the second grade curriculum, nine are 

part of the third grade curriculmn, and the final three are part of the fourth grade 

262This is not to say that all citations in the book are inaccurate; however, checking all of the citations is an 
endeavor that is beyond the scope of this project. 

263Miriam Cohen, Tai Am Interview, Telephone, February 19, 2014. 
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curriculum. Almost half of the modules are part of the paras hat hashavua component of 

Tal Am; the remainder help teach Shabbat or holidays. All of the modules that I received 

are copyright between 2005 - 2011, and they are typically only available to schools that 

subscribe to the Tal Am curriculum. 

The Tal Am Hebrew and Judaic Studies cmTiculum is designed to be taught in 

Hebrew using Hebrew language books. This project, however, is targeted for English 

readers who may or may not have strong Hebrew reading skills. I have translated the 

titles of the various modules in an Appendix and use the English names throughout the 

text of this project. 

According to the Tal Am website, their "mission is to create a Hebrew and 

Heritage curriculum in a unifying language and unique voices, to develop Jewish 

knowledge and identity in our learners, and to implement the curriculum through state-of-

the-art professional development for their educators. "264 They claim no denominational 

affiliation, and while most of the illustrations depict people dressed in a more modest-or 

Modern Orthodox-manner, there is an illustration of egalitarian worship.265 

Contents 

For the list of all modules that I received, see the Appendix. 

264"About us-> Mission," last accessed February 19, 2014, http://www.talam.org/mission.html. 
265ln one module, the story is that of a class of students who recall lighting Shabbat candles; all males in 

that module wear kippot and women dressed modestly. However, in a second module, two girls visit 
their synagogue and with mixed seating and with-I think-a female prayer leader wearing a ta/lit and 
kippah. See, respectively: Gila Zayit and Chava Shimon-Cassirer, Hadlakat Nerot Shabat Babayit Sheli 
(Lighting the Shabbat Candles at Home) (Montreal: Tal Am, 2006), 5-17; Gila Zayit and Chava 
Shimon-Cassirer, Shi 'urei Bayit Bshabat? ! (Homework on Shabbat? !) (Montreal: Tai Am, 2006), 11. 
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Example 1- Where did They Go in Parashat Lech L'cha? 

This example covers one of the modules for second grade that is part of the 

parashat hashavua series. According to the front cover, this module is designed for 

studying Parashat Lech L'cha, in Genesis 12-17.266 The first page of the book shows a 

teacher asking her students: "Why did Abram's father Terah leave Ur of the Chaldees?"267 

The next 13 pages relate the midrash of a young Abram smashing the idols, Terah and his 

family fleeing because of a royal decree, and an older Abram convincing others to come 

to Canaan with him.268 The last page of this book presents the original text of the midrash 

as it appears in Genesis Rabbah chapters 38 - 39.269 The midrash answers a question in 

the biblical text-namely, why did God choose Abraham-but, the teacher would need to 

have covered the biblical narrative with another module or from the Bible. 

Ifwe ignore the first and last page of the module-the teacher and the source text 

-the midrash is adapted significantly from the original text to modern Hebrew. It also 

abbreviates the midrash. In both the original midrash and the rewritten midrash, Abram 

is left alone in the store and, some time later, Abram shatters the idols. However, in the 

original midrash, Abram derides two customers for attempting to purchase idols, and 

finally between those two acts.270 However, it is important to note that the rewritten 

midrash is mostly faithful to the original. 

266Gila Zayit and Chava Shimon-Cassirer, L 'an Halchu bLech L 'cha? (Where Did They Go in Parashat 

LechL'cha?), 2nd printing (Montreal: Tal Am, 2011), front cover. 
267For this page and all other text in Tal Am, this is my translation. Ibid., 3. 
268Ibid., 4-19. 
269Ibid., 20. 
270See the jump in the narrative between pages 5-6 in contrast to the original midra:•1h on page 20. Zayit 

and Shimon-Cassire1~ Where Did They Go?. 
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Example 2 - The Tale of the Ladybug 

This example covers one of the modules for fourth grade that is part of the Jewish 

Year series, and specifically addresses the holiday of Passover. While the Hebrew is of a 

higher level and the font smaller, the module is presented very similarly to the other 

example. The module opens with a modern character observing nature to determine if 

Spring has arrived. 271 She realizes that Spring has arrived and marvels at the beetle who 

turns out to be a talking ladybug.272 The remainder of the module relates to students that 

the reason that this ladybug is namedparat moshe rabeinu (Cow of Moses our Rabbi) is 

due to the role of ladybugs during Moses's lifetime.273 The student who glances briefly at 

the inside back cover of the module will see that, like in Example 1, two midrashim are 

included.274 

A more observant student might see that the two source texts-Midrash Tanhuma, 

Vayakhel 4 and Exodus Rabbah 1: 18-do not relate to the story in this module. The text 

from Midrash Tanhuma comments on Exodus 1: 16 ("If it is a [Hebrew] boy, kill him") 

and says that Pharaoh only cared about the sons because he had received a prophecy that 

a male child would deliver the Hebrews from Egypt.275 The other text, from Exodus 

Rabbah, also relates to the prophecy that the Hebrews' deliverer would be born on a 

certain day and that he would meet his end due to waters. The midrash says that Pharaoh 

feared all children born that day-Hebrew and Egyptian-and had them cast in the 

waters of the Nile to fulfill the prophecy. The midrash concludes by saying that the 

271GilaZayit and Chava Shimon-Cassirer, Ha'agada Shel Parat Moshe Rabeinu (The Tale of the 

Ladybug), 2nd printing (Montreal: Tai Am, 2008), 3. 
272Ibid., 4-5. 
273Ibid., 6-24. 
274Ibid., inside back cover. 
275Ibid. 
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aforementioned "waters" referred to the Waters of Meri bah of Numbers 20 that were the 

downfall of Moses according to the biblical narrative.276 According to Tal Am, this 

midrash was invented by their staff to explain the Hebrew name of the ladybug in a 

midrashic style.277 The module does not specify that the text is not a classic midrash and 

presents the story in the same way that the midrashim are presented in other modules. 

This could lead to confusion for the student. 

Anplicability for Teaching Midrash in Reform Jewish Day Schools 

Tal Am selected the material for review based on my questions about how 

midrash factored into the Tal Am curriculum. While Cohen said that Tal Am only used 

midrash tangentially during the interview, the materials are a positive sign that they are 

rewriting midrashim-at an appropriate Hebrew level-· for their students. If the 

midrashim are taught in conjunction with paras hat hashavua, this Curriculum does 

satisfy the requirement that midrash is taught in relationship with the biblical text. 

Additionally, the original sources of the midrashim are provided and all of the materials 

were based on aggadic exegetical midrashim. 

Tal Am missed an opportunity with these resources in that they could have asked 

students to read the original text with a word key to help students translate obscure (or 

Aramaic) words into modern Hebrew. They could have still used illustrations and 

explanatory narrative around the text, but focused on learning how the midrash functions. 

Additionally, the material from Tal Am do not address the literary elements ofmidrash 

nor the motivations of it's authors. 

276Ibid. 
277Cohen, Tai Am Interview. 
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The biggest issue that interferes with the ability to use the Tal Am materials to 

teach classic midrash as a curricular topic is the inability to distinguish between story that 

is a faithful translation of the midrash into Modern Hebrew, creative changes to the 

midrash to facilitate student learning, and wholly new midrashim that are invented by 

modern writers. The Tal Am motive seems to be, first and foremost, Hebrew language 

learning over text-skills. That method would not work for the goals of this project. 

Summary of Current Curricular Models 

This chart depicts the six potential curricula investigated by this project in relation 

to the rubric created in Chapter 1: Curricular Goals. Each of the columns represents one 

of the six curricula, which I investigated for this project, named for the authors (or in the 

case ofTal Am, the name of the curriculum). With the exception of the final row of the 

table, each row represents whether a goal, which I earlier identified as important, is 

fulfilled by the curriculum. The final line of the table describes the motive of each 

curriculum. None of the six curricula fulfill the needs of this project as set forth in the 

Curricular Goals. For details on each curriculum, see the above sections in Chapter 2. 
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Details 

Two of the six curricula include midrashim that stem from biblical narratives that 

might already be included in a standard paras hat hashavua class. These two curricula, 

written by Rossel, et al and Simon, et al, do not meet a number of other requirements. 

Neither curriculum includes the original language of the midrash, nor considers the 

motivation of the author of the midrash, nor teaches the rabbinic hermeneutics that are 

found throughout midrash. 

In contrast to the cmTicula offered by Rossel, et al and Simon, et al, Gersh and 

Isaacs include the original Hebrew text of the midrash, but teach the material as a values 

curriculum rather than a midrash curriculum. Like Rossel, et al and Simon, et al, their 

cmTicula do not consider the motivation of the author of the midrash, nor teach the 

rabbinic hermeneutics that are found throughout midrash. Additionally, they draw 

material from several midrashic collections without explaining the sources and do not tie 

the lessons to familiar biblical narratives. 
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The only curriculum that can be certain of its learners' Hebrew levels is Tal Am 

because Tal Am is a combined Hebrew and Judaics course of study. However, the staff of 

Tal Am does not leverage this skill set. That is to say, since the curriculum is designed in 

tandem with a Hebrew curriculum, the curriculum's author could point out features in the 

Hebrew that students without the Hebrew background might not be able to access. 

Additionally, the Tal Am booklets could present the midrash in its original language and 

help students read it through a Hebrew-to-Hebrew word bank, in effect helping them 

discover connections between rabbinic Hebrew (and Aramaic) and modem Hebrew. 

One curriculum approaches midrash as a literature to be analyzed. Each book 

within Neusner's series teaches text skills, and as such, it includes the original language 

sources, points out literary style and structure, and presents itself as a set of lesson plans. 

Neusner's series is primarily interested in teaching students about the world of the 

rabbinic sages and how Mishnah and Talmud function. While he does examine some 

midrashic texts, this is not the focus of his work. As such, his approach is useful but he 

does not provide enough midrashic source material for this to be used in Reform 

classrooms for the teaching of midrash as a content area. 
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Chapter 3 - Proposal 

Background 

This proposal recommends a midrash curriculum taught in conjunction with a 

weekly paras hat hashavua class. The American school-year-as if one could speak so 

broadly-closely parallels the Hebrew year, in that the Yamim Noraim, Sukkot, and 

Simchat Torah usually occur within the first two months of the new school year. Since 

Simchat Torah begins anew the cycle of yearly Torah readings, schools can begin 

teachingparashat hashavua with Bereshit, the first Torah portion. 

This new midrash curriculum begins two weeks later with Parashat Lech L 'cha in 

order to address a logistical concern. Students may not have time around the holiday of 

Simchat Torah to learn the first two parashiyot hashavua. As an example, Simchat Torah 

occurred on Thursday, September 23, 2013, leaving students only three possible learning 

days without considering any special programming for the holidays.278 The following 

week may be the first full week of class during the school year. This logistical issue likely 

makes it difficult for a teacher to establish a classroom routine and begin the study of text 

in a regular fashion. 

Scope 

Creating an entire curriculum is beyond the scope of this project; however, this 

chapter is intended to help facilitate its creation. Specifically, a structure and six sample 

278While some Jewish calendar sources assign eight days to Suldmt, the Refonn Movement has held that 
seven-day biblical holidays should be celebrated for seven days. Therefore, Sukkot occurred September 
19-25, 2013 and September 26 marked the combined Sh'mini Atzeret and Simchat Torah. One example 
of a calendar with an eight-day Sukkot can be found at ( http://www.hebcal.com) and an example of the 
Reform calendar can be found at ( http://www.reformluach.com ). 
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annotated lesson plans are provided. These lessons address the curricular goals from 

Chapter 1. Students will learn to read midrash in its original language, to read midrash as 

it relates to the Bible, to consider the motives of the author(s) and compiler(s), to 

recognize the literary styles and structures, to identify rabbinic hermeneutics with 

examples, and to extend their text reading skills from midrash to other texts. 

Additionally, the curriculum focuses on midrashim related to biblical narratives already 

in the school curriculum, emphasizes aggadah over halakhah, and offers a component for 

teacher preparation. 

Drawing on those curricular goals, the structure and sample lessons are intended 

to help teach midrashim for the followingparashiyot: Lech L'cha, Vayeira, Chayei Sarah, 

To! 'dot, Vayeitzei, and Vayishlach. These six parashiyot include most of the pericopes 

about the seven Hebrew patriarchs and matriarchs: Abraham, Sarah, Isaac, Rebecca, 

Jacob, Leah, and Rachel.279 These lessons assume a weekly class session, conducted in 

parallel with a parashat hashavua class, with no missed weeks due to plam1ing, holidays, 

or weather. Whenever possible, the midrashim are selected in accordance with the first 

midrash that Rashi cites in his commentary to thatparasha. 280 This decision relies on 

Nechama Leibowitz's method, which Shmuel Peerless has described: "She advocates the 

use ofMidrashim that are grounded in the Biblical text and that deepen our understanding 

of the verse."281 As students may learn to read the parasha with Rashi during subsequent 

years, studying Rashi's rabbinic sources in these sample lessons provides the students a 

279Though I include seven names, Abraham begins as Abram, Sarah begins as Sarai, and Jacob also has 
the name Israel. Also, one could argue that Abram is introduced at the end of Parashat NcJach (Gen 
11 :26-11 :32) or that Jacob still plays a part during the Joseph Novella (Gen 37:2 - 50:26), but for the 
purposes of this model, I am not including those chapters. 

280When Ras hi does not cite midrash or selects midrash that would not be appropriate for this audience, I 
have selected from midrashim to which Rashi had access. 

28 lPeerless, To Study and to Teach, 24. 
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solid foundation for later studies. This is what is meant by "spiral curriculum," a method 

for encouraging learning by revisiting material at different levels and building on former 

learning. 

Sources 

The midrashim incorporated in the six lessons draw from three collections: 

Genesis Rabbah, Midrash Tanhuma (printed version), and Midrash Tanhuma (Buber). 

According to Strack and Stremberger, Genesis Rabbah is one of the oldest collections of 

exegetical midrashim, probably written in the early fifth century, and it explains words 

and phrases in Genesis using aggadah, aphorism, and parable.282 The other two sources 

are both called Midrash Tanhuma. The "printed version," which Strack and Stremberger 

call the "standard edition," and the "Buber edition" represent two recensions of similar 

homiletical midrashim on the Pentateuch.283 While the two recensions are very similar for 

the books of Leviticus, Numbers, and Deuteronomy, the midrashim connected with 

Genesis and Exodus diverge.284 Strack and Stremberger date origin ofMidrash Tanhuma 

to the begim1ing of the fifth century but note continued development over the course of 

the next few centuries.285 

Through all of the lessons, I relied the Bar-Han Responsa Project for the Hebrew 

text. I have pointed all of the Hebrew texts, sometimes with the assistance of the online 

resource, Wikitext, because students need to access the Hebrew text directly and pointing 

282Strack and Sternberger, Introduction to the Talmud and Midrash, 277, 279. 

2831bid., 303. 
284Ibid. 
285Ibid., 305. 
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makes this easier for them to do so.286 I drew upon three translations for this project and 

adapted the translations in terms of formatting, presentation, and sometimes word choice. 

Bennan, Samuel A. Midrash Tanhuma-Yelammedenu: An English Translation a/Genesis 

and Exodus from the Printed Version o/Tanhuma-Yelammedenu with an 
Introduction, Notes, and Indexes. Hoboken, NJ: KTAV Pub., 1995. 

Neusner, Jacob. Genesis Rab bah: The Judaic Commentary to the Book of Genesis -A 

New American Translation, Vol 2-3. Atlanta, Ga.: Scholars Press, 1985. 

Townsend, John T. Midrash Tanhuma Vol. 1. Hoboken, NJ.: Ktav Publishing House, 

1989. 

