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Introduction

Bavli Taanit, as described by its name, is a tractate of Talmud about fasts and
fasting, often in the context of praying for rain. Like any tractate of Talmud however,
Taanit covers a wide variety of other topics as well including learning, teaching, plagues,
prayer, communal responsibility, holidays, the water cycle, and character traits. | chose
to study Taanit because of how relevant it seemed to my work as a Jewish leader. As a
global community, we are dealing with unprecedented challenges and disasters more
and more frequently. What better way to prepare myself for my rabbinate than to go
back and learn about how our rabbis dealt with communal disaster? As | studied the
tractate, | took note of the parts | found interesting and relevant to teach in a variety of
settings. In the written portion of my text immersion, | took those parts from my notes
and turned them into a sermon for Sukkot, a mini curriculum for religious school teacher
trainings, and several stand-alone text studies about what it means to be a good person
in community. | look forward to using what | learned from Taanit throughout my rabbinic

career.



Sermon - Sukkot 2023

It's 3 o’clock in the morning, | hear loud groaning from outside, someone clearly
suffering. | get up, look out my window, and see a man trying to sleep on the steps of
the church next to my apartment building. He's tossing and turning, crying out in pain,
adjusting his thin blanket to try to keep out the cold. Eventually, he sits up, puts his head

in his hands, looks around, packs his bag, and walks off into the night.

| lay back down in my bed, wondering what | could have done, if | could have
helped him, if | could have called anyone. | stare up at the ceiling and think of how
grateful | am to have a ceiling, a bed, a room, an apartment. | think of how he’s a person

and I'm a person, and we both deserve to have a safe place to be.

As disruptive to my sleep as this might seem, | appreciate living in a place where
all | have to do is pay attention in order to push myself outside my comfort zone and
remind myself of the work | have to do in the world. Living here in LA, and more
specifically Koreatown, where | can’t ignore the problems around me, | feel driven to do
something. Laying in my safe, warm bed, | think about how | can use my voice, and my
power, to advocate for societal change. | can support efforts to provide resources to
people who are unhoused. | can work to pass legislation which makes affordable, safe
housing available to all those who need it. | have the responsibility to shape the world |

want to live in.



| won’t always be able to rely on my environment to push me. Sometimes | need
to take an active role in pushing myself. | need windows out of my comfortable,

privileged existence to keep me on track.

This week, we complete our yearly season of High Holy Days with the festival of
Sukkot. On Sukkot, we go out of our warm, comfortable spaces. We go out into nature,
into the elements. We are literally supposed to sleep on the ground in an incomplete
shack, just as the season is changing from summer to fall, and the weather is becoming
more unpredictable. We give up our perceived control of our environments and
remember that we are connected, dependent on, and responsible for the world around

us.

This is also the time of year when we begin to mention and request rain in our
daily liturgy. At the end of Sukkot, we begin to mention rain in the g’vurot, mashiv
haruach u’morid hagashem, God makes the wind blow and the rain fall. We start this at
the end of Sukkot, because, as Rabbi Yehoshua says (in Bavli Taanit 2a), rain that falls
during Sukkot is the sign of a curse’.

... would have to agree.

Now you may or may not be surprised to know that this is not the end of the
conversation, but rather the beginning of a long debate over exactly when and how and

who should mention rain, and then when and how and who should request rain,

' Bavli Taanit 2a



interrupted only by the most important tangents about idol worship, teaching pedagogy,

prayer, and other things.

But regardless of how they get there, the rabbis determine that we should begin
to mention rain starting at the end of Sukkot, and begin to request rain around when we
expect it to fall. In Eretz Yisrael, that’s the 7th of Cheshvan, and in the diaspora...or at
the time of the rabbis, Babylonia...that's December 4th, or 5th in a leap year?. The

December date is calculated by counting 60 days from the autumn equinox®.

Why pray for rain? In the time that Rabbinic Judaism was developing, we were
an agricultural people. We were completely dependent on the land for survival. And the
land where we lived did not have a natural source of freshwater, so we were entirely
dependent on rain. The way we took agency in this situation, which felt completely out
of our control, was through prayer. We truly believed that when and how we prayed for

rain had an impact on the rain that God would give us, and therefore our survival.

