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Introduction:

In a modern context, Judaism offers compelling possibilities for moral and spiritual
orientation to navigate the challenges of life. Throughout time, rabbis, scholars and modern
commentators have interpreted our ancient texts to enable this guidance in a relatable and
tangible way. Midrash, a primary Jewish tradition of the textual interpretation, is a collection of
stories and other readings based on the stories, laws and language of the Hebrew Bible. With
Midrash, we have the opportunity to consider how the Rabbis and our biblical ancestors thought
about and confronted various challenges they faced in their relationships and life journeys.
Weaved throughout the words of the text, we can imagine and relate to their priorities and
emotions in the midst of their narrative stories. Judaism should leverage Midrash’s ability to
guides us in confronting challenges in the modern world, as much as they did in the ancient
world.

In her book, Blessings of a Skinned Knee, Wendy Mogel integrates Jewish learning
together with her parenting expertise. In her introduction, she talks about her own family. “[She
hopes] when [children] are confronted with ethical dilemmas, they will have a framework for
evaluating right and wrong, and a sense of higher power to whom they are accountable.”® By
utilizing Judaism as that framework for guiding adolescents, Jewish teachings can become a tool
and point of reflections as they learn to navigate the challenges they face on their own. In her
next book, Blessings of a B Minus, Mogel explains the story of the Exodus from Egypt as the
adolescent stage of the Jewish people— between their childhood in slavery and maturity in the
Promised Land.” God led the Israelites through the desert the long way, leaving plenty of time

and opportunity for “growing up”. The Israelites and God had a sort of child-parent relationship
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as they complained, made mistakes, revolted, and expressed a wide variety of feelings, ranging
from anger to sadness to joy. Mogel continues, “The adolescence of the Jewish people had to be
long and difficult enough for it to really take, for them to develop a hard-won wisdom and, at
last, grow up.”™

The goal of this capstone is to present to both parents and adolescents the stories that
ground Jewish tradition as a tool to navigate the process of growing up and parenting during this
stage of life. For those who turn to Judaism as a guide, one can find comfort in knowing that
when one experiences feelings of confusion or frustration over a seemingly natural milestone of
growing up, that our Jewish ancestors and ancient Rabbis also faced the same questions. The
project takes these common lessons and experiences that one may face during the pivotal middle
school years and connects them to the same lessons and experiences embedded (not always
obviously) in Midrash. This guide walks through the Midrash, uncovering perspectives and
offering interpretations of how to apply the ancient text to a modern reality. It also bridges the
gap between the logical or analytical side of the Judaism and the spiritual. Marking an

experience or feeling with a blessing, an innovative ritual of sorts, provides yet again a new

perspective to commemorate these moments of discovery, transition and adjustment to growing

up.

Why Midrash?
The word Midrash derives from the Hebrew root dalet-resh-shin which means “to
search” or “to seek”. In their book, Searching for Meaning in Midrash, Michael Katz and

Gershon Schwartz explain that Midrash (pl. Midrashim) can refer to a few things: the ways the
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Rabbis search for hidden meaning in the Bible, the literary products of the findings of those
hidden meanings, and/or other interpretations of the Biblical narrative.* Another way to think
about Midrash is not just hidden meanings of the text, but filling in the gaps of what was left out
of the story. For example, in the text of Genesis, we first meet Abraham (at that point, Abram)
simply as a name on a genealogical list, and then just two verses later, the mention of his wife,
Sarah (then, Sarai).> What about Abraham’s childhood? Midrashim fill in those gaps, such as
the famous story of a young Abraham smashing the idols in his father’s idol shop.®

Katz and Schwartz explain, “Once the Bible was in its final form, the process of
discussions and explanations [of the Biblical text], which we now call Midrash, began. Readers
of the Bible always searched for meaning much as we do today.”” Through the process of
telling and retelling these Midrashim, especially those of Midrash Aggadah, stories or anecdotes,
we continually add to what these commentators have been doing since the fifth century.® By
looking deep into the already-redacted Midrashic works and searching for ways to apply their
lessons and meanings to our lives today, we continue the transmit and apply our ancient texts,

ensuring they live on and are utilized from generation to generation.

Why Blessings?
A Jewish teaching explains that during the reign of King David, one hundred people were
dying each day, so David instituted the daily recitation of one hundred blessings.’ These

blessings can include prescribed texts to say every day, when waking up or before eating, or they

* Katz and Schwartz, 9.
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® Genesis Rabbah 38:13

’ Katz and Schwartz, 10.

® Midrash Aggadah refers to Midrashim that focus on the narrative aspect of the Torah and Midrash Halacha
expands on the legal aspects. For the purpose of this capstone, | will focus on Midrash Aggadah.
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might be situational, unique, or rarely recited. Blessings can exist as written in their original
Hebrew language, from within the codified Jewish tradition, or their wording can be creative and
crafted to fit exactly what one needs in that moment. By saying a blessing, or a prayer of
gratitude, one creates a ritual moment or marker in time, precisely because they include
metaphors that encompass multiple layers of meaning and have the ability to transcend time and
age. Saying a blessing can separate a moment, provide guidance for reflection or meditation, or
help us contextualize our emotions in a new way. Mogel writes about how adolescents sit in a
sense of mitzrayim, a narrow place, with no blueprints or guarantees. Finding ways to bless
these moments within that narrow place requires courage and insight. Although this can be
awkward or uncomfortable if saying a blessing is a new practice, it can also be valuable as a
tangible pause point to reflect and draw on our connections to God, one another, and the world
around us.*®
Why Middle School?