Layout 

In the lessons, below, each lesson is framed with four elements: Objectives, 

P'shat, Remez, and D'rash. Each lesson begins with Objectives to clearly articulate the 

pedagogical and content goals of that lesson. The three latter headers are used relatively 

faithfully to the typical way that the sages approached the material. P'shat-usually 

meaning the contextual meaning of the biblical text-is the header for the second section, 

which describes a way to read the biblical text with students and the questions that might 

arise, either organically from the students, or through teacher guidance. The third section 

is identified as Remez, which usually indicates a hint of deeper understanding. This 

section presents a set of questions that the rabbis have about the biblical text in order to 

engage students in the midrash. This section addresses specific difficulties that might 

arise from reading the midrash and includes short selections from the midrash. The final 

heading is D'rash, which is the same root as midrash, includes the entire text of the 

midrash with appropriate biblical source material. This section does not include any 

annotations as they are found in the previous sections. 

286"\Jt:Jf.'IJ'Pm", last accessed March 11, 2014, http://he.wikisource.org. 
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The goals articulated at the beginning of each lesson and the guiding questions 

offered in the P'shat and Remez sections are examples of the kind of learning that is 

envisioned based on the curricular goals and pedagogical research discussed in Chapter 1. 

Because of the individual nature of each classroom, teachers should feel encouraged to 

ask questions that are age-appropriate, factor in the parashat hashavua lesson from 

earlier in the week, and take advantage of the different learning styles of each student. 
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Lesson for Parashat Lech L'cha 

Objectives 

P'shat 

During the course of this lesson, students will... 

* 

* 

* 

Generate appropriate questions based on the close reading 
of biblical text, 
Investigate the textual reason for the questions that the 
Rabbis asked, and 
Identify midrashic hermeneutics: 
gezera shava and gematria. 

Parashat Lech L'cha follows Parashat Noach and moves from the primeval 

history of the world to the specific history of the Hebrews, beginning with Abram (later 

Abraham). The Refonn Judaism "Learn Torah" website provides the following summary 

for Genesis 12:1 - 17:27. 

* 
* 

* 

* 

* 

Abram, Sarai, and Lot go to Canaan. (12:1-9) 
Famine takes them to Egypt, where Abram identifies Sarai 
as his sister in order to save his 1ife. (12: 10-20) 
Abram and Lot separate. Lot is taken captive, and Abram 
rescues him. (13:1-14:24) 
Abram has a son, Ishmael, with his Egyptian maidservant, 
Hagar. (16:1-16) 
God establishes a covenant with Abram. The sign of this 
covenant is circumcision on the eighth day following a 
male baby's birth. (17:1-27)287 

The lesson below focuses on the first pericope of the parasha-that is, Abram's 

call to leave his home and move to Canaan with God's promise of a three-fold blessing of 

wealth, progeny, and land. The first three verses of the parasha say, "Adonai said to 

287"Lech L'cha," last accessed March 10, 2014, http://www.reformjudaism.org/learningltorah-study/lech
lcha. 

82 



Abram, 'Go forth from your native land and from your father's house to the land that I 

will show you. I will make of you a great nation, and I will bless you; I will make your 

name great, and you shall be a blessing. I will bless those who bless you and curse him 

that curses you; and all the families of the earth shall bless themselves by you."288 Before 

reading Genesis 24:1, the teacher should address the following issues that might arise in 

classroom discussion. 

These three verses speak to a reward that seems intangible-blessing. Also, the 

biblical text does not say, "If you do these things, then God will grant these blessings." 

Rather, it says, "Do these things. God will grant these blessings." These verses are not 

conditional, but rather prescriptive and descriptive. Additionally, the three verses form a 

sort of introduction to the upcoming narrative. When students read these verses, they may 

ask about the nature of the blessing. In Genesis 12:1, God promises Abram land. 

Specifically, God directs Abram to an unspecified location. The teacher has the 

opportunity to guide students by asking about the location of the land and the implied 

promise. In other words, if the teacher asked students where Abram would be moving 

based on this verse, students might immediately say Canaan I Israel. In a few verses, 

those students would have their suspicions confirmed, but this is an opportunity to 

reframe the point of asking the question. Students need to read each pericope and each 

verse carefully to see ifthe questions are answered within the verse. In this case, God 

does not identify a specific location. Likewise, God does not, in this verse, promise that 

Abram will inherit the land. Only in Genesis 12:7, is this promise made. 

Genesis 12:2 offers as many as four promises, depending on how it is read. One 

student might understand the entire verse to mean that God will make Abram a great 

288Genesis 12:1-3, adapted from the NJPS translation. 
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nation and that the rest of the verse specifies the manner; another student might think that 

God will make Abram a great nation and also that God will make Abram's name great; a 

third student might agree with the last sentiment but think that the first mention of 

blessing is God acting on Abram while the second mention of blessing is a passive 

summary of the verse; and another student might consider all four statements to be 

unique promises. The teacher is in the position to entertain all of these possibilities and to 

affirm each of them. Students who suggest an answer should be asked to justify their 

answer, and all four options are justifiable. The midrash, below, is particularly concerned 

with this verse. 

The final verse of this section, Genesis 12:3, presents a punishment and reward 

system for all other human beings based on how they treat Abram. This verse completes 

God's command to Abram and students may ask about how or why God would bless or 

curse other nations. Also, they may want to know if cursing is literal or symbolic for 

treating Abram (and potentially his nation) in a negative manner. Note that within the 

three verses, the root for bless, ( 11'.l ), is used four times. Although the midrash below 

does not comment on this feature, others do.289 The midrash below is primarily concerned 

with another verse that also uses this root. 

The other biblical verse that is important for this midrash is Genesis 24:1, from 

Parashat Chayei Sarah. h1 its context, Genesis 24: 1 begins a transition in the biblical 

narrative from Abraham's lifetime to Isaac's marriage and subsequent generations. It says 

that "Abraham was now old, advanced in years, and Adonai had blessed Abraham in all 

things."290 Students should read this verse and be guided to ask additional questions: how 

289Midmsh Genesis Rabbah 39:11 - Four uses of the root for bless foretell the four matriarchs. 
290Genesis 24:1, adapted from the NJPS translation. 
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old is old; why does the text give a second ambiguous age statement; and, what is the 

nature of Abraham's blessings are examples of some of the questions that the teacher 

could guide students to ask. The motive of the author is not easily reconstructed, but the 

question about blessing brings us back to the verses in Lech L 'cha, and they specifically 

help modem students identify the questions that the Rabbis asked. 

Remez 

Rashi cites this midrash in his commentary to Genesis 12:2, but its original 

context is as exegesis on Parashat Chayei Sarah in the collection of aggadic midrashim 

called Midrash Tanhuma, and it is found in the Buber rescension of that work.291 In a 

class on a specific book of midrash, as opposed to a component of paras hat hashavua, 

two features of this midrash would need to be addressed. First, the introductory d'var 

acher should be assessed for why the compiler juxtaposed this midrash to the one before. 

Second, although in this curriculum the midrash is abridged after a single resolution of 

the opening question: "What is the meaning of, 'Abraham was old,'" in its context in 

Midrash Tanhuma, the rest of the midrash might be important to understanding the 

literary unit. 

111e midrash presented in the D'rash section includes four independent 

midrashim. The first midrash argues that Abram's name change to Abraham indicates that 

Abraham is the one for whom this world and the world to come were created. 111e second 

midrash argues that the choice of, "I will make you ... ," indicates that God uses Abraham 

as a new Creation. The third midrash understands the enlargement of Abrahan11s name in 

291For information about collection and rescension, see the introduction to this chapter, 3 :Sources. 
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light of its new numerical value (gematria). The final midrash answers the question of 

when God blessed Abraham. 

1. 

Midrash Tanhuma 
Chayei Sarah 6 

A. Another drash: Now Abraham was old! means he 

acquired two worlds. 
B. In the beginning, his name had been Abram; and 

now, a hei ( 'il ) was added to it since he had 
inherited two worlds. For by his merit, this world 
and the world to come were created. 

C. R. Halafta bar Kahana said: It is written: S1Urch is 
11:he s11:ocy of he.aven and ear11:h when iliey wea'e 

crea11:edl ( DNlJ.il ). These are the letters which 

spell "Abraham." So, due to him this world and 
the world to come were created. 
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.nin~iY ,J.\P il~i:?W 

,Dl:;J.t< iY.l\P il!iJ il~ilVNl_;;J. 
lV1!\P '

1

il iJ 1l"Qi) PW.'.?l!l, 
~Nl.:;t~ imJr,~ip ,nin~iY ,J.\P 

.N~iJ D~iYiJl il·r.D D~iYiJ 
,N~D.:! l.l NlJ~~D ,~1 lJJl::-{ 
o~JJ~iJ ni1?in il'.;?,7::< :i.in_;;i 

liJ 1D .Dl::-{l~i:l_;;J. Yl.t<Dl 
,,il .DillJ.N3.lV ni,mNil 

•••:: T T: - : '." • T 

il·t.iJ D~iYiJ ~NT:;J.~ imJr,~w 
.N~iJ D~iYDl 

The first midrash, contained in lA-lC, tries to detennine the nature of the 

unspecified blessing by using the rabbinic henneneutic tool called gematria. Specifically, 

the Rabbis point out that the numerical meaning of the name Abraham is 248, which is 

the same numerical value of the word hib'aram ([heaven and earth's] creation).292 More 

specifically, the same letters occur in both words, but in a different order. One of the 

difficulties that comes from reading lB in translation is the inability to accurately 

translate the dual meaning of the letter hei. Specifically, the Hebrew does not differentiate 

between the meanings: "his name had been Abram; and now, a hei was added ... " and that, 

"his name had been Abram; and now, 5 was added .... " The fact that Hebrew letters have 

both a consonantal value and a numerical value is used by the Rabbis of this midrash and 

might be overlooked by somebody reading in translation. 

292Since each Hebrew consonant has a numerical value, one can add up the value of Abraham's name 

(Dill:J.N): alef = I, bet= 2, resh = 200, hei = 5, mem = 40, in toto 248. These are the same letters as in 

the word hib'aram (DNl:J.il). 
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2. 
A. It was he to whom the Holy One said: ][ wm malke 

yo1U1 a glt'eall: nation. Why did he not say to him: "I 

will establish you" instead of, K 'wm malke yo1rn? 

B. R. Berekhyah the Priest said in the name of his 
father, R. Hiyya, who spoke in the name of Rav 
Judah bar Ezekiel and his masters on behalf of 
our masters in the Diaspora: TI1e Holy One said to 
Abraham: I am creating you as a new creation and 
renewing you. 

il
11

:lj)il i'.:> lJJt<W N~il 
N.'.:> ill)~ ,'.:>i11 1i.:\~ ::JipJ.!~1 

N~~ ::JJ?W~l i) lJJt< 
il!:;>l.~ ,~1 lJJt< ?::JipJ.!~1 

,P.:;t~ N!1D 1.:n DW~ 1\.°f~iJ 
lJ ill'm1 :11 D\VJ lY.lNIV 
-m~m ·,,Jj;1-ii, ~NP.~6~ 
lJJt< ,il~i.:\lW u 1n.i111 

Nl.iJ , ~~ , Di)l.:ft<~ il
11

:lj)il 
.::J\¥1'1JJ;H il~1D il!l~ ::JJ;JiN 

The second midrash, labeled 2A-2B, is concerned with a single word: the biblical 

text says, "I will make of you a great nation .... " Contrast this with other biblical 

narratives: Regarding Ishmael, "I will make a nation of him, too ... "293 and the promise to 

Jacob, "I will make you there [in Egypt] into a great nation .... "294 The English word, 

make, correlates to different words. In the text that this midrash cites, the word is 'asa 

(do, make) and in the other two texts, the word is sam (assign, place). The word 'asa, 

when not used in the simple meaning of "doing," seems reserved for acts of creation. God 

says, "Let us make man in our image ... "295 and " ... I will make a fitting helper for [the first 

man]."296 The Rabbis are concerned with this inconsistency, and use the second midrash 

to resolve it. Instead of saying, for instance, that either word could be used, they instead 

put words in God's mouth. 

In the second part of this midrash, 2B, includes a long attribution to rabbinic 

authorities: "R. Berekhyah the Priest said in the name of his father, R. Hiyya, who spoke 

in the name of Rav Judah bar Ezekiel and his masters on behalf of our masters in the 

293Genesis 21:13, translation from NJPS. 
294Genesis 46:3, translation from NJPS. 
295Genesis 1:27, translation from NJPS. 
296Genesis 2:18, translation from NJPS. 
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Diaspora .... " This attribution cites three rabbis by name and the collective authority of 

"his masters [and] our masters in the Diaspora." The teacher can use this as an 

opportunity to discuss with students reasons that authors might cite their sources, relating 

this to their language arts or English composition class and to general academic writing. 

Modem writers cite sources, in part, to prove that the information is factual, to help 

readers find more information, or to describe how the author came to his or her 

opinions.297 The teacher and students may also discuss whether any of these reasons 

might have guided the author of the midrash. 

The last statement of this second midrash indicates that God renewed Creation 

through Abraham. What does this mean? Why is it important?. 

3. 
A. ][ wi.H enfarn·ge your name. R. Judah the Levite in 

the name ofR. Shallum said: The Holy One said 
to Abraham: I am making your name the number 
of body-parts within you. Just as there are 248 
body parts, so your name (will be) 248. 

,~1 lrJ~ ,JQ~ 1111~~1 
m)~ ,~1 D\P.J ,1?.iJ ilTlil~ 
,~~ ,Di:Jl~t<~ i1

11

.JjJil ,lr)~ 
oi-ql'.:< l!.P?~ J>?W ilWiY 

cit< ,n"n1 oi1~1::< ilrJ ,J~W 
.n"n1 J>?W 

The third midrash, 3A, demonstrates that the Rabbis question the meaning of the 

phrase, "I will enlarge your name." This midrash is related to the first in that both seek to 

interpret Abraham's new name using gematria, the rabbinic hermeneutic tool wherein the 

numerical value of a word links it to other words with the same numerical value. In this 

case, the midrash connects "Abraham" to rabbinic assumption of the number of body-

297 Adapted from "Sources and Citation at Dartmouth College," Dartmouth College, 2008, last accessed 
April 20, 2014, http://writing-speech.dartmouth.edu/learning/materials/sources-and-citations
dartmouth. 
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parts (248).298 Although the Rabbis do not cite other meanings for 248 in this midrash, 

rabbinic literature also uses the number 248 as is the number of positive commandments, 

the numerical value of the word for compassion, and the numerical value of the word for 

womb. 

4. 
A. K wiJlli erumrge yom· name and! you :§ihruli lbe a 

Messitng. When did he show him the blessing? In 

his old age, as stated: Now Albmham was olidl 

<mtlld Adoruru had! Messed! Albiraham it1111 

eveirythiing>. 

, 11:n~ 11~.Dl :;n;np 11~7.1~1 
il:Jl:lil iJ ilNlil inr.PN 

TT:- T:'." -T •• 

DiJT?-~1 lY,,1~~,\P ,imJpr,~ 
11~ 'ill oir,PT.l 7'9> li?.rT 

. <'.:.iJ:l DillJ.1'CnN 
- T T: - "." 

The final midrash, 4A, returns to the opening biblical source, Genesis 24:1. It 

connects the phrase from Genesis 12:2, "I will enlarge your name and you shall be a 

blessing." with the opening phrase, ''Now Abrahan1 was old and Adonai had blessed 

Abraham in everything." This midrash uses the rabbinic hermeneutic tool of gezera 

shava, CHECK WITH RS which allows a reader to find the same word in two different 

verses and to infer that the two verses are therefore interconnected. In this case, both 

Genesis 12:2 and Genesis 24: 1 include the notion of God blessing Abram I Abraham. The 

midrash asserts that these two verses are com1ected in that the blessing that God had 

promised Abram in the earlier verse was only realized in his old age and through a name 

change. 