Why the distinction between mentioning and requesting rain? If we refer back to
Ta’anit, it seems the distinction is made in order to resolve a question about timing and
rain being a curse during Sukkot. But I’'m not satisfied with that answer. | think there’s

more to it.

2 The Complete Artscroll Siddur, p.105
¥ My People’s Prayer Book: Amidah, p.122



We begin to mention that God brings rain, that God is responsible for bringing
rain, just after Sukkot, when we leave our houses and reconnect with the land. At this
time of year, when we can feel the change of season in the air, we are more aware than
ever of our lack of control in the world. We know the winter is looming and our existence
will depend on how much rain falls from the sky. We mention rain when Sukkot forces

us to face our vulnerability.

Mentioning is reckoning. Mentioning is spreading awareness. Mentioning is

taking stock of what we have and what we need.

We request rain only when we are ready for the rain to come. We’ve packed up
our sukkot, we’'ve prepared our fields, we've dusted off our umbrellas and rain boots,
we’ve reckoned with our reality. We are ready for the necessary inconveniences of rain.
Even the rabbis in Ta’anit acknowledge how uncomfortable rain can be. Rabbi Yitzchak
says that rain, that interferes with preparations for Shabbat, is a curse*. Rain is
necessary to survive, but it isn’t always easy. ...It sort of reminds me of people’s

reactions when it rains here in LA...

Requesting rain is taking action. Requesting rain is dealing with discomfort for
the sake of survival. Requesting rain is stepping out of our comfort zones and doing

what is hard.

4 Bavli Ta’anit 8b



| want to propose that the way we pray about rain could be a metaphor for the
way we fight for social justice. First, we mention rain. We go out of our comfort zones,
turn our attention out beyond ourselves, witness the brokenness in our world, and start
to spread the word. We need to talk before we can act. We need to organize our team.
We need to combine our strengths, rally our allies, educate ourselves, and come up

with a plan.

Then, we request rain. We've done the work to prepare ourselves; now we can
take action. We take agency in our environment. We push past doubt and
self-consciousness. We believe in the power of our voices, and we won't let the

enormity of the problems deter us.

And, just like the rain, our work must come in cycles. The rainy season comes to
an end, the legislative cycle starts over, our action turns to reflection. We stop praying
for rain on Pesach and we can ask our own four questions: What did we learn? How did
we succeed? What still needs to change? How can we bring more people in? And as

we answer our questions, we’ll begin to prepare to mention again.

Social justice is just as existentially necessary as water. As current and
future leaders in the Jewish community: educators, scholars, lay leaders, and clergy, it
is up to us to take the lead in this work. We cannot afford to sit comfortably in our
houses all year. We need to go out into the world, expose ourselves to difficult realities,

and inspire, in ourselves and others, a vision of something better.



This week, we dwell in a sukkah, as Rabbi Alan Lew Z'l calls it, “the interrupted
idea of a house™, and we give up our illusion of control and our notions of safety. We

acknowledge that our lives are fragile, that nothing is a guarantee.

“The interrupted idea of a house”. When that man sleeping outside my window
was a kid, | wonder if he dreamed about where he would live when he grew up. |

wonder how his path to a house was interrupted.

It is up to us to dream of a world where housing is a human right, where
everyone has what they need, and where everyone can sleep through the night in a

safe, warm bed.

If you are interested in taking steps towards action with me, | invite you to join me
at an upcoming information session about Guaranteed Basic Income: Through a Jewish
Lens. We will join together on Sunday, October 29, at 2pm at Leo Baeck Temple to hear
first-hand how pilot programs for Guaranteed Basic Income have impacted people’s
lives and how we can get involved as a Jewish community. Let me know if you’re

interested and I'll send you the information and link to register.

May this Sukkot remind us of our responsibility to our world around us and

remind us of our agency and influence in working towards change. Moadim L’simcha.

5 This Is Real and You Are Completely Unprepared, Rabbi Alan Lew Z'l, p.265



Mini Curriculum - Religious School Teacher Training

A common theme in Rabbinic Literature is the theme of education. Since the
context of the rabbis is based in teaching and learning, there are many texts which
speak about relationships between teachers and students, pedagogy, and educational
philosophy. Education is still a core focus of the Jewish community. | wonder how the
experience of the rabbis can inform the way we teach today.