Bereshit Rabbah teaches the following: Rabbi Levi offered a parable: They [Jacob and
Esau] were like a myrtle and a wild rosebush growing side by side; when they matured and
blossomed, one yielded its fragrance and the other its thorns. For thirteen years both went to
school and came home from school, [but] after this age, one went to the house of study and the
other to idolatrous shrines. Rabbi Eleazar said: A parent is responsible for his/her child until the
age of thirteen, at which point the parent must say: Baruch sheptarani mei’onsho shel zeh,
“Blessed is the One who has now freed me from the responsibility of this child.”*
This Midrash refers to the age of thirteen in which a child becomes a Bar or Bat mitzvah,

a coming-of-age milestone referred to in various Biblical and Rabbinic sources. Though the
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ceremonial act of being called to Torah only dates back a few hundred years, it has become a
central rite of passage for most mainstream synagogues in our modern time, precisely because of
the pivotal age it marks. As a result of the formalization and universalization of this ritual, the
Bar/Bat Mitzvah experience has often left many thirteen-year-olds without a desire to continue
connecting to Judaism after this ritual enactment. When the sole focus of Judaism for these
students during the years prior to this ceremony is centered around the checklist that completes
their requirements for becoming a Bar or Bat mitzvah, it risks putting Judaism into a box that
gets thrown away the day after that ceremony.

Though not a parenting expert by any means, | have noticed in my time working with
kids in various Jewish settings, that their preparation for their bar or bat mitzvah ceremony
actually obscures the potentially engaging work of deciphering Judaism’s relevance. The rest of
their mind space is overfilled with a wide range of worries, hopes, questions, and tasks that
function outside of the synagogue or Judaism altogether. This leaves little space for the other
valuable ways Judaism can play a role in their lives.

The experience of being a middle-school student is stressful and challenging. It’s a time
of slow transitions and sudden changes, new responsibility, and a wider understanding of the
world around oneself. For other stages of life, the Jewish community and educational structures
have established largely successful models for supporting transitions and a new worldview. For
younger kids, an important emphasis is put on early childhood education as a pillar of Jewish
life. Extensive networks of high school youth groups confront issues of the modern teenager,
creating spaces for young adults who are looking for relationships and leadership development
opportunities for their budding careers. But for middle-schoolers, specifically filled with

physical, emotional, and relational changes, we have not deployed Judaism’s wisdom as support



through these important and challenging times, in part because our efforts are stuck in their

pending Bar/Bat Mitzvah preparation.

I hope these stories and blessings offer a helpful guiding practice, giving adolescents a
chance to allow Judaism to find its way into their lives and to be a source of support through the

everyday feelings and challenges of growing up.



For Feeling Inadequate or Less Than

Exodus 7:1
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God replied to Moses, “See, | place you in the role of judge to Pharaoh, with your brother Aaron
as your prophet.*?
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We interpret this verse to refer to both Moses and to Aaron. How so? Doesn’t the verse [refer to
Moses alone] saying: “And God said to Moses, | have made you seem like a judge®® to
Pharoah.”** (Exodus 7:1). Indicating only Moses the judge. On what basis can one justify that
Aaron is also a judge? Scripture says, “and God said to Moses and to Aaron™ pairing Aaron with
Moses. So, just as Moses was a judge, so too, Aaron was a judge to Pharoah. Just was Moses
spoke words without fear, so too, Aaron spoke words without fear.
Parent Guide Text:

In the Torah, Moses assumes the role as leader of the Israelites from the Exodus from
Egypt through the following 40 years spent in the desert preparing to enter the Promised Land.
Scripture also introduces Aaron, the older brother of Moses, whom the Torah describes as
playing a more minor role in the narrative. The core of this Midrash confronts their relationship

and how their roles according to the perspective of the text and God impact each of their

positions of leadership. The Midrash then asks the question of whether Moses and Aaron play

12 All Hebrew texts in this document are translated by me, unless otherwise noted.
13 iteral translation is “God-like” but it can also refer to a judge, which is how the Rabbis interpret this term.
% The remainder of the biblical verse of Exodus 7:1 continues: “...with your brother Aaron as your prophet.”



an equal role in leading the Israelites, or if Moses is indeed the most valuable and important
leader.

Within the Midrash, the Torah text from Exodus 7:1 explains that God tells Moses he is
“God-like” or a “judge” (this word, “o°7%8%” can be translated to either or both of these
translations, but indicate a sense of power and judgement) to Pharoah. The Biblical text does not
put Aaron in the same status, leaving the question of whether the text leaves out Aaron
intentionally, or if his role is implied. It forces the Rabbis to also explain their assessment of
Aaron as a judge on a par with Moses. In order to prove this, the Midrash refers to the previous
portion of the biblical text in Exodus where it states, ““And God said to Moses and Aaron.”
(Exodus 7:8). This is also relevant earlier, in Exodus 6:26-27, “It is Aaron and Moses who God
said to them, ‘bring the Children of Israel, by the masses’. They spoke to Pharaoh king of Egypt
to let the Children of Israel go from Egypt; this is Moses and Aaron.” This specifically notes that
God spoke to both Moses and Aaron in verse 26, placing Aaron’s name first and in verse 27
placing Moses’s name first. The problem is that this example is not a common occurrence
within Scripture. More frequently, the text mentions Moses first, often only implying Aaron’s
presence, but not mentioning him. Additionally, the fact that the Rabbis left the second half of
Exodus 7:1 out of this Midrash complicates the question. The full text of the verse is as follows:
“And God said to Moses, | have made you seem like a judge to Pharoah, with your brother
Aaron as your prophet.” While the Midrash explains that Moses and Aaron are equal, the text
clearly states that only Moses is the judge, and Aaron is instead classified as a prophet. This
discrepancy forces readers to decipher the brothers’ status, and to move past the concept of equal
and toward an understanding of them as equivalent. While the brothers clearly have different

positions, as we know from the biblical story of the Exodus, they are both equally crucial roles.



The last line of the Midrash brings the argument home: “...Just as Moses spoke words
without fear, so too, Aaron spoke words without fear.” In this moment we see no implication
that one is more important than the other, because Moses and Aaron are equalized by the risk
they take and the quality they exhibit. Insofar as Moses is obviously also a prophet, the Rabbis
only feel the need to point out that Aaron is also a judge, which is less obvious. The Rabbis
assure us of the brothers’ comparability of status, though also recognize the key distinctions
established by Torah: Moses’s speech is impaired and he is unable to speak, placing Aaron by
his side to play a crucial role in the leadership of the Israelites as they confront Pharaoh. Aaron
and Moses are both necessary partners and play essential roles, not just because of the
complementary individual skills and abilities they bring to the table, but as the Midrash states,
they must both have the same courage and dedication to complete the task. By way of those
virtues, both are viewed as equivalent in the eyes of God.