These four midrashim that connect to the biblical verses seem at once both 

interconnected and disparate. Since the source material comes from the same verses and 

the different midrashim explain the same phrases, they seem to be the same. However, 

the different goals of each of the midrashim-the reason for Abram's name change vis-a-

298Since each Hebrew consonant has a numerical value, one can add up the value of Abraham's name 

(Dil"l:J.N): alef= 1, bet= 2, resh = 200, hei = 5, mem = 40, in toto 248. 
! 
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vis the world and world to come, the explanation of the verb 'asa in this verse in light of 

its use in Creation, the reason for Abram's name change vis-a-vis the number of body-

parts in rabbinic literature, and the connection between Genesis 12:2 and Genesis 24: 1 

through the common usage of the word blessing-illustrate that they have individual 

concerns. 

The final topic that a teacher should cover with students is how this midrash 

reflects the Rabbis responding to their world. That is to say, what is the motivation for the 

author to give these three explanations: God created this world and the world to come 

because of the merit of Abraham, God reset Creation by means of Abraham, and God 

changed Abraham's name to reflect the number of body parts? 

What is my point about the rabbis' using this to address their world? 

D'rash 

The Parasha Says 

.:l'» n'»\!IN1.:l 

l\P~ Yl.t<iT'.Ji::< :P.:;tt< n 14r;n J.J;l1'.2iBY;l~ J¥lt<r.l ::1'.:r1? 01.:;it<-'.71::< 'il lt;nx-~1 (1) 
:11~1.:;i il~.Dl J>'.;l\P 11~7~~1 ::i:n~~l '.Ji-r~ 1il~ J~.Vl::<l (2) :1i::<lt< 

:11r.;rwv n·n;i!pr;l '.7.J ::i.:;i Dl.:;tJl l}<t< J~?i2>?~ J 1 :efJ,~>? il;1l~~1 (3) 

Genesis 12 (1) Adonai said to Abram, "Go forth from your native land and from your 
father's house to the land that I will show you. (2) I will make of you a great nation, 
and I will bless you; I will make your name great, and you shall be a blessing. (3) I 
will bless those who bless you and curse him that curses you; and all the families of 
the earth shall bless themselves by you." (NJPS) 
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The Bible Also Says 

:1 n,WN1:1 

.... 01~1~n.:;t n.t<Dl 0~1.:1~0 ni-r~in il~l:'.< :(4) 

Genesis 2 ( 4) Such is the story of heaven and earth when they were created .... (NJPS) 

'T:J n,WN1:1 

:~iJ.l DDl.+tcni:;< 11.:;!. 'ill oi1;1~T.l rq 1P.tT DDl.+t<l (1) 

Genesis 24 (1) Abraham was now old, advanced in years, and Adonai had blessed 
Abraham in all things. 
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The Midrash Explains 

Midrash Tanhuma (1:n:i) Nnlnln ~1Tn 
Chayei Sarah 6 l 11.l'l'D i11~ nn i1~1!1 

1. 
A. Another drash: Now Abmham was okll means he li!.tT Di:Jl~t<1, l(lt< 1'.rJ 

acquired two worlds. .n1n~1Y ,J.l?i ilJRIY 
B. In the beginning, his name had been Abram; and , rq~t< 1nl?i il!D ilJilVNl~ 

now, a hei ( 1il ) was added to it since he had lV1!lY ''il i? til;?lJ PW:;>1'l 
inherited two worlds. For by his merit, this world ~Nl~~ inDr,~ip ,nin~iY ,Jl?i 
and the world to come were created. .NJ.il DJiYi11 il·til DJlYil 

T - T T : •:- T T 

c. R. Halafta bar Kahana said: It is written: Sllllreh ils ,NJilJ lJ. Nn~?n ,J.1 l)')N 
T -: - - T : - -: • - - T 

the stm·y of heaven andl eairili when they weire oinWil ni1?in il~N J.,nJ 
• - T - : ·: •· . : 

createdl ( DNlJ.il ). These are the letters which liJ 1iJ · Dt<l~il~ Yl.t<Dl 

spell "Abraham." So, due to him this world and 
,,il . DillJ.NJ.IV ni,mNil 

·•·.·: T T: - : "." " T 

il·til o?iYil ~NlJ.J 1nDnlV 
the world to come were created. •:- T T : : " : " "." 

. NJ. i1 D JiYi11 
T - T T : 

2. i1
11

J.iJil i? lJJt<IY Nm 
A. It was he to whom the Holy One said: I wm make N.J il)')~ ,Jll~ ,iA~ Jip.\!l;{l 

you a grr"eail: nation. Why did he not say to him: "I N~~ J>?,W~l i) l>'Jt< 
will establish you" instead of, I wm make y<cm? il!:;>l.~ ,~1 l>'Jt< ?Jip.V.l;{l 

B. R. Berekhyah the Priest said in the name of his 
,P~~ N!,D ,~1 OW~ liJ.JiJ 

father, R. Hiyya, who spoke in the name of Rav 
lJ. ffHil, J.1 DIVJ. l)')N\V 

- T: - ••: -T".' 

Judah bar Ezekiel and his masters on behalf of mW~ PlJlJ.11 JNi!.~1); 

our masters in the Diaspora: The Holy One said to l>'Jt< ,il~lXllY uiniJ.11 

Abraham: I am creating you as a new creation and Nl.lJ. ,~~ ,Di)l-~t<~ i1
11

J.jJil 

renewing you. .J~1D>?~ ilWlD il!l~ JJ;JiN 

3. 
A. I wm en!LauJ:'ge yom· name. R. Judah the Levite in ,~1 l>'Jt< ,J>?l?i il~T1~1 

the name ofR. Shallum said: The Holy One said m?IV ,J.1 o\VJ. i1?il illm, 
T " - "" "•• - T : 

to Abraham: I am making your name the number , ~~ 'DDl-~t<~ i1
11

J.jJil 'l>'Jt< 
of body-parts within you. Just as there are 248 oi1~~ l~~{ J>?~ mpiY 
body parts, so your name (will be) 248. cit< ,n"n1 0,1~~ ilJJ .::i~W 

.n"n1 J>?~ 

4. 
A. I wm enlrurr',ge ym_Illl' nmne andl YOl!Jl shaH be a ,il~l-~ n~.~l :i>?l?i il~rq~1 

Messing. When did he show him the blessing? In ilJlJ.il i? ilNlil inn,N 
TT:- T:•.• -T"' 

his old age, as stated: Now All:mllhffim wa§ olid DD1-~t<1, lJJtPIY ,inupr,~. 

<mnd Adona[ had Messed All:mlil.hlil.m ftn 11~ 
1ill oip~:;i. N~> li;n 

evecytbii1ng>. 
.<?·:i:;i. DDl-~t<-nt< 
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Lesson for Parashat Vayeira 

Objectives 

P'shat 

During the course of this lesson, students will ... 

* 

* 
* 

* 

Generate appropriate questions based on the close reading 
of biblical text, 
Compare midrash to other genres of literature, 
Investigate the textual triggers for the questions that the 
Rabbis asked, and 
Consider how the compiler repurposed material. 

Parashat Vayeira continues the patriarchal narrative and is most famous for 

including the Akeida. The Refonn Judaism "Learn Torah" website provides the following 

summary for Genesis 18:1 -22:24. 

* 

* 

* 

* 

* 

* 

* 

Abraham welcomes three visitors, who announce that Sarah 
will soon have a son. (18: 1-15) 
Abraham argues with God about the destruction of Sodom 
and Gomorrah. (18:16-33) 
Lot's home is attacked by the people of Sodom. Lot and his 
two daughters escape as the cities are being destroyed. Lot's 
wife is turned into a pillar of salt. (19:1-29) 
Lot impregnates his daughters, and they bear children who 
become the founders of the nations Moab and Ammon. 
(19:30-38) 
Abimelech, king of Gerar, takes Sarah as his wife after 
Abraham claims that she is his sister. (20: 1-18) 
Isaac is born, circumcised, and weaned. Hagar and her son, 
Ishmael, are sent away; an angel saves their lives. (21:1-21) 
God tests Abraham, instructing him to sacrifice Isaac on 
Mount Moriah. (22: 1-19)299 

299"Vayeira," last accessed March 10, 2014, http://www.reformjudaism.org/learning/torah-study/vayeira. 
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This lesson focuses on the two opening verses of the parasha which begin the 

pericope of Abraham's noteworthy hospitality scene: "Adonai appeared to him by the 

terebinths of Mamre; he was sitting at the entrance of the tent as the day grew hot. 

Looking up, he saw three men standing near him. As soon as he saw them, he ran from 

the entrance of the tent to greet them and, bowed to the ground."300 The biblical narrative 

seems somewhat disjointed. When God appears to Abraham in the first verse, the text 

gives no indication of any action or speech. This descriptive sentence and the transition to 

the second verse leave several gaps that students might be able to articulate. The teacher 

can ask students to create a chart of 'actors' and 'actions' for the first two verses. 

Actor Verse 1 Verse2 

God Appeared 0 
Looking 

Abraham Sitting 
Seeing 

RutU1itig 
Bowing 

Three men. 0 Standing 

Figure: Example of chartto help students recognize that God stops acting after Genesis 18:1. 

The next ten verses are full of action. Abraham, the three men, and Sarah interact 

with one another by speaking, preparing food, and eating together. Only as the men are 

about to leave, in Genesis 18: 13, does the author again mention God. A teacher should 

ask students about the possible meaning of introducing God in the first verse and not 

mentioning God for the subsequent eleven verses. Possible answers could include: (1) 

since the three men are angels, God appears as those three angels;301 (2) the pericope is 

broken, in that God's appearance might have been expected to continue with a 

300Genesis 18:1-2, adapted from the NJPS translation. 
30lc.f. Rashbam's commentary to Genesis 18:1. 

94 



conversation between Abraham and God, and the story about the three men was added 

into a narrative that would have read: "Adonai appeared to [Abraham] by the terebinths 

of Mamre; he was sitting at the entrance of the tent as the day grew hot. Now Adonai 

said, "Shall I hide from Abraham what I am about to do, since Abraham is to become a 

great and populous nation and all the nations of the earth are to bless themselves by 

him?"302 

A second issue is the context of the biblical narrative. According to Rashi and 

others, this pericope takes place on the third day following Abraham's self-circumcision. 

Since the last chapter of Genesis ends with Abraham circumcising himself, Ishmael, and 

his male servants, rabbinic tradition (including Rashi) reads the two pericopes as 

occurring within a short time. Other midrashim seek to explain the reason for God's 

appearance and the visit from the three men on the third day after his circumcision, but 

for the purposes of this lesson, it is only important for students and teacher to recognize 

that Abraham's circumcision is forefront in the mind of the Rabbis. 

The next issue that should be raised is that of pronouns. Whether reading religious 

or secular texts, readers who encounter a pronoun attempt to identify the person being 

referenced. Often, when reading in one's native language, this resolution might be 

subconscious. This lesson (and subsequent lessons) ask students to pay particular 

attention to pronouns because the Rabbis will use pronouns as a trigger to ask questions 

about the biblical text.303 In Genesis 18: 1, Abraham is not mentioned by name. Only by 

reading this line as a continuation of Genesis 17, or by reading Genesis 18: 6 back into the 

first few verses of the chapter, can the reader know (assume) that Abraham is the 

302Genesis 18:1, 18:17ff. 
303c.f. below, 3:Lesson for Parashat Vayeitzei. 
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character. Likewise; the phrase," ... he was sitting at the entrance to the tent ... ," is also 

ambiguous; it could refer to Abraham or God. 

For the purpose of discussing the midrash, students need to know the meaning of 

the phrase b'elonei mamre, which the New JPS Tanakh translates as, "by the terebinths of 

Mature." The word elon, as 'tree' or a type of tree is clear, but students may not know that 

Mamre is one of Abraham's allies. By reading Genesis 14:13, students will have a 

passing knowledge of Mmme, Eshkol, and Aner. One final question of interest is why 

these three men are not considered major biblical characters. According to Genesis 14, 

they help Abrahatn win a war and the midrash considers them important to the biblical 

narrative, however anecdotally, we do not teach about Mamre, Eshkol, and Aner. 

Remez 

Rashi's concern stems from the question of why God would appear "by the 

terebinths of Matnre" instead of in a holy place such as Sinai I Horeb. He cites the 

midrash in the printed version of Midrash Tanhuma which consists of a single midrashic 

narrative. He may have chosen this midrash because he reads this pericope as occurring 

three days after Abrahatn circumcises himself and the midrash below deals with Mamre's 

role in Abrahatn's circumcision. 
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1. 
A. By dne ll:erelbi.nitlhs olf Mamire. Why did the Holy iJ°'.:n::<;J. i1Q~l .Nl.>',nl iJ.")t<;J. 

One, appear lby ilie ll:erelbi.rntlhts olf Mamire? Jtp iDt?i 11:;,ll;l~ Nl.QYJ 
Because He does not withhold a reward for any of ?i1 "] jJi1 

His creations. J:> J\V lJW n!:ljJD iJ1 N\V 
T "."TT-••-:·••.• 

.il!l;J. 

B. < .. .> 

c. Hence it is written: Adlonai. appeared to lhlinn lby ,,~t< Nl~l ::tin:;>! Nm Nl!J 
the terebi.ntlbm olf Mamire. .Nl.QYJ ,J..Jt<;J. 1i1 

The midrash begins with the question and answer: "Why did the Holy One, 

appear by the terebinths of Mamre? Because He does not withhold a reward for any of 

His creations." In the opening statements of the midrash, in IA, the midrash has already 

told us that the appearance of God in this particular place is a reward for somebody, 

presumably Mamre. The midrash consists of three sections. The frrst part is an 

introduction. The third part, 1 C, is a concluding statement reiterating the above. Tirn 

middle of the midrash tells a story that seeks to explain the biblical verse. The teacher 

can draw parallels between this method and what the students have learned in a 

composition class. For instance, a strong paragraph might have a thesis, three points, and 

a conclusion; a five paragraph essay typically consists of an introduction, three points, 

and a conclusion. 

Unlike last week's lesson, this lesson is about midrash and the genre of drama. 

TI1e reader should note how the midrash does not describe any of the scene except for the 

dialogue between the characters. Compare this, for instance, to a novel or short story 

which might describe the weather, the clothing, or at least the time when the events were 
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meant to occur. Then compare it to a play wherein dialogue is the vehicle for most of the 

information. 304 

1. 
A. <. .. > 

B. Abraham had three friends: Aner, Eshkol, and Pil oiJ.iliN ilWJIV 
Mamre. And when the Holy One told him to ?iJ~7::< 1J:V' :m:n~t<~ 
circumcise himself, he consulted each of them. i? iot<lV ir:;n .N1.>?o~ 

n1Ji2~ 120 )iY:P:lV il"J.j)il 
.i1.¥Y. Di)P 

1. He went to Aner and said: "The Holy One T;;!l l::J :107:;< ,lJ.V J¥K 120 
said, 'Do such and such."' <Aner> responded: i) lDN . il"J.j)il i) lDN 

- T " - T 

"Do you want to cripple yourself so severely ilJJt< i1¥il om J.V.l :lJ-V 
that, when the relatives of the kings whom ?lV li),.'.lili? Pi~PlV :;ll)iW.V,2 
you killed attack you, you will be unable to PN~ nl1111V oiJ'.Jnn 
flee from them?" 