This series of lessons will explore four different cases in rabbinic literature
relating to the theme of teaching. The lessons will be set as part of a curriculum for
religious school teacher trainings throughout a school year. Religious school teachers
come from a variety of backgrounds and experience levels. In order to make the most of
a year, it is important to educate, support, and inspire teachers in their important work of
guiding the next generation of learners.

One goal of the lessons will be to inspire thought and conversation about what it
means to be a good teacher. In my experience, one of the most powerful parts of text
study is learning from the learners. | love the conversations which learners can have
around text, and the connections and experiences learners share. Another goal of the
lessons will be to ground religious school teachers in a chain of tradition of teachers and
learners. | want teachers to feel connected to our tradition and empowered with the
knowledge that they are participating in a conversation which has lasted for centuries.

As a result of these lessons, learners will think intentionally about their role as
educators and unpack how their teaching will impact their students. Learners will

determine which teaching methods of the rabbis they will emulate and which they will

10



not take on. Learners will develop their relationships with one another as partners in
their educational work.

These lessons will be from the Torah/Instruction orientation. They are meant to
inspire conversations based on the rabbinic texts, but with the goal of contextualizing
the learning in their current work as educators. The texts will be chosen based on
themes which can translate into useful teaching skills or philosophy for learners. It is
possible that | will introduce the lessons with some contextual orientation framing in

order to explain the texts we are studying.

Lesson 1: Learning from our Students

Enduring Understanding:
e Learning and teaching are core elements of Judaism.
e Teachers have a great impact on students’ lives.

e Ancient texts are relevant in what we do today.

Objectives:
e Learners will think intentionally about their role as educators and unpack how
their teaching will impact their students and themselves.
e Learners will set the intention to be open to learning from their students as they

meet students where they are.

11



e Learners will develop their relationships with one another as partners in their

educational work.

Text:

(Koren Steinsaltz Translation as found on Sefaria.org)

Taanit 7a:12

Rav Nahman bar Yitzhak said:
Why are Torah matters likened to
a tree, as it is stated: “Itis a tree of
life to them who lay hold upon it”
(Proverbs 3:18)? This verse comes to
tell you that just as a small piece of
wood can ignite a large piece, so
too, minor Torah scholars can
sharpen great Torah scholars and
enable them to advance in their
studies. And this is what Rabbi
Hanina said: I have learned much
from my teachers and even more
from my friends, but from my
students [ have learned more than

from all of them.

Guiding Questions:
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e Can you think of a time when you learned from a student or someone less
experienced than you? How did it feel?

e \What can we do to prepare ourselves to be open to learning while we teach?

e How can we create learning environments which encourage students to express

their thoughts and opinions?

Description:

The lesson will begin with the set induction of asking learners to share a positive
experience they have had of a good teacher from their own educational experience. The
teacher will give some basic context for Talmud and the group will read the text together
out loud. Learners will turn to a partner and discuss the first question. The teacher will
bring learners back together and contextualize the experience of teaching religious
school. In that context, the group will brainstorm answers to the second question
together. In pairs or small groups, learners will brainstorm answers to the third question.
The group will come back together and share answers to the third question. The teacher
will close with a blessing for the teachers beginning the school year open to learning as

they teach.

Lesson 2: Separating our Emotions from our Students

Enduring Understanding:

e Learning and teaching can affect our emotions.

e Teachers have a great impact on students’ self-image and esteem.

13



e Even the rabbis of the Talmud sometimes struggled with their students

sometimes.

Objectives:
e Learners will think intentionally about their role as educators and unpack how
their emotions will impact their teaching.
e Learners will determine which teaching methods and philosophies of the rabbis
they will/will not emulate.
e Learners will develop concrete strategies for mitigating negative impacts of their

emotions on their students.

Text:

(Koren Steinsaltz Translation as found on Sefaria.org)

Taanit 9a:14

7R *B N2Yn
SXINW 271 730 92 X 2

The Gemara relates a story

concerning the aforementioned
verse from Zechariah. Rav Huna bar N"JI‘]D'HD N°?T1 271 " 7°N 13
Manoah, Rav Shmuel bar 1di, and M >3 N:W'[ aRaT, "I'I’DT.U Tll_l
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came before Rav Pappa to learn Tl’ﬂV'f T.U]Tﬂ "'TTTIN ’TDWD Tli'l

Rav Hiyya from Vastanya were
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from him. However, as also they
were great Sages, whenever Rav
Pappa would say a halakha that
did not sound reasonable to them,
they would gesture to each other
that Rav Pappa was not equal in
stature to Rava. Rav Pappa was

offended by their behavior.