This text also describes a common problem among siblings or friends, and Moses and
Aaron are not exempt from this challenge of competition. It happens that at times, each
individual will feel inadequate or less than others. It is easy to feel insecure when representing
oneself, and all the more so when leading. But on the most basic level, each person plays an
individual role and that role is essential, even when sometimes it feels otherwise.

There are moments when one can become overwhelmed with questioning one’s place in
the community, and there becomes an impulse to assert and prove that sense of purpose. Aaron’s
relationship with Moses and God teaches that these feelings of inadequacy should not be
consuming, because as long as each individual acts as the best version of oneself, demonstrating

unique strengths and qualities, everyone lives exactly as God intended.
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Middle School Midrash:

Most of the time, when the Torah speaks about Moses and Aaron, or when God speaks to
them, there is a pattern that Moses is always spoken to first. Even more than that, sometimes
Aaron isn’t even mentioned at all! How is this fair? Is it possible that God thinks Moses is more
important than Aaron?

The rabbis in this midrash tell us no, Moses is no more important than Aaron! Aaron is
equal to Moses, even if it does not always say so. It says that just as Moses was a judge, Aaron
was also a judge, and just as Moses was fearless, Aaron was also fearless. They have equal
value, because they both have important, though different, qualities and characteristics. In the
moments of leading the Israelites out of Egypt, they both share the courage and ability to face
Pharoah without fear, and are both important parts of making sure Pharaoh lets the Israelite
people go.

Blessing:

Sometimes | am compared to my siblings

I could also be compared to my friends or other kids at school

When | am compared to others, | feel less-than, inadequate, small.

Just as Aaron had the same courage as Moses, his brother who sometimes overshadowed him,
| too, can have the same courage as those who sometimes overshadow me -- or even more.
God, let me see myself as equal, let me see myself as strong

Because | am equal, and | am strong.

I am no less than them, | am an individual, | am fearless.

I will not be put down, while others are built up.

Blessed are You, Adonai, who makes us all equal.

11



For When Your Actions Affect Others

Midrash: Vayikra Rabbah 4:6
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Hezekyah taught: “Israel are scattered sheep” (Jeremiah 50:17). Why is Israel compared to
sheep? Because when sheep are hurt on their head, or on one limb, all the other limbs feel it. So,
too, with Israel. When one person sins, all of Israel feels it: “When one man sins, the whole
community is filled with anger” (Numbers 16:22). Rabbi Ishmael bar Yochai taught a parable: A
group of men were sitting on a boat. One took a drill and started drilling beneath himself. The
others said to him, “Why are you sitting and doing that?” He said to them, “Why do you care?
It is beneath myself that | am drilling!” They replied to him, “The water is rising and flooding
over all of us on the ship.” As Job said ( Job 19:4), “If | have erred, my error remains with me.”
But his friends said to him, “He who adds to his sin, increases harm among us” (Job 34:37).
Parent Guide Text:

The metaphor of the sheep and the story within this Midrash address the question of how
one looks at responsibility, on an individual and a communal scale. Just as individuals can feel
pain in a more magnified way, so too can communities also feel pain for, or because of, one
another. The analogy of the sheep is symbolic of the Jewish value of areyvut, or communal
responsibility. Like the individual but connected parts of a single sheep, Israel is also a single
people—a collective—made up of individuals. Therefore, in addition to looking at one sheep as
one person, and navigating how one aspect of the individual affects other parts of that same

person’s life, it also breaks down the sheep into its constituent parts that represent many more

people.
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Numbers 16 takes the meaning behind this metaphor a step further by bringing it deeper
into society on a more communal scale, beyond pain, and into the delicate topic of sin and
wrongdoing. The text says, “When one man sins, the entire community will be filled with anger”
(Numbers 16:22). This verse teaches that individuals bear responsibility for our own
wrongdoings, which affect other just as much, and sometimes more than, they affect the
individual who perpetrates them. The Rabbis include a parable for this that further illustrates the
concept. The story of drilling a hole into the boat amplifies the analogy of the sheep because
instead of being affected by a chain of transmission or by the aftermath of one’s wrongdoing, it
literally puts everyone in the same boat at shared risk, in that particular moment. This allows the
reader to visualize what it is like when that person’s actions not only affect others by association,
but by direct consequence as well.

When decisions are made, adults and children alike do not always consider all the
consequences, both on an individual and on a communal level. Further, they do not always
consider when an individual is attempting to look out for others. In the parable in this Midrash,
the man gets defensive, wondering why anyone cares what he is doing under his own seat. The
other men in the boat respond with a concern for how his actions are affecting everyone. Errors
do not always just remain with those who transgress, and pain does not always simply live in one
person. This midrash teaches that individuals have the ability to experience both communal pain
and communal sin, but both require awareness of those around us, and an understanding of when
one’s actions negatively affect another person. Community members have the ability to lean on
others and establish an atmosphere of compassion and support to deal with pain, but only if there
is acknowledgement of how sins and wrongdoings impact others as well, eventually making

amends to build the trust needed for when pain comes around.
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So the question becomes, how does this man repair both the hole in the boat and the
relationships that have been tested with the ignorance he expressed when he didn’t acknowledge
the way others would experience his actions? Though the Midrash does not teach how to repair
the boat, it does provide another lesson: the blessing of opening one’s ears and heart in order to
listen to others. Though this story does not conclude, one can speculate that the man posed the
question, “why do you care?” rhetorically, with no intention of listening for the answer.
Sometimes, people are confident in their decisions, unwilling to hear that they are wrong. But
like for this man in the boat, it is exactly during those moments that one needs to hear the honest
truth from others. By listening to those who have been impacted by a mistake or choice made,
only intended to affect oneself, the community can work towards being individual exemplars of

areyvut.
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Middle School Midrash:

A group of men were sitting together on a boat— imagine a simple, small fishing boat or
a canoe. One of them took out a drill and started drilling a hole in the boat right under his seat.
The others looked at him in shock. They were confused at why he was doing this and at the
same time, trying to figure out the plan for when the boat would fill with water, which would
happen very soon. They said to the man drilling, “What are you doing and why are you drilling
a hole?” He replied, “Why do you care? The hole is only under my seat!” They responded with
what seemed like the obvious answer: “The water is rising and soon all of us will be
underwater.”