"TT:-T"." "T:-

JiJ! ilJJt< PKl :;ll)iN P~liill, 
?oi),J~>? D·1.:;i' 

2. He left him and went to Eshkol: "The Holy .J.J\¥7:::< J¥K 1201 in,Ji:l 
One said, 'Do such and such.'" <Eshkol> ,, 107:;< T~l l::J :i? 107:;< 
responded: "You are old, and if you are :)iJ\!/7:::< i) lY)l:;< .il"J.j)il 
circumcised, considerable blood will flow J~D.IJ ilJJt< Dl:{ ,lin ilJJt< 
from you, and you will not be able to tolerate N.Jl il.lliJ Dl :IQ>? N~~-
[the pain], and you will perish. .nmm ?·~l?' ?~m 

3. He left him and went to Mamre and said: ,Nl.>?YJ J¥K 1201 in,Ji:l 
"The Holy One said, 'Do such and such.' How ,, lY)l:;< l~l l::J :i? lY)l:;< 
will you advise me?" Mamre said to him: lY)l:;< . , J~l('_J;l ilY) . il"J.j)il 
"Need you seek advice in this matter? ilJJt< il·r.D 1~1.l :Nl.>?YJ i) 

?il~Y \Vj)J.D 
T •• •• - : 

3040ne objection to this comparison is that drama includes sets, costwnes, lighting, and other methods for 
introducing information to the audience. Compare the costumes in various productions of William 
Shakespeare's play, Romeo and Juliet. Each costume designer must attempt to intuit from the text the 
appropriate outfits for the cast. For a particular stretch, compare the play versions to the 1996 movie, 
Romeo + Juliet (20111 Century Fox). While the sets, costumes, etc. convey information to the audience, 
they are not necessarily part of the literature. Perhaps this is what the playwright intended by: "A rose 
by any other name would smell as sweet." 
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a. "Did He not release you from the fiery 
furnace, perform miracles in your behalf, 
and rescue you from the kings? 

b. "Were it not for His strength and His 
might, they would have killed you. 

c. "He saved your 248 body-parts and yet 
you ask advice concerning only a piece of 
one of them? 

d. "Do his commandment." 

4. The Holy One said: "Blessed shall you be for 
having advised him to be circumcised; I shall 
reveal Myself to him only in your territory." 

lW.:;t::;lY,l J'.?'¥~1¥ Nm 11<"JD 
,'D'l?JD )~ J{ il°\¥.\11 Wl'.:<D 

?oi:;i~Y?D 11.) J{'.¥~1 
Pil irnu;n in·~ i)1)N1 

T T : •• " : 

.Jl;JiN P~liil 
, 1.:;J\¥ D,l.:JI'.:< n"Y.ll )i.¥~1 

i1 .lJ t< -n;:i i::< i ;J.1'.:< n.¥ i? m 
?il~Y Wp:m 

T •• •• - : 

.im~Y.l::J illVY 
T: • : •• -: 

il.lJt< 11.:;JJ;l~ ,il":tj)il 11)~ 
,J,N .JiY:PW il~Y JUUW 

.11)1.nJ;J::;t r-<~i::< ,;~·/'.:< Tili1J 

The middle part of the midrash builds a climactic storytelling arc-prologue, acts 

I - III, and epilogue. The prologue occurs occurs before Part B is subdivided; the 

characters are introduced. In each of the three acts, Abraham visit one of the three 

characters. While Aner is concerned that circumcision will leave Abraham defenseless 

and Eshkol is concerned that circumcision will be the death of Abraham, Mamre offers 

the answer that seems to resound with the rabbinic author. 

Mamre's primary concern is whether Abraham should be taking advice from 

another person or from God in light of the miracles that Abraham has witnessed and his 

own salvation by God's hand. Like the three acts of the dramatic event (visiting the three 

men), Mamre's answer includes three reasons: surviving the fiery furnace, witnessing 

miracles, and surviving the war with the kings. The observant student might notice that 

within the midrash, only two ofMamre's three reasons relate to biblical narratives.305 The 

midrash of Abram surviving the fiery furnace is preserved in Genesis Rabbah 38: 13.306 

Regarding the three reasons given, this is a good opportunity for the teacher to point out 

305Abram witnessed miracles such as closing and opening the wombs of the Egyptian women (Gen. 
12:10ff.) and the covenant ceremony including a mobile smoking oven and flaming torch (Gen. 15). 

Abraham also succeeded in battle with kings in Genesis 14. 
306For an abbreviated version of this midrash, see Appendix 4. 
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how rabbinic writing tends to favor numerical patterns (see, for instance, the way that the 

Mishnah presents ideas in groups of three or five). The epilogue for the dramatic event is 

God's revelation that God will bless Mainre. 

This midrash provides an opportunity to teach students the difference between 

midrash as close reading of the Bible and midrash as exegesis of the Bible. In contrast 

with the last lesson, this midrash does not demonstrate the Rabbis deconstrncting the 

biblical text. Rather, they focus on three questions: who or what is Mainre, why is 

Abraham at the Terebinths of Mamre, and why did God appear there? At the end of 

Genesis 13, Abram moves to this place called "the Terebinths ofMamre." Genesis 14:13 

explains that Mamre is an Amorite ai1d that he has two kinsmen, Aner and Eshkol, ai1d 

that the three of them are Abraham's military allies. For Abrahain, Mamre, Aner, and 

Eshkol are peers, maybe even friends. They are people with whom Abraham strategizes 

and, perhaps, reflects. Yet the question remains, why did God appear in Mamre's 

territory? This midrash provides an exegetical answer, imagining a conversation that 

Abrahain has with his three allies regarding God's commandment that he circumcise 

himself. 

As the students read the midrash, help them identify the aspects that are essential 

to the drama and those essential to answering the midrashic question. Have students 

identify how each of Abraham's allies are depicted in the midrash, and particularly how 

the Rabbis depict Mamre in contrast to Abraham's other allies. The Rabbis seem to be 

making a case that an interaction with God is the direct reward of meritorious behavior. 

That is to say, God appears to Abrahain for his obedience and in Mamre's territory for his 

role in Abraham's circumcision. 
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D'rash 

The Parasha Says 

n1 n1wN1:::i 
1'<1~1 PJ'Y NiV~l :oi~il o·nJ Jil.Nil-nn!l J.lV' N~ill NlDD 'J°JNJ. 'il PJN Nl~l (1) 
:11¥11:< ~rl.D\?i~.l--JDNQ mJ~)'.) DlJNli?> \11~i NT.l 1~~~- o~:;i¥"J i]~iµJ~ nw)1i il~.nl 

Genesis 18 (1) Adonai appeared to him by the terebinths of Mamre; he was sitting at 
the entrance of the tent as the day grew hot. (2) Looking up, he saw three men 
standing near him. As soon as he saw them, he ran from the entrance of the tent to 
greet them and, bowed to the ground. (NJPS) 

The Bible Also Says 

,., n1l!JN1::l 

~:iJ\?ii:;< '1)~ ,.,fn~D NJ.Qr;l 'JJt<;;t r~w 'Nm1, 'J:;i.YD 01:;it<'.? 1~~1IJ'~~iJ1-<J.~J. (13) 
:olJ.N-n'lJ. 'J..V.J. Dill lJY 'nNl 

)T:- ·: :.r:- c: ""T .J-:-

Genesis 14 (13) A fugitive brought the news [of Lot's capture] to Abram the Hebrew, 
who was dwelling at the terebinths of Mamre the Amorite, kinsman ofEshkol and 
Aner, these being Abram's allies. (NJPS) 

The Midrash Explains 

Midrash Tanhuma (Nw11) Nn'lnln l!l11'n 
Vayeira 3 l 1n10 N11'l i1l!/1!1 

1. 
A. By ithe ll:erebi.nitlhs of Mmnre. Why did the Holy \lJt<;;J. rn~<l .Nl.Qr;l 'J.°Jt<::;L 

One, appear by ithe rt:eirebi.niths of Mamre? JI¥ iD\¥ 11.:fJ;l~ Nl.Qr;l 

Because He does not withhold a reward for any of ?il ff]. jJ il 

His creations. J::;! )1¥ l~°W D~i2Q iJ'l'.'.<1¥ 
.il!l;;t 

B. Abraham had three friends: Aner, Eshkol, and PiJ D':;tDiN ilWJ\¥ 
Mamre. And when the Holy One told him to )iJIVN lJ.V :OillJ.NJ 

: •,• •• T T T: - : 

circumcise himself, he consulted each of them. ;) l)Jt<~ 1v:;n .N1.Qm 
TIDi2~ 12D ,)ir:P:~ il"J.iJil 

. il~V, DDP 
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1. He went to Aner and said: "The Holy One 1~1 1~ :lrJt< , lJ.V 7¥.t< 12D 
said, 'Do such and such."' <Aner> responded: i'J lrJt< .il":lj)il ,~ lrJt< 
"Do you want to cripple yourself so severely ilfJN il~il om JYJ. :lJY 

T- •.• -- "'T 

that, when the relatives of the kings whom ':JW F:P~ili? PD~W JJ;ti°IVl!,2 
you killed attack you, you will be unable to Pl'.<~ lJ11DW o,~~>iliJ 
flee from them?" 'JiJ! illJt< Pt<l JJ;tiN P~liill 

?Oi1 1 J9Y.1 n·1:i'J ·•· .. : . - : . 

2. He left him and went to Eshkol: "The Holy . 'J.J\¥~ 7¥.t< 12Dl in1Ji:l 
One said, 'Do such and such.'" <Eshkol> ,~ lrJt< 1~1 1~ :i'J lrJt< 
responded: "You are old, and if you are :'JiJ\¥~ i) lrJt< .il":lj)il 
circumcised, considerable blood will flow )m.IJ illJt< DI'.< ,li?.l;_ illJt< 
from you, and you will not be able to tolerate N.Jl il'.;!.liJ Dl JY;l~ N~P. 
[the pain], and you will perish. .nmm 7·J.v'J '.JJm 

T : ; • -

3. He left him and went to Mamre and said: ,Nl.1,)0 7¥.t< 12Dl in1Ji:l 
"The Holy One said, 'Do such and such.' How ,~ lOt< 1~1 1~ :i'.J lOt< 
will you advise me?" Mamre said to him: lrJt< . , J¥.l!,~J;I ilt;l . il":lj)il 
"Need you seek advice in this matter? ilflN il·'til l:l"TJ. :Nlr.1Y.1 i) 

T- •:- TT- ·•:-

?il~Y \Vp:in 
T •• •• - : 

a. "Did He not release you from the fiery iw:p~ J~1¥n\Y Nm N.'.JD 
furnace, perform miracles in your behalf, ,D1l?JiJ 'J~ J~ il°Wl./1, IVt<iJ 
and rescue you from the kings? ?01 ~~Y;liJ in J~1¥ill 

b. "Were it not for His strength and His Pil in1u~1 in·J 1 '.J1'.JN1 
T T : •• " : 

might, they would have killed you. .JJ;tiN P ~liil 
c. "He saved your 248 body-parts and yet .1~\Y 011~t< n"n1 '.J1¥n1 

you ask advice concerning only a piece of illJt< IQ~ 1'.tt< TI¥i?~~ 
one of them? ?i1¥.V. IVV.'.lY,) 

d. "Do his commandment." . im~DJ il°IVY 
T: • : •• -: 

4. The Holy One said: "Blessed shall you be for illJt< 11~J;l, ,il":li/il lOt< 
having advised him to be circumcised; I shall , J1 N .)iY;PW il~Y nnJIV 

" •• " •.• T •• T - T "•" 

reveal Myself to him only in yom territory." .1QmJ;t~ N~~ P~t< i1~1J 

C. Hence it is written: Adonai appeared fo him by PJN Nl'l.1 ::l1TIJ'T Nm N"Til 
T •• T""- " : " T-: 

i!:he i!:erelbftnit:ha of MamJI1e. .Nlr.m 1J.JNJ. 1il .. : - .. .. : 

102 



Lesson for Parashat Chayei Sarah 

Objectives 

P'shat 

During the course of this lesson, students will ... 

* 

* 

* 
* 

Generate appropriate questions based on the close reading 

of biblical text, 

Investigate the textual trigger for the questions that the 

Rabbis asked, 

Consider the motives of the Rabbis, and 

Identify midrashic hermeneutics: gezera shava, 
'repetition is used for interpretation,' 

and paronomasia (i.e. puns). 

Many of the women of the Hebrew Bible are unnamed, have no independent 

actions, and do not significantly influence the narrative. In contrast, the first matriarch not 

only has a name, but God specifically honors her by changing that name from Sarai to 

Sarah.307 She is also the namesake of the only parasha named after a woman, Parashat 

Chayei Sarah, which begins with her death. The Refonn Judaism "Learn Torah" website 

provides the following summary for Genesis 23: 1 - 25: 18. 

* 

* 

* 

* 

Abraham purchases the cave of Machpelah in order to bury 

his wife Sarah. (23:1-20) 

Abraham sends his servant to find a bride for Isaac. (24: 1-
9) 

Rebekah shows her kindness by offering to draw water for 

the servant's camels at the well. (24:15-20) 

The servant meets Rebekah's family and then takes 

Rebekah to Isaac, who marries her. (24:23-67) 

307While a modern reader might not see a name change in this way, it is clear that for the biblical author, 
there is immense honor to having the deity (or leader) grant a new name. See, for instance, Abram-> 
Abraham (by God), Jacob-> Israel (by God), Ben-Oni ->Benjamin (by Jacob), Joseph-> Zaphenath
paneah (by Pharaoh), and Hosea-> Joshua (by Moses). 
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* Abraham takes another wife, named Keturah. At the age of 
one hundred and seventy-five years, Abraham dies, and 
Isaac and Islunael bury him in the cave ofMachpelah. 
(25: 1-11 )308 

The parasha opens with the death of the first matriarch, and the Bible uses this 

verse to describe her death: "Sarah lived a hundred years and twenty years and seven 

years. These were the years of the life of Sarah."309 Compare this with Abraham's death: 

"These were the days of the years of the life of Abraham: one hundred years and seventy 

years and five years. And Abraham breathed his last, dying at a good ripe age, old and 

contented; and he was gathered to his kin."310 This method of parsing out the years by 

hundreds, tens, and single years is consistent with other deaths in the Bible. However, 

Rashi still finds it important to comment on this turn of phrase, and he cites a midrash to 

answer the question. Before looking to the midrash, the class should closely examine the 

biblical verse and students should be encouraged to ask questions that the Bible leaves 

unanswered. Most important for the following discussion are two words in the biblical 

verse: chayim and shanim. 

In Hebrew, the word for life ( chayim) is usually written as a plural noun. Students 

who might think that this is odd should consider how certain English nouns are only 

written in their plural form: scissors, pants, and clothes. In Hebrew, chayim can refer to a 

single life or multiple lives: "breath oflife" (Gen 1:30) and ''the lives of my father and 

mother" (Josh 2: 13). Often the context of the noun determines the meaning, but the 

Rabbis often chose to read these differently. 

308"Chayei Sarah," last accessed March 10, 2014, http://www.reformjudaism.org/learning/torah

study/chayei-sarah . 
309Genesis 23:1. 

31 OGenesis 25 :7ff. 
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The second word is shana, 'year.' In modern Hebrew, it is an irregular feminine 

noun in that its plural looks like a masculine plural noun: shanim. However, like many of 

these nouns, its plural construct appears feminine: sh'not.311 Biblical Hebrew sometimes 

uses this "feminine-looking" construct form, but all of the examples in Genesis use a 

construct form sh'nei, which looks like a masculine construct.312 For a student who has 

more familiarity with modern Hebrew, this may seem like a mistake in the biblical text, 

and attention should be drawn to this issue because the Rabbis may have also thought that 

the word was incorrect (or if not incorrect, that it was chosen for another reason). Genesis 

23:1 begins by describing Sarah's lifetime, and then repeats itself in the final words, 

"sh'nei chayei sarah," or, "111ese were the years of the life of Sarah." The teacher may 

wish to ask students about the possible rationale for this additional clause. Since the 

biblical verse repeats the word so frequently, the teacher should ask what other possible 

meanings the word could have. For instance, do any of the words for year-shana, 

shanim, or sh'nei-look like ot11er Hebrew words? For example, the masculine number 

two in construct form is sh'nei, spelled and vocalized the same as ''years of' in this verse. 

Stepping back from t11e individual verse, students should talk about t11e character 

of the first matriarch. How does the Bible depict Sarah? It could be important to note that, 

although passive through most oft11e narrative, she offers Hagar to her husband and then 

mistreats her (Gen 16); she follows Abraham's command and prepares food for visitors 

31 l"Construct form" refers to the special declension for a noun when it is the first of two nouns in 
sequence to denote ownership or expression, often, but not universally correlating to the English word 
'of (beit avicha =house of your father I your father's house; mishp'chot haadama =families of the 
earth; elonei mamre = terebinths of Mamre) 

An example of'years' in construct would be sh'not hash'monim = 1980s. An example of another feminine 
noun that has an irregular plural that appears masculine but appears feminine in construct form is 
woman: isha (nashim, nashot) such as nashot hakotel =Women of the Wall. 

312Examples ofsh'not include Deuteronomy 32:7, Isaiah 38:10, Psalms 31:11, 77:6, 78:33, 90:15, 
Proverbs 3 :2, 4:10, 10:27, and Job 10:5, 16:22. 
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(Gen 18); she laughs at the prediction that she will have a child (Gen 18); she becomes a 

mother in her nineties (Gen 21); and, she makes Abraham cast out Hagar and Ishmael 

(Gen 21 ). A modem reader might consider some of these traits to be dubious. For 

instance, should Sarah have harassed Hagar and expelled her from her home? In the 

milieu described in the biblical narrative, Sarah is in the right. She protects the Hebrew 

clan by ensuring that the child who was born to two members of the clan remains in the 

household as the heir.313 The Rabbis also consider Sarah a biblical heroine as this midrash 

makes explicit. 

Remez 

The first important matter to consider regarding this lesson is that this midrash, 

and the midrashim in the lessons to follow are not selected from Midrash Tanhuma. They 

are found in Genesis Rabbah, another collection of aggadic midrashim that interprets the 

book of Genesis from the rabbinic perspective. Unlike Midrash Tanhuma, Genesis 

Rab bah uses a numbering system that appears the same as the biblical "chapter:verse" 

system, but does not correspond with the biblical chapters in any way. This lesson 

presents Genesis Rabbah 58:1, which comments on the words of Genesis 23:1. This text 

is not a single midrash; the lesson below discusses three discrete midrashim. However, 

they all use a verse from Psalms to expound upon Genesis 23: 1. 

313The book of Genesis is fixated on intra-clan relationships as evidenced by the patriarchs each marrying 
close relatives: Abraham marries his half-sister per Gen 20:12; Isaac marries his first cousin once 
removed per Gen 24:15; and, Jacob marries his first cousins per 29:13fi). 
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1. 
A. SmNllh lliivred mlle hundred years andl 11.wrenfy yea!l's il~~ ilt<P. ill.i?' ,~D P~P.l 

ancll lll<evrern yrearso 'flhretlre W<el'e tl1e yremm oif the Hfo o,J~ YJlPl il~~ D,li?'.l!l 
oif Sarah. :i11i?' ,~D ,J.tp 

B. Adlonali iiiil concexned for the neredtl oif ll:he oir,:PY,l.D ipi 'il l!1i, 
JfalUllidess; itbeliK' pm'll:Jion fasts forever. .il~.DJJ o~iY? ·DlJ~DJl 

c. Just as they are faultless, so too their years are l.:;! oir,PY,lJ;l liJtp D\P::;> 
faultless. . D,Y,l,Y,lJ;l DlJiJtp 

D. When she was 20 years old, she was like a 7 year 'v n.l i;32 't nJ::;> 'J n.l 
old as to beauty; when she was a 100 years old, .N\?D? il~~ 'J nJ::;> 
she was like a 20 year old as to sin. 

The first midrash, numbered IA-ID, begins by identifying the biblical verse that 

is being explained. The second part draws in material from Psalms 37:18. At first the two 

verses seem unconnected, but the midrash says, in IC, that they are related. The midrash 

is using the rabbinic hermeneutic calledgezera shava loosely to com1ect ''the years of the 

life of Sarah" with "the days of the faultless." Now, instead of reading "Just as they are 

faultless, so too their years are faultless," the verse should be understood as , "Just as 

[their days] are faultless, so too their years are faultless." The parallel is more clear and 

the rest of the midrash follows: Sarah was faultless when she reached old age in terms of 

both sin and beauty. 

While lB and 1 C might seem ambiguous, ID explains that the midrash is 

speaking of Sarah because it refers to the 127 years in the parsed out form: 100 + 20 + 7. 

The midrashic author wants to elaborate on the phrase, "one hundred years and twenty 

years and seven years," and asks why the word years is repeated. In other words, why 

does the biblical text say: "Sarah lived" one hundred twenty-seven "years. These were the 

years of the life of Sarah?" In this midrash, the author uses a rabbinic hermeneutic tool, 

which states that repetition in the Bible is a trigger for interpretation. Since rabbinic 
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Judaism tends to consider the consonantal text of the Hebrew Bible to be the word of 

God, there can be no extraneous information. This henneneutic approach essentially 

nullifies this argument and instead provides a rationale for extra infonnation that sees the 

duplicate information as deliberate. This is in contrast to how some modern readers might 

approach the Bible, in that they might attribute errors to human authorship or human 

transmission of the text or they might recognize that the Bible sometimes uses 

expressions in a different way than the contemporary Hebrew language. 

2. 
A. Another drash: Adlonai. fa oonoemedl for the 

ll1leedls of the fall1U!U.lless. Tius refers to Sarah who 

was faultless in all her actions. 

B. This is like the faultless <ritually pure> calf. 

C']DiJ 1Vn1!l - lnN l:rT 
- .. .. - TT 

ill-W it Dlr,llY,lJ;I lr,l~ 'i11'1ll 

. il~W.V,>J.:,t i1Q 1r,:i:i;i i1.1J 1Dl?i 

Nl;:J~.lll, NliJ::;J l~Di 1 1.:n l>Jt< 
. ilQlY,lJ;I 

The second midrash also comments on Psalms 37:18 by explicitly connecting this 

verse to Sarah in 2A. The next part, 2B, seems very disc01mected from the rest of the 

midrash. The Soncino translation points out that the Jerusalem Talmud usually omits this 

section when it uses the midrash. The teacher can use this opportunity to remind students 

that collections of midrash are not always without errors due to copying or transmission. 

In this case, the teacher can cite Soncino's explanation and consider that this might have 

been an insertion to the midrash. 

A. .. .... ThdK' porlfolllll faLsil:t'l foK'even· means Thetlle weire 

the yemt'§ of the me {l>f 8mmh. 

i1 1TUJ D~iY~ D.1J~DJ1 
.ill-W H.D P~P.l l>J~;ql}i 
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B. Why is it necessary to say: Tll11et11e weR>e il:he yeaurs 

olf il:he Ilftifo~ ,olf S.ammh at the end <of the verse>? 
ill-W H_D ,J.l?i 1Y)iJ TJ.i~ ilY) 

. il~i1[,17_~q. 

C. It tells you that for those who are righteous before 
God, their lives are pleasant in this world and the 
world to come. 

J\P Di::P~.D :P.:;J.1.;J\P J'.{ 1Y)iJ 
D~iY~ Divr,;liJ ,J.!;I~ D,i?,T¥ 

.1'qiJ D~iY'.{~ iltiJ 

The third midrash might be the hardest to understand without accessing the 

original text. In English, it begins: "Their portion lasts forever means These were the 

years of the life of Sarah," and the two verses seem to have nothing in common. In 

Hebrew, one might consider the parallel use of the verb lihyot (to be) as the bridge 

between the two verses. This would be another example of gezera shava. In this case, the 

two verses can be read together: "The years of the life of Sarah [ =] an eternal portion." 

The midrash also uses an alternate reading of the Psahns verse to make their case. 

Specifically, the second half of the verse is translated as, "their portion lasts forever." The 

words, vnachalatam l 'olam tiye, have that exact meaning. Leaving the first word alone, 

the latter two words either mean "will be forever" or "the world that will be." While this 

is not identical to 'olam haba (the world to come), the meaning is synonymous, and the 

Rabbis use this alternate definition to explain that "The years of the life of Sarah [really 

means] the world to come." 

The latter two sections, 3B-C, uses the hermeneutic principle of repetition is cause 

for interpretation. Genesis 23: 1 repeats information when it details the years of Sarah's 

life and ends with, "These were the years of the life of Sarah." In order to interpret this 

seemingly extra phrase, the midrash relies on another rabbinic hermeneutic tool-

paronomasia-"a play on cognate roots."314 In this case, the midrash imagines that the 

word sh'nei, which we have translated as "years of," might be read as sh'nei, which 

314Strack and Sternberger, Introduction to the Talmud and Midrash, 29. 

109 



means "two ( of)."315 Following from this reason, the midrash asserts that Sarah merited 

two lives to be lived in the two worlds-haolam hazeh and haolam haba. The teacher 

may ask students to imagine rabbinic motivations for Sarah's depiction in midrash. 

Students may need to wrestle with the difference between modern attitudes to Sarah 

expelling Hagar and the Rabbis' extolling Sarah. Also, the teacher may wish to remind 

the students that this collection of midrash was written during a time when Christianity 

was also in its formative years. The Rabbis, who are competing with Christianity, may 

want to have a 'more perfect' mother character than Mary. 

D'rash 

The Parasha Says 

lJ n"~N1J. 

:111i?' H.D ,J.IP o,)W y.:;nv1 11~w o,11p.v1 11~~ ilt<>J n1i?' H.D P~P.l (1) 

Genesis 23 (1) Sarah lived one hundred years and twenty years and seven years. These 
were the years of the life of Sarah. 

The Bible Also Says 

l'~ D"~iln 

:n~r1n D~iY? DlJ~[)Jl DY.),Y,ll;J ,r,l~ 'il .\!li, (18) 

Psalms 37 ( 18) Adonai is concerned for the needs of the faultless; their portion lasts 
forever. (NJPS) 

3 l 5This is particularly appropriate since the two words not only share the same consonants but also the 
same vocalization. c.f. Genesis I: 16 (God made the two great lights ... ). 
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The Midrash Explains 

Midrash Genesis Rabbah 58:1 N nl 11:11 fl"'9N1:l '91T1l 

1. 
A. S<nmh Iliivedl one hiumdbredl yea11•s and! ilwenfy yeam il~W ill~r,l ill\!:' H_D Pi;P.l 

and! seven ye<nra. These wen-e il:he yearn oJf il:he llii~e oi~i,y YJ\Pl il~\V D,l\pl.!l 
oif§amh. :ill\!:' ,~D ,J\P 

B. Adlomll.ii fa concerned folt' H]e needs of il:he oir,:P}')l) ir,i~ 
1il .){Ji, 

faullil:Riesli\; il:heiir Jp>miiion famil:s Jfm'IE!ver. .il~TUJ o<1Y{ DlJ<DJl 

c. Just as they are faultless, so too their years are l~ D,)'),)')J;l lD\P DW::;J 
faultless. . D,}'),}'){I D.lJlJ\P 

D. When she was 20 years old, she was like a 7 year 'p nJ i1.:i2 't nJ::;J 'J nJ 
old as to beauty; when she was a 100 years old, .N\?D{ il~\V 'J TIJ::;J 
she was like a 20 year old as to sin. 

2. 
A. Another drash: Adonaft iili1 conoemedl for il:he civ1J wni9 - 1nN 1:11 

- •• •• - TT 

needls oif il:he fauhless. This refers to Sarah who ill\IJ 11' D,}'),~l) ir,i~ 
1il 1'11, 

was faultless in all her actions. . il!\!:11'.YJ~ ilQ,)')J;l illJ,DW 

B. This is like the faultless <ritually pure> calf. N,P{.lll, NliJ::;J HD,, ,~1 lYJt< 
. ilQ,}'){I 

:1 il~i;ll:l o<1Y{ DlJ<DJ1 
A. ... Theiilt' Jp>oritiion llasil:li\ forever means These were .ill\!:' ,~D 1,D~.l 1m;qW 

il:he years oJf il:he HJfe oJf SMah. 

B. Why is it necessary to say: These were il:he yeffiJ!'1i\ ill\!:' ,~D ,J\P 1YJ1J Tli:it ilYJ 
oJf il:he Hfo oif S.amaih at the end <of the verse>? .il~11Dt<::;t 

C. It tells you that for those who are righteous before 
God, their lives are pleasant in this world and the '.JW DD,~D :P.::;tD\P J{ 1YJ1J 
world to come. o<1Y'.l DiPQD ,J.!;I~ oii,wr-¥ 

.N'.lD o<1Y{l il·~.D 
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Lesson for Parashat Tol'dot 

Objectives 

P'shat 

During the course of this lesson, students will... 

* 

* 

* 

* 

Generate appropriate questions based on the close reading 
of biblical text, 
Investigate the textual reason for the questions that the 
Rabbis asked, 
Articulate the character of Esau according to the 
midrashim, and 
Identify midrashic hermeneutics: notarikon, 

gezera shava and gematria. 

Parashat Tol'dot is named for the generations oflsaac that are outlined at the 

beginning of this paras ha. The Reform Judaism "Learn Torah" website provides the 

following summary for Genesis 25:19-28:9. 

* 
* 

* 

* 

* 

Rebekah has twins, Esau and Jacob. (25:19-26) 
Esau gives Jacob his birthright in exchange for some stew. 
(25:27-34) 
King Abimelech is led to think that Rebekah is Isaac's sister 
and later finds out that she is really his wife. (26: 1-16) 
Isaac plans to bless Esau, his firstborn. Rebekah and Jacob 
deceive Isaac so that Jacob receives the blessing. (27:1-29) 
Esau threatens to kill Jacob, who then flees to Haran. 
(27:30-45)316 

Reading the entire parasha is important for providing context to the lesson 

because it illustrates the character of Esau. The Bible paints Esau as unassuming and 

quick to emotion. In the midrash, the Rabbis treat Esau in a less kind manner because the 

Rabbis think of themselves and the Jewish community as descendants of Jacob and often 

316"Tol'dot," last accessed March 10, 2014, http://www.reformjudaism.org/learning/torah-study/toldot. 
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try to show his virtue and because the Rabbis use Esau as a stand-in for those who 

oppressed the Jews (Rome, and later, Christianity). Secondary source for teacher. With 

this context at hand, we move to the specific verses in question. 

Three verses :from within the first pericope are particularly important to this 

lesson: "Isaac pleaded with Adonai on behalf of his wife, because she was barren; and 

Adonai responded to his plea, and his wife Rebekah conceived. But the children 

struggled in her womb, and she said, 'If so, why do I exist?' She went to inquire of 

Adonai, and Adonai answered her, 'Two nations are in your womb, Two separate peoples 

shall issue from your body; One people shall be mightier than the other, And the older 

shall serve the younger.'"317 Unlike much of the Bible, these verses include a very 

sympathetic description of a woman's feelings and the woman has an explicit 

conversation with God. 

The first phrase from Genesis 25 :22 that needs explanation is, "The children 

struggled in her womb." Students should read carefully the Hebrew words and translate 

them: vayit'rotzatzu habanim b'kirbah. The most clear word is habanim, the sons or the 

children. In this case, it is clear that the children means the fetuses. The final word in the 

phrase, means, "in her insides," in this case, meaning womb.318 The only word that is 

particularly difficult is the first word of the phrase: vayit'rotzatazu. 

The teacher has the opportunity, when confronted with this word, to ask students 

how they might approach translating the word. Modern commentators use the word 

"struggle," a contextual reading of the word. One of the first comprehensive lexicons of 

Biblical Hebrew, written by Wilhelm Gesenius and translated by Edward Robinson in the 

317Genesis 25:21ff. 
3 l 8Sometimes kerev means 'midst,' 'bowels,' etc. 
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nineteenth century, describes this word as, "to dash one another, to struggle."319 The 

twentieth century derivative work, colloquially called Brown-Driver-Briggs for its three 

authors, defines the root as "crush" and translates this verse: "the children crushed 

(thrust, struck) one another within her."320 But, for the purposes of this discussion, how 

would one translate the word without modern resources. In the whole of the Hebrew 

Bible, this word is never repeated, and the root occurs only five additional times, and 

each time with the meaning of crush or shatter.321 In other words, there is no way to 

translate this word without either relying on the context of the verse (i.e. The two sons 

did X in her womb and she complained) or by relying on extrabiblical sources. The three 

extant targumim translate this word with the root dachak (pn1), which means "press each 

other."322 Since this is a particularly difficult word for to parse, the lack of clear 

understanding left an opening for midrashic creativity. 