This man thought that his decision to drill a hole was only his decision, because of his
narrow view that it only affected him, and that he was only responsible for himself. His thought
process missed an important element, which was being aware of his surroundings, and the
communal impact of his actions. He did not think about the fact that the boat was not just his,
and that by being part of the community that was this boat, he had a responsibility to care for and

consider others around him.

Blessing:

For whom am | responsible?

As | distinguish between moments when my choices only affect myself and moments when |
have impact on others, | hope I can always remember the value of areyvut, communal
responsibility

Let me have an awareness that if 1 drill a hole, the entire boat fills with water

An awareness that those in the boat are the members of my community

Inside the boat sits a community built on trust, understanding, and areyvut

If the boat fills with water and the trust breaks, it is not just the boat that is damaged, but the
community is damaged as well.

Blessed are you, Adonai, who gives me the responsibility to be a part of a community
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For When You Lack Control
Genesis 27:33:
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And Isaac trembled exceedingly. “Who was it then,” he demanded, “that hunted game and
brought it to me? | ate of it before you came, and | blessed him; now he must remain blessed!”

Midrash Tanchuma Toldot 12:
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“And Isaac trembled exceedingly” (Genesis 27:33). Scripture says: “the hearing ear, the seeing
eye, God made both of them” (Proverbs 20:12). Did God only craft the eye and ear? Did God not
sculpt all the other organs into the human body, as well? So what is the meaning of “the hearing
ear, the seeing eye, God made both of them”?

You find that there are three things (organs) created by the Holy One are in man’s control and
three things that are not in man’s control. These are in man’s control: hands, mouth and feet.
How? For hands, if one wants to busy oneself with God’s work: [one uses one’s hands to make
the] sukkah, lulav, shofar, and tzitzit, to write the scripture in tefillin and mezuzot. Alternatively,
if one wants to steal, shed innocent blood, or to deprive travelers passing by [hands serve for this
purpose, too]. One’s mouth [is also in one’s power]: if one wanted, one could study Torah,
speak with kindness, praise, exalt, pray, or sing. Alternatively, one could speak slanderously,
with profanity, one could swear, and tell a lie. As for one’s feet: they can be used to go do a
mitzvah: to visit the sick, to comfort the mourner, to bury the dead, and other acts of kindness.
Alternatively, he could go do transgressions: commit adultery, murder or steal.
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The organs not under human control are: eyes, ears, and nose. How so one’s eyes? He could
pass by in the market and see sin, something repulsive to the eyes, or a man that he had no desire
to see or a government authority that he did not want to see. What is one to do? He sees it, even
if it is not good for him. His ears? He might hear cursing or blasphemy or another thing he does
not want to hear. What can he do? He hears it, even if it is not good for him. His nose? When he
is passing on the road and smells unclean cooking or foreign worship incense or filth in the alley,
even when he does not want to see it. What does he do? He smells it, even if it is not good for
him.

Parent Guide Text:

This Midrash does not illustrate its point by way of a story, but instead sets up a rabbinic
grounding for a common human experience: lacking control. Living in the realm of a world
bigger than just oneself and learning that sometimes things fall inside and outside of one’s
control, serves as a timeless and important lesson. This concept may be new to adolescents who
are in the midst of experimenting with new forms of independence and new types of
responsibility.

This teaching, which stems from the verse in Proverbs referring to the abilities and
functions of body parts (Proverbs 20:12), is in conversation with the line from Genesis, “And
Isaac trembled exceedingly” (Genesis 27:33). Isaac shakes with frustrating in reaction to
learning that his younger son, Jacob, had stolen the birthright from his eldest son, Esau. The
verse continues, ““Who was it, then?’ he asked, ‘that hunted game and brought it to me? | ate it
before you came and | blessed him, now he must remain blessed.”” At this point, Isaac
experiences emotions beyond his control because he knows Jacob received the blessing, thus also
the birthright, and there is nothing Isaac can do will enable him take it back. The situation is out

of his control, and he can only respond with impotent trembling.
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The Midrash sets up Isaac’s response in relation to capacity to control the world around
us. Proverbs speaks of “the hearing ear” and “the seeing eye”, which the Midrash place in the
context of passive organs and active ones. The ear and eye, along with the addition of the nose
function outside of human control, while the hands, mouth and feet stay within human control.
The text displays being in “control” as the way one chooses to use these body parts for positive
or negative purposes. For the positive, it describes how to fulfill mitzvot through ritual or
liturgical acts. For the negative, the text shows that humans have agency over the transgressions
they commit: instead of speaking with kindness, one can choose to speak profanity, or instead of
visiting the sick, one can cause pain to others.

More often, people do not necessarily have full control over anything because the world
continues to spin and humans only have agency over their own choices, words, and actions, not
those of others. The Midrash speaks to this inability to control one’s surrounding environment
when talking about body parts that have a direct correlation with the senses that experience the
world passively — smell, sight, and hearing. What happens when one faces a situation that they
just happened to walk by, entirely removed from their control? When someone sees or hears
something they know is wrong, or just unpleasant, what can be done? These moments can lead
either to a responsibility to react, or at other moments, to temptation. Responding means
controlling body parts that require active engagement, for good or for bad.

The contrast between the two categories is not entirely necessary because the story of
Isaac trembling refers to the category of organs outside of human control, so why would the
Rabbis include the explanation of those organs that can be controlled? They are reminding us of
the agency individuals have when they are in control, and the process of how to apply that

agency to responses in situations when control is lacking. Being without control has immense
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power over anyone, which must be acknowledged. It is difficult to master navigating those
moments and their responses, even possibly taking solace in our forefather, Isaac’s,
overwhelming frustration.