The other aspect of the biblical verse that should be pointed out is the last phrase: 

"She went to inquire of Adonai." Students should be asked about the contextual meaning 

of the verse as well as how the individual word lid'rosh might be interpreted by the 

Rabbis. This is the same root that is used for midrash (the literature) and beit midrash 

(study house), and this alternate use might factor into the Rabbis' interpretation. Students 

might answer about finding God in nature or going to a special place (temple, altar, etc.). 

3 l 9Wilhelm Gesenius, A Hebrew and English Lexicon of the Old Testament: Including the Biblical 

Cha/dee, trans. Edward Robinson, 20th edition (Crocker and Brewster, 1871 ). 
320Francis Brown, S. R. Driver, and Charles A. Briggs, The Brown-Driver-Briggs Hebrew and English 

Lexicon: With an Appendix Containing the Biblical Aramaic: Coded With the Numbering System.from 
Strongs Exhaustive Concordance of the Bible, Index edition (Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 1996). 

321The root ~~1 also occurs inDeut 28:33, Judg 9:53, Judg 10:8, Eccl 12:6, and 2 Chr 16:10. Unlike our 

verse, which is in the hitpa 'el (T-stem), the other cases include kal, pie!, hijil, and irregular forms such 

as po 'el and pual. 
322Compared to Targurn Onkelos, Targum Neofiti, and Targum Pseudo-Jonathan. 
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Remez 

Genesis Rabbah 63:6 is much longer than presented in the selection below. 

Between the sections labeled 3 and 4, the original text includes two more midrashim that 

together are longer than the four sections provided. However, those two expanded 

sections connect Rebekah to the twelve tribes of Israel and are umelated to the the 

discussion presented in this lesson. The first three midrashim each explain the meaning of 

the phrase in Genesis 25 :22, "The children struggled in her womb," and the fourth 

midrash asks the meaning of the last phrase in the verse. Additionally, the first three 

midrashim share a goal of casting Esau as evil from conception, and by contrast, God's 

choice of Jacob as the preferred heir of Abraham and Isaac. 

1. 
A But the dhJilldlren strugglled i1111 her womb. 

B. R. Yochanan and Reish Lakish: 
1. R. Yochanan said, "This one was running to 

kill that one and that one was running to kill 
this one." 

2. Reish Lakish said, "111is one releases the laws 
given by that one and that one releases the 
laws given by this one." 

.il~lP~ D1~~iJ ~~-¥-1J;J~l 
.wip~ wi·n uo1, ,.:;i.1 

~i1D2, Yl ilt .. l?Jt< UQi 1 1.:;1.1 
. 11r .. n~ ~i1D2, Yl. 11r1 11r .. n~ 

1 1n?J 11r .. i?Jt< w1p~ w11. 
i,n,.¥ ,,n?J iltJ ilt .. '.JW i,~,,.¥ 

.ilt, J!V 

The first midrash is concerned with the definition of the biblical verb l'hit'rotzetz ( 

~~1nn7 ), which is a difficult word because the root is ambiguous. Of the possible roots ( 

~1) , ~1' 1 n~1/'~1 , ~~1 1 :::1'1/:::in ), modern philologists relate it to rotzetz while Rabbi 

Yochanan relates it to ratz. This first rabbinic interpretation, reads the word as "run." 111e 

second commentary on this verse uses the rabbinic henneneutic notarikon, which allows 

Reish Lakish to split up a word into two or more words, to divide yit'rotzetzu into yatir 

tzav ( n:::i 1m' < 1:::l:::l1n' ). Looking at the words in print form may make it difficult to see 
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the connection because the letters do not match exactly, but since midrash may have been 

an oral literature, the word play would work. The new meaning would be that "he 

releases (from obligation) his commandment," explaining Reish Lakish's subsequent 

statement. 

2. 
A. R. Berekhiya in the name ofR. Levi: 

1. "It is so you should not say that it was only 
after he left his mother's womb that [Esau] 
contended against [Jacob]. 

2. "But even while he was yet in his mother's 
womb his finger was stretched forth against 
him" As it says: The wiickedl are dlei6iant from 
the womb. 

,1, i::;i,1ow::;i11!:;>1.::;J. i::;i,1 
,Y.Y;lr;l N¥~~Y;l l}')N·n N.JW 

.17 ~nr~ 1nr:< 

inr:< ,Y.Y,)::;J. Nm w 1.v N~l:f. 
11i'.;?::;ii2{ ill;:nnY,) 11i.r:11,t 

1111111 
. DDlP D,Y.Wl n'r 

The second midrash, taught in the name of Rabbi Berekhiya, cites another biblical 

verse. Assuming that b'kirbah means in her womb, the author connects this verse to 

Psahns 58:4. Berekhiya reads "The wicked are defiant from the womb," as, "The wicked 

[push out their] finger from the womb."323 Both this understanding of the word and R. 

Yochanan's "to run" meanings are also used in the third midrash. As if the soul of the 

fetus can be attracted like a magnet, the third midrash has Jacob and Esau, in utero, 

running toward institutions of Judaism and locations of idolatry, respectively. 

3. 
A. But the c!hii[dren str1rngg[ed Jin her womlb. 

B. When she went by synagogues and houses of 
study, Jacob would twitch trying to get out, as it is 
written: BeJfm-e K clt'eate<ll yol!lt itn the womb, K 

sdeieted yrnrn. 

C. When she went by houses of idolatry, Esau would 
run and twitch trying to get out, as it is written: 
The wiicked ,;u·e dleJmant lfrom the wrnllJllb. 

il~li!::;J. oinD t~.;(ll;J~l 
7.v n7r_;liY 11lJ~DW 11,vw~ 
niWTTY;l ,n.:+~ ni,pp ,n.::;i 
1"1111 nN.¥~ v:;;i1.!;!Q J·v.l!,~ 

.;rn.vT 11.?~J :11¥1:< 01v::;i 
7.v nlniY 11nimv ilYWJ~ 

- •;•,• T:T"." TT: 

Yl 1~.V. oi:;i.:;;iiJ n11J.l!, in.::;i 
II L., 1 1111 nN¥1 'D'.;:11.!;!Y,)~ 

. DDlP o,Y.Wl n·r 

323To do this, he reads the Psalms verse as zrato rsha 'im merechem. Zeret is the little (or pinky) finger. 
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4. 
A. She wienit Ito ilnquiure of Adlonai. 

B. Now were there synagogues and houses of study 
in those days? 

C. But is it not the fact that she went only to the 
study of Shem and Eber? 

D. This serves to teach you that whoever receives an 
elder is as ifhe receives the Shechinah. 

1lJ;1 1 ~1 .'il n~ IVTf~ 1~:01 
FO nilVll~ in.:;H ni 1pp 

·r-<"'J NJ'Ql ?01 ~:i,i'J llJlN~ 
DW 'J!p lV11Y;l2 N~~ il~~D 
,~ 'J'.:iW :no'.2~ N~~ .1:;)..Vl 

li7.t 1 J.~ J 1.;)..i2Q N~il !p 
. 11r~t?i ,J.~ 'J,~RQ~ 

The third midrash suggests that Rebekah would pass by synagogues and study-

houses and the fourth midrash asks where Rebekah would "inquire of Adonai." A modem 

reader might sense the anachronism of synagogues and study-houses during the 

patriarchal time period, but the Rabbis have a tradition that Noah's son Shem and his 

great-grandson Eber established a study-house. Genesis Rabbah 63?. 

It is also important to note that the author uses the word study-house in relation to the 

Genesis verse because the root of the word "to inquire" is used in the word study-house: 

lid'rosh and b'tei-midr'shot, respectively. 

Going to a study-house with an elder is equivalent to inquiring of God. 
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D'rash 

The Parasha Says 

i1:> n., \!nn:i 

:imp~ ilR.:n liJDl 'il 1? llJV~.l N1i:l illR.l!. ,::;> tmp~ n:;;?'.l~ 'il~ PO¥~ lD.l!~.l (21) 
(23) :'11-n1.:< IVTT~ l~.fll i:;fJt< 11-~. ilJ?~ p-o~ lJ?Nfll il~li!;t oinD ~~~{1.x;i~1 (22) 

:111 YQ~~ .. o"?--<~P o"?--<~~ n1.~~ T.l!Y.ilP o,Y;l~~ ,J.IP~ lJl(:;i::;i o~il ,J.IP il~ 'il 1J?N·~1 
:l,Y.-¥ l':l.l!,~ 

Genesis 25 (21) Isaac pleaded with Adonai on behalf of his wife, because she was 
barren; and Adonai responded to his plea, and his wife Rebekah conceived. (22) But 
the children struggled in her womb, and she said, "If so, why do I exist?" She went to 
inquire of Adonai, (23) and Adonai answered her, "Two nations are in your womb, 
Two separate peoples shall issue from your body; One people shall be mightier than 
the other, And the older shall serve the younger." 

The Bible Also Says 

TIJ D"~i1n 

::it::;i ,1 . .:tr ll(~P ~Y.P m:;qp oi.v~1 n·r (4) 

[Psalms 58] (4) The wicked are defiant from the womb; the liars go astray in utero. 
(NIPS) 

[Jeremiah 1] (5) Before I created you in the womb, I selected you; Before you were 
born, I consecrated you; I appointed you a prophet concerning the nations. (NJPS) 
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The Midrash Explains 

Midrash Genesis Rabbah 63:6 1 l'D il~1 ni~N1~ ~TTn 

1. 
A.. Bull: 11:he dhllldreltll sh>IU!gg~edl furu hel' womb .. .1-l~li?.::;t oirg,iJ ~~.~{1.l)~l 
B. R. Yochanan and Reish Lakish: .w,v< w,..n ui::ii, ,.::).1 

1. R. Yochanan said, "This one was running to li1iJ2, Yl 11~ .. 11)~ UJ:Ji, ,.::).1 
kill that one and that one was running to kill . 11~ .. nl:'< li1D2, Yl 11~1 11~ .. nl:'{ 
this one." 

2. Reish Lakish said, "This one releases the laws 1,.nYJ 11~ .. 1YJ~ w,v< w,1. 
given by that one and that one releases the ,,n,.¥ 1,.nYJ 11~1 11~ .. )!p i,n,.¥ 
laws given by this one." .11~. Jip 

2. 
A. R. Berekhiya in the name ofR. Levi: ,l?. i.:n D\V.::;t 11!:;>1 . .::;t ,.::).1 

1. "It is so you should not say that it was only iyr:m N~~IVn 1nN·n N.JIV 
• : " TT"." " - '•" 

after he left his mother's womb that [Esau] .i) lUq in~ 
contended against [Jacob]. 

2. "But even while he was yet in his mother's in~ ,YY,l.::). Nmip l.\! N~l:f. 
womb his finger was stretched forth against 11, >. .::;i i2 ~ rn::n n Q 11, .r:q, t 
him" As it says: The WJidlmdl are del1iiant from 1111111 
11:hewomb .. .Dl)lYJ D,YWl n·r 

3. 
A. Bull: ithe chHdK'ellll s!l:nugglied lillll hel' womb. 1-l~li?.::;t o,~~iJ t~~{l.l)~l 
B. When she went by synagogues and houses of )y n1niy 11ni11w 11yW:i 

- •:•: T:T"." TT: 

study, Jacob would twitch trying to get out, as it is niWTfr,l ,J::q.~ nii17p ,J:P 
written: Befon"e [ cn"eaited you furu 11:he womb, [ 1

11

1111 TIN~< 'D~l~Q 3·plJ,~ 
sdectl:ed you. .J,1:un~ 11?.~J JT¥l:f. 01v.::;i 

c. When she went by houses of idolatry, Esau would 
)y n1niy 11n,11w 11y1V3~ 

- ".'"." T;T"." TT: 

y11ivy o,3JiJ nli3.V in:i run and twitch trying to get out, as it is written: TT"" "T --;••; 

The wiidked are defi21J1111I: frR,orn uhe womb .. 1"1111 nN~J 'DJ1~m 
•• T •• : - : 

· DDl~ D\VWl ni' 
4 . ... . .. 

A. She wentl: 1l:o furuquh><e of Adon;aii. ,n..::;i ,~, .'11 ni:f. w11> l{l.n 
B. Now were there synagogues and houses of study P11 niw11n in3~ ni,'DJJ 

in those days? N:J N·Jri1 ?o,"~'~,i'J w),:{~ 
C. But is it not the fact that she went only to the DIV JIV lV11DJ Nt:JN 11JJl1 

"' "." T:•- T"·" TlT 

study of Shem and Eber? ,r,l )~!p JW~~ N~l:f. .l~Yl 
D. This serves to teach you that whoever receives an iv.rT ,J.~ )i.;J.i2Q Nmip 

elder is as if he receives the Shechinah. .11r~~ ,J.~ )i.;i.RQ:;> 
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Lesson for Parashat Vayeitzei 

Objectives 

During the course of this lesson, students will... 

* 

* 

* 

* 

P'shat 

Generate appropriate questions based on the close reading 
of biblical text, 
Investigate the textual trigger for the questions that the 
Rabbis asked, 
Probe into ambiguities in the biblical text that stem from 
prepositions and pronouns, and 
Identify midrashic hermeneutics: gezera shava and mashal. 

This parasha continues when Jacob is grown. Parashat Vayeitzi is summarized in 

the Reform Judaism "Learn Torah" website for Genesis 28:19 - 32:3. 

* 

* 

* 

* 

* 

Jacob dreams of angels going up and down a ladder. God 
blesses him. Jacob names the place Bethel. (28:10-22) 
Jacob works seven years in order to marry Rachel, but 
Laban tricks Jacob into marrying Leah, Rachel's older 
sister. (29: 16-25) 
Jacob marries Rachel but only after having to commit 
himself to seven more years of working for Laban. (29:26-
30) 
Leah, Rachel, and their maidservants, Bilhah and Zilpah, 
give birth to eleven sons and one daughter. (29:31-30:24) 
Jacob and his family leave Laban's household with great 
wealth. (31: 1-32:3)324 

The three verses from this parasha, Genesis 28: 10-12, which are the focus of this 

lesson, share a certain level of ambiguity. Most of this ambiguity comes from the use of 

nonspecific prepositions and pronouns. This would be a good opportunity to ask students 

324"Vayeitzei," last accessed March 10, 2014, http://www.reformjudaism.org/learning/torah
study/vayeitzei . 
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to identify all of the prepositions and pronouns in the three verses, to write their common 

meaning, and to identify the meaning in context. 

Pret>ositional 
Phrase 

Preposition · 

.lJj\!JlNltl mem prefix 

. . . . ... het directional 
tlJin suffix · 

Usual 
Meaning 

· From 

To( Wards) 

Contextual 
Meaning 

From Beet Sheva 

Toward Haran. 

t:npn:t .bet prefix 

mpr.in \JJNr.1 mem prefix 

In, with, on 

From 

[reached] 0 the place. (none) 

From among the rocks of the place 

r1}il1N hei directional To( wards) On the. ground 

Up to the sky 

Figure: Exatriple of ohart to help students reco~nize the prepositions in Gen 28:10-12. 

Pronomial 
Phrase 

Pronoun Usual. 
Meaning 

Contextual 
Mtraning 

Figure: Example Of Chart to help students tecognizethe pronouns in Gen 28:1M2. 