But there are middle grounds. When one hears something offensive or mean to others,
how can words be used as a response? When one sees someone who is struggling, how can one
use their feet or hands to help the other person? When one witnesses a situation that seems
dangerous, how can control help them to stay away and not become involved? Especially in new
situations of independence and responsibility, people of all ages face this dilemma every day.
The Rabbis are concerned with how to use the gifts of our senses and abilities that God gave us
in a way that adheres to the commandments and values that Torah teaches. By separating these
body parts and emphasizing the ones that require control through active engagement, the lesson
remains that individuals are only in control of themselves, and the importance to owning the

choices one makes in using that control.

19



Middle School Midrash:

There is a Jewish teaching that tells us about how we can or cannot control different body
parts and the senses that go along with those organs. We are unable to control our nose (smell),
ears (hearing), and eyes (sight). For example, have you ever walked by a garbage truck, noticed
the smell and walked just a little bit faster to get away? Or have you ever woken up earlier than
you planned to because of that same garbage truck’s loud noises outside your open window?
These things can be frustrating but we know there is nothing we can do about them because they
are entirely out of our control.

We are also taught that there are three body parts we are in control of: our mouths (what
we say), our hands, and our feet (touch, movement, and actions). This is more useful to us, but
also can put an extra awareness and responsibility on us, as we pay attention to what we say and
how we act. Sometimes we may use our mouth, arms or legs well, but other times we may use
them mistakenly.

Imagine a classmate says a mean comment to you or to a friend. What do you do? You
are not in control of what that person says, but you can control how you respond. Either you can
choose to use your hands or feet, or you can choose to use your mouth. God has given us the
ability to control what those actions or words are, or not use them at all. Having an awareness of
when we are in control or when we lack control is also useful when big things happen in the
world around us. The key is remembering how you can control your actions to as a tool to

respond to those changes.

Blessing:

Each morning we thank God for creating our bodies and for giving us the ability to move
When | am in control of that body- my arms and feet and words, | feel centered
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But I realize sometimes what passes by me, things that my senses notice, do not give me the

same control
I am confused by some of the words | hear, the scents | smell, and the sights | see

When | don’t have control, I can feel frustrated, anxious, or angry
God, give me the ability to respond to these emotions in the same way | control my body, with a

sense of balance

Blessed are you, Adonai, who gives me control over my words and actions
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Becoming a Leader

Exodus 3:1
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Now Moses was the shepherd of the flock of his father-in-law Yitro, the priest of Midian, and he
led the flock into the wilderness, and came to Horeb, the mountain of God.

Exodus Rabbah 2:2
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God said, let one who knows how to herd the flock to the best of his abilities come and lead my
people. As written in scripture, “He brought him from tending the lambs to be the shepherd of
his people, Israel” (Psalms 78:71). In fact, God assessed Moses on the basis of how Moses
functioned as a shepherd. Our teachers said: When Moses was herding Yitro’s flock in the
desert, a young goat ran away from him and Moses ran after it until it arrived at a shelter. When
it arrived at the shelter, it happened to come across a pool of water, and there the young goat
drank. When Moses arrived there, he said, “I did not know you ran because you were thirsty;
you are tired.” He put the goat on his shoulder and they walked back. God said, “You are
behaving with compassion for literal sheep, thus on your life, you will be the shepherd of the
metaphorical sheep, i.e., Israel. Hence Scripture’s characterization: “Moses was a shepherd.”
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Parent Guide Text:

This Midrash tells a background story of when God first decided to call on Moses as a
prophet. In the biblical text, this directly precedes the moment of Moses at the Burning Bush
where Moses accepts the call of leadership. Many are familiar with Moses’s story of guiding the
Israelites from slavery in Egypt, through the years wandering in the desert, and eventually
toward freedom in the Promised Land, Israel. But why Moses? What attributes make Moses the
exemplar to learn about leadership from?

While the picture of a shepherd as a leader may have little meaning to those in urban
culture, the root of leadership can come from the skills of a shepherd. This story draws back to
Moses’s roots, and serves as a reminder of the biblical trend of a transition from shepherd to
leader. This does not only apply for Moses, but the Midrash also includes a verse read in the
Psalms about David as he, too, was pulled from herding sheep to become King of Israel because
of the leadership God saw in his skills as a shepherd. The question remains, what do the
attributes of being a shepherd mean and how are they applied to modern day associations with
leadership? What can society learn and teach future generations about leadership from this story?

This particular Midrash reimagines how to understand leadership. While the term
leadership usually applies to people who lead others in an organizational context, as is certainly
the case with Moses in other biblical narratives, in this case, the text explores another kind of
leadership. This version of leadership focuses on the kind of person one desires to be in relation
to others, separating oneself from the elitism of a professional position or hierarchical rank and
moving toward a practice of leading with empathy. Prior to choosing Moses as this leader at the
front of the Jewish people, God saw this alternative form of leadership in Moses. When the goat

in this story ran away from the flock Moses was tending to, Moses’s instinct was to run after it.
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The story soon expresses how this reaction is not out of anger, but clearly out of concern. When
he arrived at the goat, Moses reacted with an acknowledgement that he had failed to pay
attention to the needs of those for whom he was responsible. He responded by acting with
empathy and compassion.

God, too, noticed that Moses’s instinct as a shepherd was exactly the type of leader God
needed to guide the Jewish people. Part of leadership includes having an awareness of the needs
of others, knowing that each person is important, and showing compassion toward others. The
way in which Moses cared for the sheep represents an example of how to treat others, and how to
teach our kids to interact with others too. This kind of leadership is cultivated by a sense of
responsibility for the most vulnerable and by being sensitive to the needs of each individual. As
kids grow from childhood to adolescence and then teenagers in today’s world, they feel pressure
to take on more and more leadership positions from a traditional sense of the word leadership.
More important than that is a focus on how they can grow to be “shepherd-leaders”.
Empathizing with others and understanding one another’s perspectives are essential tools to earn
the trust and respect of those who one leads. While it is not necessary to be a leader to care for
the needs of an individual, one does need to care in order to be a leader. In this story, Moses
shows how to recognize the inherent spark of holiness in every person and embrace them,

allowing his leadership to shine.
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Middle School Midrash:

Moses was a shepherd, working in the fields on a hot day. He was tired as he was
tending to the flock of sheep. He looked up and saw a young goat quickly running away. Moses
panicked, and started to run after the goat. Moses ran and ran, until he finally found the goat
who had stopped when it reached a small pond, finally taking a break to drink water, quenching
its thirst from being in the sun all day. Moses could have been angry at the goat for running
away, but instead, he took a moment to think.

He realized the goat was not running to get away from him, but was running to find
exactly what he sought: a pond of water. The goat was just thirsty and tired. Moses let the goat
drink, and when it was finished, put the goat on his shoulders and carried it back to the rest of the
flock. God saw this and noticed that Moses treated the goat with compassion and kindness,
because he got out of his own skin, and put himself in the goat’s position. In that moment, God

decided Moses had what he needed to be a leader for the Jewish people.

Blessing:

It seems like being a leader is to teach others and show them the right way

But I know that’s not the only way to lead

I hope to take the example of Moses as he shows kindness and compassion to the goat
I, too, need to treat others with empathy and respect

And cannot just expect others to follow me

God, help me grow into my leadership
Support me as | continue to learn right from wrong,
How to guide others and how to trust myself

Blessed are You, Adonai, who shows compassion and kindness, and helps me become a leader
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For Filling the Void of Loss
Genesis 24:67
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Isaac then brought her into the tent of his mother Sarah, and he took Rebekah as his wife. Isaac
loved her, and thus found comfort after his mother’s death

Genesis Rabbah 60:16
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And then Isaac brought her into his mother Sarah’s tent and he took Rebekah as his wife. Isaac
loved her and found comfort after the death of Sarah. (Genesis 24:67). All the days that Sarah
was alive, there was a cloud tied to the opening of her tent. When she died the cloud ceased, but
when Rebekah came, the cloud returned. All the days that Sarah was alive, the doors were wide
open. When Sarah died, they stopped being wide open, but when Rebekah came, the openness
returned. All the days that Sarah was alive, there was blessing in her dough. When Sarah died
the blessing ended, but when Rebekah came, it returned. All the days that Sarah was alive, there
was a light burning from the evening of Shabbat until the evening of the next Shabbat. When
she died the light ceased, but when Rebekah came, it returned. When Isaac saw that when
Rebekah was following in the ways of his mother, separating her challah and sanctifying her
dough in purity, Isaac brought her into Sarah’s tent.

Parent text :

When one experiences a loss, how does one adjust to a new normal? It’s hard enough for
adults to grapple with this challenge, and even more so, for children of any age. Especially
during adolescence, growing up includes many internal and external changes, and often dealing

with those transitions depend on the constant of the people in their lives. So when those people
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move away or die, it leaves a void that cannot be filled and can leave one with feelings of
loneliness or emptiness, with no clear direction of how to be whole again.

This Midrash addresses this heavy challenge head on: “Isaac then brought her into the
tent of his mother Sarah, and he took Rebekah as his wife. Isaac loved her, and thus found
comfort after his mother’s death.” Isaac’s need for comfort reveals his vulnerability after losing
his mother, Sarah. He attempts to find a way to merge his grief-filled world and the obligation to
mourn for Sarah with the new life he forms with his wife, Rebekah. He turns to remembering
aspects of what his mother did, such as the way she lit Shabbat candles. The narrator describes
how there was a cloud tied to the open doors of the tent. The open doors, and perhaps the cloud
at the opening, may refer to Sarah’s hospitable nature in the story from Genesis 18:1-8, in whihc
Sarah was blessed with Isaac as a son after welcoming the three strangers into her tent. The
memory of his mother engaging in all of these acts may bring a renewed sense of sadness in
remembering her memory, but when he welcomed Rebekah into his life, something happened
within the tent. The Midrash explains how the Shabbat candles remained lit once again, the
doors of the tent were once again open with a cloud attached to it, and most importantly, there
was blessing in her challah.

Why is this act of separating the challah the most important tradition that Rebekah
adapted? First, though the order of the Midrash is slightly confusing, the last line explains that
only after Rebekah sanctified the challah did Isaac let her into the tent. This indicates that the act
of separating and sanctifying the challah draws the strongest connection between Isaac and his
memory of Sarah. A person cannot fill the precise void left by someone who has died, but as
Rebekah does in this Midrash, they can share and participate in ways that result in the same

blessings. In this case, sanctifying the challah is the ritual that allows for the acts of opening the
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door of the tent and lighting the Shabbat candles to exist, because this is a ritual, in Isaac’s eyes,
that creates a home. In a modern context, it represents a tradition that can be passed down
generation to generation, invoking the intense power of memory and gathering. These are
traditions that exist prominently within family and communal life; a shared family recipe, a
special holiday tradition, or a yearly family trip. In Isaac’s case, this single ritual preserves the
memory of his mother while welcoming Rebekah into his life.

How may Isaac be feeling during this time? It would make sense for him to be
conflicted. Filling the void of a loss can sometimes feel good, and can be necessary to continue
with one’s life. When a best friend moves out of town, it is okay to find new friends and know
that the best friend who moved away still can play a role in your life. But sometimes filling the
void of loss is slightly more complicated. What happens when a pet dies and the family decides
to get a new puppy? How does one keep the memory of the old while still embracing the new?
Or even more confusing, how does one fill the void of a parent when a step-parent comes into
the picture? How can one welcome a step-parent into their family while not feeling like they are
betraying their mother or father who is no longer there?

Loss is tricky. When someone dies, Jewish tradition teaches two core values to balance:
Kevod HaMet, honoring the deceased, and Nichum Aveilim, comforting the mourner. Holding
these two in tension with one another is exactly what Isaac does in this text. He finds comfort in
his love of Rebekah as they honor the traditions that keep Sarah’s memory alive. He shows that
it is entirely possible to find ways of comfort and fill the gaps of emptiness without forgetting the
importance of the person who once filled those shoes with the practice of Kevod HaMet and

Nichum Aveilim. This Midrash teaches that through the enactment of ritual, the transfer of
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tradition, and the openness to find new outlets to keep a loved one’s blessing alive, both honor

and comfort are possible.
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Middle School Midrash:

When Isaac’s mother, Sarah, died, Isaac experienced a feeling of emptiness. When he
met his wife, Rebekah, there was an opportunity for some of that emptiness to be filled.