Now that students have an idea of the number of prepositions and pronouns used 

in these verses, they should be asked to identify any ambiguity in those words. Some 
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examples that the teacher could point out, using the figures, include: the 'head' or 'top' of 

what or whom was in the sky? 

The second issue that might be raised as a tangent is the modern use of the words 

olim andyordim. Students should discuss the concept of aliyah andy'ridah (in terms of 

immigration) and ask how this may factor into the reading of this verse. If the Rabbis 

meant this, then perhaps Jacob was sleeping at the border of Canaan I Israel. Angels 

passing him would be olim if they entering the Land and yordim if they were leaving. 

Remez 

This lesson focuses on two midrashim about angels from Genesis Rabbah 68: 12. 

The first midrash addresses a potential question that arises from the ambiguous pronoun 

in the word bo ('on him' or 'on it'). 

1. 
A. R. Hiyya the Elder and R. Yannai: 

1. One said, "They were ascending and 
descending the ladder." 

2. The other said, "They were ascending and 
descending Jacob." 

3. The one who says, "They were ascending and 
descending the ladder," has no problems. 

4. The one who says, "They were ascending and 
descending Jacob," the meaning is that they 
were raising him up and dragging him down, 
dancing on him, leaping on him, and annoying 
him. 
a. For it says, falt'.meli Jin whom K gllocy. 

b. [So said the angels] "Are you the one 
whose visage is incised above?" They 
would then go up and look at his features 
and go down and examine him sleeping. 

.n~! 1 .;111 N~1 N!,D i.;i1 
oi11ii1 oi?iY lY)~ ID 

.o'.2mJ 
oi11i,, oi~;y lY)~ nno1 

.:1p l!,:.;i 

oi-pi,1 oi?iY 10~1 lt<Y,) 
. rn:i,~ o'.2mJ 

oi-pi,1 oi?iY 10~1 lY) 
0 1·p1in i.:i oi?.l!,YJ o'.2mJ 

i.:i oirpij) i.:i oir,;iiN i.:i 
.i.:i oiµ~iv 

J:;i.-1w~ '.:n:n\f.'~ io~~W 
.l~;'.IDl;( 

J?l:P P~iiJ,KlP Nm .I;lt< 
PKill oi?iY l'.2.l!,YJ~ il~1iJD 

oiKill P!li, i'.?IP P~iv,K 
.l\¥! in·N 
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The first section of the midrash, IA, essentially says that the meaning, "on the 

ladder," is a safe definition, but that it could also mean "on Jacob." For this second 

definition, the midrash relies on another biblical verse that also refers to Jacob (really 

Israel) and contains the san1e preposition with a less ambiguous pronoun: "Israel in 

whom I glory." This can be related to the rabbinic hermeneutic tool of gezera shava 

because the midrash finds in two sources a similar word or phrase and uses one to explain 

the other. Check with RS. In the last phrase of IA, the author gives the angels a voice to 

demonstrate that they have a reason to ascend and descend onto Jacob. Apparently, God 

keeps an image of Jacob in the heavens, and the angels need to check that this person 

below is the same as the one in the picture above. Theological implications? 

1. 
A. 
B. Parable of a king who sits and judges in the court. 

1. People would go up to the basilica and find 
him asleep. 

2. They would go down to the court and find 
him sitting and judging. 

.1n~.J r:n 3Wi 1 il!DIP 1~r;l{ 
P?'.<¥im 1p{1p~) 01~;y 

-lW! iniN 
iniN D1 7'.<¥im lll!J.J 0 111i 1 

.rn 3Wi 1 

The next part of the first midrash, IB, uses the rabbinic hermeneutic principle 

called mashal, which indicates that the midrash will use a parable to (potentially) explain 

the biblical material. With any mashal, it is important to help students understand the 

parable by tracking the analogous information. 
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· Wllafdoes the 
mashal say•? 

King 

Sits andjudges 

Court 

People 

Go up 

Basilica 
Asleep 

Go down 

Sitting and judging 

What should it .relate to? 

Heaven 

*Jacob asleep* 

Going down on the ladder 

*Jacob doing some action* 

· Wbat is broken? 

Going down on the ladder 

·Earth 

Visage is incised 

Going up on the ladder 

Asleep 

Figure: Example of chart to help students resolve a mashal 

The mashal has certain parallels that seem swapped with the end of lA. It is 

important to point out, for students, that usually, the earthly king represents the divine 

King. The people who ascend and descend in the courthouse mirror the angels who 

ascend and descend the staircase in Jacob's dream. And, the actions by the king are 

opposite those in the midrash. That is to say, in the midrash, the angels descend to see 

Jacob asleep; in the parable, the people ascend to see the king asleep; in the midrash, the 

angels ascend to (presumably) see Jacob sitting in judgement; in the parable, the people 

descend to see the king sitting in judgement. To check with RS. 
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1. 
A. 
B. 
C. Above, whoever speaks in favor oflsrael rises up, 

and whoever condemns Israel goes down. Below, 
whoever speaks in his favor goes down, and 
whoever condemns him goes up. 

l~iK K1i1\}i l~ J,;;1 l<.V,~{ 
.11.il 1n~1n n<1Y imJ~ 

inD~ l~iK!p l~ J,;;1 il\l>';l{ 
. n<1Y 1n~1n TJ.il 

The midrash resolves this inconsistency in the next part, IC, by relating to Israel's 

experience as a people in the author's time. The midrash says that the heavens are raised 

up with Israel when they exalt Israel while nations of the earth seem to grow more 

powerful when they disparage Israel. This seems like an air of hopelessness in a literature 

that tends to promise future reward. It could be a great conversation topic in the 

classroom, although the plan is to cover both midrashim. 

2. 
A. The angels who escort a person in the Land do not 

escort him outside of the Land. 
B. "Ascending" are the ones who escorted him in the 

Land, and "descending" are the ones who will 
escort him outside of the Land. 

o-rKn nK p1)n11 OlJN'.m 
TTT •• ·-:- "T: 

i1.¥m:} 1n1K P12>? Pl.:< Y1.t9 
·Yl.t« 

YlK:l ~ilWJW 1JlN OlJlY 
"." T T • "." •• • 

ym 1i1W~\?.i 1Jl1.:< OlT1ll1 
. .y17-<~ 

"." T T 

The second midrash is much shorter than the first and expounds on which angels 

are accompanying Jacob on his journey. It states that different angels are assigned within 

"the Land" and outside of ''the Land." This correlates with modern usage of aliyah and 

y'ridah as immigrate to and emigrate :from Israel, respectively. The second midrash is the 

one that Rashi cites in his commentary on Genesis 28: 12. The idea of different celestial 

beings in different locations seems to fit with the Ancient Near East idea of local deities; 

however, it begs the question as to God escorting Israel to Egypt. 
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D'rash 

The Parasha Says 

n~ n'WN1~ 

N~-1~ ,ow 1?.~l Dli/Y)l y~~~.l (11) :ilnD .1?.~.1 ;Y.lW lt<,+>? ,J.vl!,~ N~~l (10) 
,D.JIPl (12) :N~iliJ Dli/Y)l ,J.:;)\f~.l ;PlJW~1>? D\?'~J_ ,Dlj)Y)iJ 1ptm nj;l~.l ,IVQ\PiJ 

0111·11 01'.?y ,01i:-,.J~ 1~~~}') il~.~1 ;ilY)~Y)~iJ l!1~Y) ,ilVN.11 ,il.¥11:':< J¥Q D~'P. il~.~1 
.tl 

Genesis 28 (10) Jacob left Beer-sheba, and set out for Haran. (11) He came upon a 
certain place and stopped there for the night, for the sun had set. Taking one of the 
stones of that place, he put it under his head and lay down in that place. (12) He had a 
dream; a stairway was set on the ground and its top reached to the sky, and angels of 
God were going up and down on it. 

The Bible Also Says 

"}'l i1., j/\!J't 

:it<~-Dl::< J,+-11?,i~ J?:'.<ll?'~ 11ut<-11.:;tl! 1? lQ?-<"~1 (3) 

Isaiah 49 (3) And He said to me, "You are My servant, Israel in whom I glory." 
(NJPS) 
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The Midrash Explains 

Midrash Genesis Rabbah 68:12 ::i, n'D i1:J.1 n,~Ni::i ~1in 

1. 
A. R. Hiyya the Elder and R. Yannai: .nJl lJ11 NJ1 Nnn lJ1 

TT • -: T - T • ' -

1. One said, "They were ascending and Dllllll Dl?iY 11)~ 11J 
descending the ladder." .o<m.l 

2. The other said, "They were ascending and Dllllll Dl?iY VJ/;< il~lDl 
descending Jacob." .J(J.l!,:~ 

3. The one who says, "They were ascending and Dllllll Dl?iY 11.J/;<1° l/;<Q 
descending the ladder," has no problems. .ilnlJ o?mJ 

T • T -

4. The one who says, "They were ascending and Ollllll Dl?iY 11)~111-;l 
descending Jacob," the meaning is that they ol1l1in iJ ol?.l!,YJ o<m.l 
were raising him up and dragging him down, iJ Olt~ij) iJ Dlr~iN lJ 
dancing on him, leaping on him, and annoying .iJ Oll,J~iV 
him. :p-1\}i~ ?/'.'.<lip~ 11)~~.IP 
a. For it says, farad :iin whom K gfocy. .17;<~.1)1'.;< 
b. [So said the angels] "Are you the one :i~w r~ivl1:<W Nm {II':< 

whose visage is incised above?" They Pl';<ill Dl?iY l<.l!.YJ1 ilj2~iJD 
would then go up and look at his features Dll';<lll Pllll i~l}i p~ipll';( 
and go down and examine him sleeping. .lW! in·N 

B. Parable of a Icing who sits and judges in the court. .1n~-l rn J\?,lil il!DW 1~>?1 
1. People would go up to the basilica and find Pl';<¥im lj71lp~? Dl?iY 

him asleep. .)\Vl iniN 
•• T 

2. They would go down to the court and find iniN OlN~im 111~3. Dlllil 
• : T : - - • : 

him sitting and judging. .rn J\?,lil 

c. Above, whoever speaks in favor oflsrael rises up, 11)iN N~ill}i lY,) ?~ l<.V.YJ1 
and whoever condemns Israel goes down. Below, .11il inJin il?iy innr 

"" T T : 

whoever speaks in his favor goes down, and imJ~ 11)iNl}i lY,) ?~ illJQ1 
whoever condemns him goes up. . n?iY in Jin 11il 

T T •• 

2. 
A. The angels who escort a person in the Land do not D1~iJ n/'.'.( P~~QiJ Ol~N<Q 

escort him outside of the Land. il~m~ iniN p~~Q Pl'.'.< n~~ 
B. "Ascending" are the ones who escorted him in the .Y1N? 

"."TT 

Land, and "descending" are the ones who will Yl./;<~ ~rnP?l}i ~)l/'.'.( Dl?iY 
escort him outside of the Land. ym ~rnP?l}i ~?ll'.'.< Dllllll 

·Ylt<< 
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Lesson for Parashat Vayishlach 

Objectives 

P'shat 

During the course of this lesson, students will ... 

* 

* 

* 

* 

Generate appropriate questions based on the close reading 

of biblical text, 

Investigate the textual reason for the questions that the 

Rabbis asked, and 

Articulate that this midrash does not use the rabbinic 

henneneutics and how it still functions as midrash. 
(Maybe) discuss difficult perspectives on Jewish texts. 

Change to a different midrash. 

Proetsh-at Vctyfahtetch finds ont patrimeh, Jacob, tettltning home with his hvo 

wives and two eemenbines. Pel'lmps the most famotts aeeottnt -&om this pm -ash-a involves 

Jacob ~\llestling a fignte in the dmk, ~vinning, and reeeivin:g the name Israel. The Reform 

Jttdaism "Lemn: Ten ah" nebsite snmmmi:z:es Genesis 32.4 36.43, thttsl): 

* Jacob prepmes to meet Esatt. lie vvrestles with a "man," 

who changes Jacob's nmne to Israel. (32.4 33) 

* Jacob and Esatt meet and part peacefoley, each going his 

sepmate wa). (33.1 17) 

* Dinah is tttped by Sheehem, the son ofllttm0t the llivite, 

who wtts ehiefofthe eonntcy. Jacob's soi1s Si1tteo11 ttnd Levi 

tttke 1 e v enge by mttt det ing ttll the inttles of Sheehem, ttnd 

Jacob's other sons join them in plttnelering the eit). (34:1 

31) 

* Rachel dies giving bitth to Benjmnin ttnd is bttried in 

Eplnah, vvhieh is ptesent=dtt) Bethlehem. (35.16 21) 
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* Isaae dies Md is bm:ied in Ilebrnn. Jaeob's and Estttt's 
prngeny me listed. (35.22=36.43)35 

In prep.nation for this midtajh, vve read several verses of the biblical text for 

eonten:t and context. Clearly, Jacob is eonee1ned abottt meeting with his brother. This is a 

good ()pp()rlttntey fut students t() remind ()ne M()ther ()fthe reas()n that fawb might be 

wmtied. They should: be able t() find Esatt's vOvv in Genesis 27. Stttd:ents might ask about 

whether they think that a grndge w()ulcl last the intet vetting years (at least 14), but this 

wottld be off topie from considering the aetttal text ()fthe Bible Md 111id1 a:!h. Instead, 

C()nsider Jtte()b's motives in dividing his camp Md separating his fa:miey H()m the rest ()f 

the camp. See Genesis 32.9 for the Bible's stated rationale. Finally, we come fo the verse 

that is the most pertinent t() ()ttf stttey. "That same night he arnse, and taking his tvv() 

wives, his t~o maidse1 vMts, and his eleven ehild1en, he ernssed the fotd ()fthe 

Stttclents might vv()ncle1 ab()ttt the speeial treatment ()f the ittaidser vMts eompared 

to his fa:miey m1d they might ask ab()ut the 1ive1 (~acli) Jabb()k. B()th ()fthese qtJesti()ns 

are als() ()utside ()f the se()pe ()f the biblieal nanative. Instead:, fuens the students ()fi the 

:nt1mbe1s ofpe()ple. Iro'\lv many ~ives does Jaeob have, who ate they? Ilo'\lv matl)i 

tnaidservants d()eS Jaeob have; wh() are they? Ifow many ehildien d()es Jaeob have, who 

ate they? Stttclents should be able to identiey the missing child, Md in the ease of this 

nanative, the m()st min()r eha1aete1s must be aee()ttnted fur. Remind sttldents that 

Benjamin has yet to be bmn, bttt that faMb has eleven S()ns Md one daughter. 

325"Vayishlach," last accessed March 10, 2014, http://www.reformjudaism.org/learning/torah
study/vayishlach . 

326Genesis 32:23. 
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Remo; 

I itrelttded a mid1 mh ti om Afid1 mh Genesis Rabbah and abbreviated it dtte to 

eotrtent. The mid1 ash begins by expotmding 011 the ntttrtbet of ehilel:ren tteeording to 

Genesis 32:23 and end-3 by arttibttting Dinah's rn:pe to Jtteob's ttetions in this seene. I 

believe that this mid1 asli ean be tattght, in whole, to ee1tain andienees. Ho we vet, in most 

Refmm Jewish day schools (vvhete the eldest stttdents are 10 01 14), it might not have a 

The mid1ash begins, as indicated below, \:'Vith a question that comes -Hom the nse 

of a certain ttttmbet in the biblical text and a eonfttsion as to whether the masettline pltttal 

nottn inelttdes fumittine objeets. That is to stey, the vetse indicates Jtteob, his h>vo wives, 

his two maidservants, and eleven banim (sons 01 children). Either \:'Vay, a ehild is ignmed 

in the biblical narrative if it is Dirutlt, this is not ttneommon fut female ehat aetcrs. 