Isaac recalled the days with his mother in their home and the specific steps she would
take to make their house feel like a home, filling it with a sense of comfort and love. The doors
were always open, and they participated in rituals such as lighting the Shabbat candles and
making the perfect challah, full of blessing. When Sarah died, those rituals stopped. The doors
were no longer left open, the lights of Shabbat no longer shined bright and there was no challah.
But, when Isaac brought Rebekah into the house, it’s almost as if the house turned into a home
again. It felt different, but the as Rebekah followed in the footsteps of Sarah, the challah dough
was once again full of blessing, the doors were opened, the light of Shabbat returned.

Though Isaac still felt the loss of Sarah, Rebekah actions helped remind him that her

legacy will always remain through the memories and traditions that will not be forgotten.

Blessing:

When someone is gone, | carry them with me
They fill a space in my heart to make sure |1 am always keeping them close
But there still remains an emptiness, a void, and | am unsure of whether it should be filled at all

As Isaac made room for Rebekah in his life, Sarah did not disappear
Her legacy is instead a memory, an essential part of his life with Rebekah
Sarah is not replaced, yet her void is filled

When someone is gone, they do not disappear entirely
Their light and their blessing will return
As their memory will remain

Blessed are You, Adonai, who allows us to hold memory close and embrace new relationships
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Facing a Dilemma

Genesis 1:26
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And God said, “Let us make man in our image, after our likeness. They shall rule the fish of the
sea, the birds of the sky, the cattle, the whole earth, and all the creeping things that creep on
earth.”

Genesis Rabbah 8:5
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Rabbi Simon said, when the time came for God to create the first man, the ministering
angels made groups and clusters. Some said, do not create him, and others said, create him. It is
written, “lovingkindness and truth meet, righteousness and peace kiss” (Psalms 85:11).
Lovingkindness says, create him, because he will deliver acts of lovingkindness. But Truth says,
do not create him, because all of him will be lies. Righteousness said to create him, for he will
do righteous acts. Peace says do not create him, because he is full of conflict.

What did God do? He grabbed truth and threw him to the ground, as it is written, “Truth
was hurled to the ground and prospered in what it did” (Daniel 8:12). The ministering angels to
God: “Master of the Universe, do you humiliate your Angel of Truth? Let truth ascend from the
ground, as it is written: “Truth springs up from the earth, justice looks down from heaven’”
(Psalms 85:12).

Our Rabbis said in the name of Rabbi Chanina bar Idai and Rabbi Pinchas and Rabbi
Chalkia in the name of Rabbi Simon:, “The term “very’ [from the phrase ‘very good’], as used in
God’s creation of the universe in the Book of Genesis, actually refers to *humanity’: ‘And God
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saw all that He had made, and found it very good.” (Genesis 1:31). Instead of ‘very good,” read it
to say “humanity was good” [because we have established that ‘very’ actually refers to
‘man’/’humanity’].

Rav Huna, Rav of Tziforin said, while the ministering angels were busy and arguing with
one another, God created Adam. He said to them: “Why are you arguing” Humanity has already
been created.”

Parent Guide Text:

This text is hard to grapple with; it describes a relatable God, confronting the common
challenge a hard decision. God faces an impossible dilemma, the tension of choosing whether or
not to create the first man. The Midrash explains that God had help in making this decision from
the malachei hasharet, the ministering angels, a presumably trusted source by God. They
separated themselves into two groups with two different opinions on the topic. But when we
look closely at the reasons for their differing opinions, God’s struggle with this decision becomes
clear.

There are times when the decisions one has to make are between good and bad. In fact,
as a society, humans constantly are deciphering how to make those decisions and teaching our
children the difference between right and wrong. From a Jewish standpoint, this reflects the
concepts of the yetzer hatov, the good inclination, and the yetzer hara, our “evil inclination.”

But this case is different, because when looking at the conflict between the ministering
angels, we find that both sides legitimately perceive accurate truths: Humankind, as they predict,
will argue and lie, but will also perform acts of lovingkindness and righteousness.. In reality,
God is not actually making a decision between good and bad, but between two legitimate angelic
predictions with no clear wrong answer. In the case of creating man, it seems like God is
choosing between a path of optimism and a path of caution—both meritorious. These are

feelings that filter their way into the decisions we need to make every day. Should we try to
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raise our hand and answer the question in class, even though we are nervous it might be wrong?
Or more simply, what should we have for dinner? None of these questions end in a decision that
is necessarily wrong, but just end with two different outcomes.

This becomes more complicated though, when there are external voices involved in a
decision that is actually just one person’s responsibility to make. Further in this Midrash, we see
God eventually confronts that responsibility. God cut through the surrounding noise of opinions
and perspectives and owned God’s sole decision. We read this text and notice how as the
ministering angels are fighting for their point of view, God “hurls truth to the ground”, and is un-
phased by the disappointment when the angels defend the Angel of Truth. The translation of
hurling the truth to the ground sounds harsh, but it also shows God’s strength in the decision that
God made while the angels were fighting. At the end of the Midrash, it explains that it was in
this time that God ignored them, trusted God’s gut, and created man.

The process of making these decisions while taking into consideration those who we trust
to help guide us can be both imperative and overwhelming. There are times where asking for
help on a big decision is necessary, but that help can only go so far. We know ourselves best;
sometimes that means asking for help and not taking it in the end, or making a decision that

people close to us—even our parents—don’t agree with.
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Middle School Midrash:

There is a story about a dilemma God faced: “Should I create humanity?” God put trust
God’s angels who would advise God on the matter, but they split themselves into two groups and
adamantly disagreed. Some said not to create humanity, because of the fear that humans will do
negative things, such as lying and fighting. The other half said to create humanity, because they
will act with love and righteousness.

How should God choose whom to trust, when facing two legitimate perspectives, with no
clear answer on how to make this decision. God had to make a choice, but the angels were not
helping. Their voices became louder and louder, fighting back and forth about who was right
and who was wrong. But as they continued arguing with one another, God took a step back, to
trust God’s own gut. In that moment God created the first human, Adam, and God then
interrupted the angels to ask, “why are you still arguing? Humanity has already been created.”
Sometimes it takes courage to make a decision, especially between two good decisions with no
clear positive or negative result. While at times we can rely on others, other decisions force us to

find the courage to make hard choices on our own.

Blessing:

| feel trapped with each of my arms pulled in a different direction
Just like God felt conflicted, pulled between angels

I’m not being pulled by angels, but instead by two options

Or two people whom are depending on my opinion

Let me trust myself enough to know | can make a wise decision

Give me strength to ask for advice when | need it and sometimes, not to listen to it
Grant me the courage to make hard choices

And know that it’s okay to feel good about what I choose, even if others do not

Blessed are you, Adonai, who helps me be confident in my decisions.
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Humility and Confidence

Exodus 33:18
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He said, “let me behold Your Presence.” (Exodus 33:18). Rabbi Tanchuma bar Aba opened,
“For it is better to be told, “step up here,” than to be degraded in the presence of the great.”
(Proverbs 25:7). Hillel says, when | humble myself, I am raised, and when I raise myself, I am
humbled. It is better for a person that is told, “Go up and ascend,” and not to be told to go down.
David said, “’Who is like Adonai our God who raises me up by having me sit down ?” (Psalm
113:5). When I raise myself, they lower my seat, thus, ‘... who raises me up by having me sit
down.” And when | lower myself they raise me, as it is said, “Who raises me up what is in
heaven and on Earth [below]?” (Psalm 113:6), meaning, God causes me to see all the lands
below, as it is written, ‘and David’s name went out to all the lands, and God put the fear of him
in all the nations’ (I Chronicles 14:17). | earned this elevated status, because | lowered myself.

Parent Text:

The Midrash refers to the biblical text of Exodus 33, a portion of the Torah text in which
Moses is speaking more directly to God than almost any other point in the Torah. Earlier in the
same chapter, God and Moses speak “panim el panim”, “Face to face, as one man speaks to
another” (Exodus 33:11). In this conversation, both God and Moses repeat the line, “You

[Moses] found favor in My [God’s] eyes” (Exodus 33:16-17). Throughout the narrative, Moses
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had earned the trust and respect of God to lead the people. But instead of taking that praise and
running with the leadership God has instilled in him, Moses argues back with God: “If Your
presence does not go [with us], don’t make us leave from this place” (Exodus 33:15). When God
agrees, Moses declares, “Let me behold Your Presence’”(Exodus 33:18). As Moses lifts up God,
clearly understanding God’s role and elevated stature, Moses simultaneously humbles himself,
knowing that he cannot lead the people without God’s leadership.

As God constantly urges Moses to step up as a leader without Moses’ asking for those
responsibilities, the Rabbis interpret the biblical text as a paradox of Moses’ leadership, “For it is
better to be told, ‘step up here,” than to be degraded in the presence of the great” (Proverbs 25:7).
The Rabbis read this verse to mean that Moses’ (and King David’s) acts of humility actually
elevate him, in both the eyes of God and people, because their humility earns them respect and
honor. When starting off from a position of lowness, the humble person rises in the presence of
the great.

The act of navigating the thin lines between humility and doubt, and confidence and
egocentrism is tricky. Society wants children to grow to feel good about themselves and to teach
them to own their strengths and not to get caught up in their insecurities, especially in the
formative pre-teen years. Whether concerned with a changing physical appearance, academic
challenges, hard social dynamics, or trying to learn a new skill, they should be proud of who they
are and not to allow external opinions negate that pride. There is also the challenge of ensuring
they surround themselves with people who will reinforce that sense of confidence. Just as Moses
turned to God in a time of feeling like he may not be able to accomplish the tasks set out for him,
everyone at times deserves that sense of support; someone to help lift one another up in times

where a person may not be so sure or confident of their own abilities.
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On the other hand, there is a risk of the opposite. What happens when we get too
confident? When we take the liberty to lift ourselves up too much, or let other people’s optimism
get to their heads? We may very well stumble. Confidence is necessary to be successful in
navigating the world, but crossing the boundary between confidence and egotism can be an easy
trap to fall into. For this one can turn to the famous Hasidic teaching that comes from Rabbi
Simcha Bunim, a 19th century polish rabbi. He carried two slips of paper in his pockets to serve
as reminders to himself. On one he wrote: Bishvili nivra ha-olam—*"“for my sake the world was
created.” On the other he wrote: V’anokhi afar v’efer”—*I am but dust and ashes.”* The first
slip serves us well when we are in moments where we need to be elevated, but the second knocks

us back to reality in moments where, as the Midrash explains, we need to be humbled.

!> Buber, Martin (1948). Tales of the Hasidim: Later Masters. Schocken Books. pp. 249-250.
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Middle School Midrash:

Moses had a special relationship with God. It was special, because Moses spoke directly
to God, face to face. In the years the Israelites were wandering in the desert, Moses built a tent,
called the Tent of Meeting. When Moses went into the tent, a giant overwhelming cloud would
come to the base of the tent, and God was ready to talk. In this particular conversation, In the
aftermath of the Israelites making a rather bad decision, God and Moses argued about how
Moses would lead the people, and what role God would play in helping Moses lead. Moses did
not feel great about his individual capabilities, and wanted God to help. God, in return, lifted up
Moses and fought back against Moses’ lack of confidence. This reminds us of when Rabbi

Hillel says, “when I humble myself, I am raised, and when I raise myself, I am humbled.”

Blessing:

Two slips of paper lay in my pockets

On one, “for my sake the world was created”

On the other, “I am nothing but dust and ashes”

On one, | am told that the world is mine to conquer

On the other, | am reminded that | am just one tiny part of this world

Let me find ground between these two pockets

To be humble yet confident

To lift myself up, without putting others down
Blessed are You, Adonai, who helps me find balance
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