After poitrting ottt the mnission, the mid1ash explains that Jaeob had stowed her 

a\f\>tt) in 01der that his mother vvottld not desite to mmry her. Stttdetrts shottld be asked 

abottt the rabbinic hetmencttties that ate used in this mitb ash. Through I abbteviated the 

midi ash, I inelttded the rest ofthe tianslation, belo"Vv. Neither the abbreviated mid1a~h nor 

it:5 eanti:l'ttltttion ttsc any ofthc herm:eneuties of vvhieh we have spoken diseussed. To this 

end, I would ask the stndetrts "Vvhethct they consider this "stoty" to be a midta~h. It fits 

most ofthe etiteria. date, loeati<m, geme, and methodology.m Beeanse the text \:'Vas 

compiled in }.did1 a~h Genesi-s Retbbah, date, loetttion, and geme ean be assuted, but 

vvithottt the 1abbinic hctmcncutics, we have to check ifthis "stot)" adel:rcsscs exegetical 

and theological issues and responds to the wmld of its composers. The "storf' docs 

respond to an cxcgetieal issue in the biblical text, and as the last mid1 ash ofAfidra15h-

327See above, 1 :The Project. 
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Gen~:si:s Rabbah 76, it ttlso midges this ehtt]'teI to the next ehttptei (whieh begins \l\>ffh the 

rape of Dinah). 

Novv that stttdents httve had the oppotttm:iey to wrestle lvith the eharaeter of 

midrns-h, this shorter text might a:ffo:td additional elttss time to teeap the learning ovet the 

pttst six ""eeks. The tetteher ean: use questions to dete1 mine if stttdents under stttnd the 

defining ehataetetisties ofmid1a:sh, ifthe reeogni:z:e the various rabbinic henneneuties, 

and how the) might approtteh biblieal texts b) looking for textttal issctes. 

A note on the ttbtidgment of this mid1 a:sh. I Mts very ttoubled b) \l\>hethe1 to 

abbreviate the midu:ish at this point, and ultimttteey ehose to do so. The mid1 ash eemtinues 

beyond the lesson h, atttibuting Ditiah's tape as Jaeob's punish1nen:t fot not offering 

her as Esatt's bride. That is to Stt), the moral lesson seems to be. if)'ou punish )Otlf 

neighbm-, God w ill p tinish ' ou b)' having somebod) tttpe 'out daugliter. Diseussing this 

theolog)' lvould be, at best, a toueh)' topie among an oldet audienee. Sinee this 

eurrieultlm is tmgeted to :Refmm Jewish da) sehool stttdents most of whom ate 

elementary stttdents I have ehosen not to inelude this material. It also brings up the 

major qtte5tion of \l\>hat \t\'e shottld do \t\'ith diffiettlt texts in the Reform 1vit"'ement, an 

important topie outside the seope of this ]'fOjeet. 
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D'rash 

The Parasha Says 

::i~ n., \fnn::i 

U¥:i~ (7) :oil~ il1ip 11,Vi;(./ il¥lt< PDl:;.< lW.V.-?t< PJ~{ D1:;Jl:;.<{O .ivl!,: n2\P~.l (4) 
niNO-Y.llt<l :;:J.J;INl-i?> l~?°il D~l lW.V.-?t< '.;PD?;C?i;< ~JN~ l)JN'.?. :ivl!,:-?t< D1:;J1:;.<{})iJ 

-nl;{l lN.~iJ-nl;{l i.rJWl\P~ Dl/iTnt< YlJ"l i? 1-¥~.l "TNQ .ivl!,: Nl-H.l (8) :in.v W1K 
i,nip-nt<1 P~J i,nip-nl;{ njl~.l N~il il~~~.l I DR~ (23) :niJDO 1J.\P> D1 ~0~iJl lR~iJ 

:pj: lJl!,O n~ tJl!,"l PTI~ 1~.l! •Dtcnt<1 ,,u·n-?w 

Genesis 32 ( 4) Jacob sent messengers ahead to his brother Esau in the land of Seir, the 
country of Edom. (7) The messengers returned to Jacob, saying, "We came to your 
brother Esau; he himself is coming to meet you, and there are four hundred men with 
him." (8) Jacob was greatly frightened; in his anxiety, he divided the people with him, 
and the flocks and herds and camels, into two camps. (23) That same night he arose, 
and taking his two wives, his two maidservants, and his eleven children, he crossed 
the ford of the Jabbok. 

The Midrash Explains 

1. 

Midrash Genesis Rabbah 76:9 

A. That srune night he «lllt'ose, andl rakiing h:iis ~wo 

wives, hiis two maiidlserrvanfa .... 

B. Where was Dinah? 
1. He put her in a chest and locked the cover. 
2. He thought, "That wicked man has wandering 

eyes. This is so that he will not try to take her 
from me." 

U 1Y ilJ.1 fl'tWN1:l W1"T1l 

-nl;{ njl~.l Nm il~~~.l I DR~ 
,,u·n!;Jw i.nip-n?;<11 1 ~J ,.nip 

.lOill 
.N,il pin ilJ,11 

.i11J~.] ?.VJl n:i;n; ilJn'.l 
T'" : " - T : T •· : T : T 

.ilQ1 iJ1.V. n-t .. iJ YWl-D 10~ 
nN1 1111J1.V. n?n 1 N·)w N1n 

T : " T •• T : • ·: • 

• 1 Jr:lD ilTliN np11 ilTliN 
• ••• " T - ' T 
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The Midrash Continues 

Midrash Genesis Rabbah 76:9 

C. R. Huna said in the name ofR. Abba the Kohen 
of Bardelayya: 
1. The Holy One said to him: "A frilendl ;QJW<es 

lloyallty 1l:o his lbx,eitlluen, 1tho11.llgh he ioffiffikes 

il:he fear of ilie Ailmftghcy (Job 6:14)." 

2. You have withheld loyalty :from your brethren. 
When you gave her to Job in marriage, you 
did not convert him. 

3. And you did not seek to have her married off 
in the acceptable way, so she will be taken in 
marriage in a forbidden way. 

4. That is in line with this verse: Andl Dftn<11h ... 

wenil: 011.llt to vfollil: the darnJJghtem of the R.amdl 

(Gen 34:1). 
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Appendix 1 - Survey 

I used SurveyMonkey (www.surveymonkey.com) to create and distribute this survey. 

Page 1 

Background Information 

These first three questions help me understand the context of instruction. I am 

particularly interested in your upper elementary (and middle schools for those schools 

with middle schools). 

1) In a typical week, how much time is allotted for studying Judaics? (Select one answer) 

• < 60 minutes ( < 1 hour) 

• 60 - 119 minutes ( < 2 hours) 

• 120 - 179 minutes(< 3 hours) 

• 180 - 239 minutes ( < 4 hours) 

• 240 - 299 minutes ( < 5 hours) 

• 300 - 359 minutes(< 6 hours) 

• > 360 minutes (6 hours or more) 

2) How do students in grades 5 - 8 access Jewish texts? (Select one answer) 

• 

• 

• 

• 

Most students do not read Jewish texts 

Most students can only access texts in translation 

Most students can access texts in Hebrew 

Most students can access texts in Hebrew and 

Aramaic 
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3) What curriculum or curricula do you use to teach Judaics in grades 5 - 8? (Select one 

or more answers) 

• We have created our own curriculum 

• TalAm 

• NETA 

• Other (please specify) 

Page2 

Content Area 

These three questions help me understand how you teach Midrash. 

4) Does your school teach Midrash? (Select one answer) 

• No 

• Sometimes: i.e. "a good story" 

• Yes, in conjunction with Bible 

• Yes, as a separate subject area 

• Yes, in conjunction with History 

• Yes in another way (please specify) 

5) In what language do you read and teach Midrash? (Select one or more answers) 
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• We do not learn Midrash 

• Teacher reads I tells in English 

• Teacher reads I tells in Hebrew 

• Students read in English, discuss in English 

• Students read in Hebrew, discuss in English 

• Students read in Hebrew, discuss in Hebrew 

• Other (please specify) 

6) How do students approach Midrash? (Select one or more answers) 

• Bible story 

• Literature 

• Pious exegesis 

• Other (please specify) 

Page 3 

Final Page 

Thank you very much for contributing to this research. Your survey responses will be 

kept confidential and results will be analyzed and used in the aggregate. 

7) Are you happy with the way that Midrash is taught at your school? (text input) 
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8) Your Name and School (optional) 

9) May I contact you with further questions? 

• No 

• Yes (please specify email address or phone number) 
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Appendix 2 - Tai Am Books 

The Tal Am Hebrew and Judaic Studies curriculum is designed to be taught in 

Hebrew using Hebrew language books. This project, however, is targeted for English 

readers who may or may not have strong Hebrew reading skills. In Chapter 2, I present 

modules from the Tal Am 2, Tal Am 3, and Tal Am 4 curricula using translations of the 

titles. The following table is provided to facilitate accurate source citation. 

English Title Module Hebrew Title 

Why does the Torah begin with a B?328 2T ?J. nun n1mn n'.Jinnn nn'.:7 

Why is the moon smaller than the sun?329 2T ?n'.:?rn wnwrn 11.JP nl,il nn'.:7 

The wise man330 2T o::mn D"TNil 

What did Cain say to Abel? 2T ?JJ.ilJ pp 1nN nn 

Why did God command Noah to build an ark? 2T m nN [sic] n ill,~ nn'.:7 
?n.J.in mwy) 

Noah in the ark 2T il.J.,n.J. nJ 

A rainbow in the sky331 2T PYJ. nwp 

Where did they go in parashat Zech l'cha? 2T ?lJ lJ-J. DJil 1NJ 

Why did Abram and Lot part ways? 2T ?1.J1'.:71 01.J.N n1!ln nn'.:7 

Do not fear, Abram 2T 01.J.N Nl,n JN 

Why do we sing to angels?332 2Y(Sh) ?O,.JNJDJ oi1w ilDJ 

What happened when God gave the Torah? 2H(Sv) ?n1mn nN 1rn 'ilW.J n1p nn 

Lighting the Shabbat candles at home 3Y(Sh) i'.Jw n,J.J. n.J.w nnn np'.:71n 

Homework on Shabbat?! 3Y(Sh) !?n.J.W.J n,J. i11yiw 

War on the day of rest?! 3Y(Sh) !?nmmn oPJ. nnn'.:?n 

Lighting a fire on Shabbat?! 3Y(Sh) !?n.J.WJ. \UN pi'.J1n'.:7 

When was the tree of life planted? 3Y(Sh) ?oiinn yy nN oi.l.Jl.JlJ inn 

328The Torah begins with the Hebrew letter bet which, like "B" is the second letter of the alphabet. 
329Literally: "Why is the moon small and the sun large?" 
330NB "Man," in this title is also the name, "Adam." 
33 lLiterally, "A rainbow in the clouds," which mirrors the biblical text: "I have set My bow in the clouds." 

NJPS Gen 9:13. 
332To avoid the clunkiness that surrounds the third person plural, I chose to insert "we" into the title 

because it better fits English sentence syntax. 
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English Title Module Hebrew Title 

What did Mordecai learn from the verses of 3Y(Sh) o, Jn v il n , Yn n 1n) rm 

Torah?333 ?O,jJlD!l.JIV 

When do slaves rest? 3Y(Sh) ?0,1.JYil oim inn 

What did David hen Gurion learn from the 3Y(Sh) 71'1.lniln lP1U. l.J 1111n'.:1 iln 
Bible? 

What did the Israelites learn about Shabbat at 3Y(Sh) i111nil JY JN1\!P ,J.l 11)')J ilrJ 

Mt. Sinai? ?,J,\lj lil.J 

The tale of the ladybug 4Y(Pe) U.ll ill!J)') nl!l JIU il1.lNil 

Through which gate would the soldiers enter 4Y (II) ?oi'.Jinil HJJJ, lYIV miN lTT 

Jerusalem ?334 

Do you choose Torah or waste?335 4T NllJ 1.Jm 1N illln 1n::i 

Key: 

Module Definition 

Ta1Am2 Second Grade 

Tai Am 3 Third Grade 

Ta1Am4 Fourth Grade 

2T These are modules for learning Torah portions during Tai Am 2 

2Y(Sh) This is a module for the Jewish year, specifically focused on Shabbat 
during Tai Am 2 

2H(Sv) This is a module for holidays, specifically for Shavuot during Tal Am 2 

3Y(Sh) These are modules for learning about the Jewish year, specifically Shabbat 
in TalAm 3 

4Y(Pe) This is a module for the Jewish year, specifically focused on Passover in 
Ta1Am4 

4Y (II) This is a module for the Jewish year, specifically focused on Israel in Tal 
Am4 

4T This is a module for learning Torah portions during Tal Am 4 

333Literally: "What did Mordecai learn from the signs in the verses?" 
334The title does not indicate the word: "Jerusalem," but the front cover illustration and story do. 
335Literally, "The crown of Torah or an awful desert?," indicating the choice that the Israelites had 

between accepting Torah or being stranded in the desert. 
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Appendix 3 - Email to Rabbi Isaacs 

Email for Rabbi Isaacs 
Marc Kasten <XXXX> Thu, Apr 3, 2014 at 11:24 AM 
To: XXXX@temple-sholom.net 

Dear Rabbi Isaacs, 

I am finishing my rabbinical thesis on teaching midrash in the context of day schools, and 
I found your book, Teaching Text, as a helpful resource. I have two quick questions that I 
hope you might be able to answer: 

1. As a JTS ordained rabbi serving a Conservative synagogue: What motivating factors 
contributed to publishing the book through UAHC I URJ Press? 

2. You mentioned in the book an attempt to find vocalized sources whenever possible: 
What guided your decision to not add your own vowels to the sources? 

My best, 
[contact information] 

Temple Sholom admin asst <XXXX> 
To: Marc Kasten <XXXX> 

Thu, Apr 3, 2014 at 11:47 AM 

Hi Marc. The URJ materials were always published with good taste and aesthetics, so it 
was URJ that I first approached with the idea for the book. Since I never was an expert in 
vocalizing texts, I felt it best not to vocalize. 

Hope this helps and good luck with your thesis! 

Ron 
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Appendix 4 - Abraham Survives the Fiery Furnace 

Now the king was exceedingly wroth at Abraham [for destroying the idols in his father's 
shop and] ... was not to be turned aside from his purpose, to make Abraham suffer death 
by fire. One of the princes was dispatched to fetch him forth. But scarcely did the 
messenger set about the task of throwing him into the fire, when the flame leapt forth 
from the furnace and consumed him. Many more attempts were made to cast Abraham 
into the furnace, but always with the same [results] .... 

Abraham was finally placed in [a] catapult, and he raised his eyes heavenward, and 
spoke, "O Lord my God, Thou seest what this sim1er purposes to do unto me!" His 
confidence in God was unshakable. When the angels received the Divine permission to 
save him, and Gabriel approached him, and asked, "Abraham, shall I save thee from the 
fire?" he replied, "God in whom I trust, the God of heaven and earth, will rescue me," 
and God, seeing the submissive spirit of Abraham, commanded the fire, "Cool off and 
bring tranquillity to my servant Abraham .... " 

The king, the princes, and all the people, who had been witnesses of the wonders done for 
Abraham, came to him, and prostrated themselves before him. But Abraham said: "Do 

not bow down before me, but before God, the Master of the universe, who hath created 
you. Serve Him and walk in His ways, for He it was who delivered me from the flames, 
and He it is who hath created the soul and the spirit of every human being, who fonneth 
man in the womb of his mother, and bringeth him into the world. He saveth from all 
sickness those who put their trust in Him." 

The king then dismissed Abraham, after loading him down with an abundance of 
precious gifts, among them two slaves who had been raised in the royal palace. 'Ogi was 
the name of the one, Eliezer the name of the other. The princes followed the example of 
the king, and they gave him silver, and gold, and gems. But all these gifts did not rejoice 
the heart of Abraham so much as the three hundred followers that joined him and became 
adherents of his religion.336 

336Louis Ginzberg and Boaz Cohen, The Legends of the Jews: From the Creation to Jacob (Jewish 
publication society of America, 1912), 198-203. 
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