Taanit 9b:1-2

A verse was read to Rav Pappain a
dream: “And I cut off the three
shepherds in one month”
(Zechariah 11:8). The next dayj,
when they took their leave from
him, Rav Pappa said to them: May
the Rabbis go in peace, a hint that
this would be their final parting. Rav
Pappa thought that the three Sages
would die as punishment for their
behavior and he would never see
them again. The Gemara relates a
similar incident: Rav Shimi bar

Ashi was often found before Rav

’2-R:2 Y NYaYn
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Pappa and would raise many
objections against the opinions of
Rav Pappa. One day Rav Shimi bar
Ashi saw Rav Pappa fall on his face
after prayer. He heard him say: May
the Merciful One save me from the
embarrassment of Shimi, and as a
result Rav Shimi bar Ashi resolved
to be silent and not to raise any
further objections against Rav
Pappa, as he saw how greatly they

pained his teacher.

Guiding Questions:
e Can you think of a time when you had to deal with a frustrating student? How did
it feel? How do you think the student felt?
e What preconceptions might impact our teaching or our relationship with our
students?
e How can we prepare ourselves to teach from an open mind and not let our

emotions get in the way? (List some concrete strategies)

Description:

The lesson will begin with the set induction of asking learners to share a memory
of a time a teacher misunderstood them or was mean to them. The teacher will remind
the group of some basic context for Talmud and the group will read the text together out

loud. Learners will turn to a partner and discuss the first question. The teacher will bring

16



learners back together and contextualize the experience of teaching religious school. In
that context, the group will brainstorm answers to the second question together. In pairs
or small groups, learners will brainstorm answers to the third question. The group will
come back together and share answers to the third question. The teacher will close with
a blessing for the teachers as they navigate the challenges of keeping an open heart

and mind in their teaching.

Lesson 3: The Power of Learning Together

Enduring Understanding:
e Learning and teaching are most effective with others.
e |tis Jewish tradition to learn in pairs.

e Ancient texts are relevant in how we learn today.

Objectives:
e Learners will think intentionally about how they can encourage their students to
learn from each other.
e Learners will understand that lessons driven by student questions can lead to
impactful learning.
e Learners will develop strategies for incorporating chevruta style learning into their

curriculums.

Text:

17



(Koren Steinsaltz Translation as found on Sefaria.org)

Taanit 7a:8

TN T N2IYN
The Gemara cites other expositions
that deal with Torah study. Rabbi /2 »,N373T1 7272 KA1 727 IR

Hama, son of Rabbi Hanina, said: T ]'l" ]7'(133 ]7'(13” j"ﬂj‘[
What is the meaning of that which MY — 77.(.]3 n .|17 'ID'IL/’

is written: “Iron sharpens iron, so

W AR 17720 DX 7700

a man sharpens the countenance of

his friend” (Proverbs 27:17)? This AL 7770 — D30 ’7’73‘71'1

verse comes to tell you that just as F9502 71 NN
with these iron implements, one o
sharpens the other when they are

rubbed against each other, so too,

when Torah scholars study

together, they sharpen one another

in halakha.

Guiding Questions:
e How does the metaphor of sharpening iron fit with your understanding of
learning?
e What are some of the advantages or challenges of including chevruta style
learning in our classes?
e \What are some concrete ways we can incorporate chevruta style learning into

our lessons?

Description:
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The lesson will begin with the set induction of asking learners to share a memory
of a time they learned something important from a peer. The teacher will remind the
group of some basic context for Talmud and the group will read the text together out
loud. Learners will turn to a partner and discuss the first question. The teacher will bring
learners back together and introduce the concept of studying in chevruta. Together, the
group will brainstorm answers to the second question together. In pairs or small groups,
learners will brainstorm answers to the third question. The group will come back
together and share answers to the third question. The teacher will close with a blessing

for the teachers as they inspire their students to learn from each other.

Lesson 4: Sparking Creativity in One Another

Enduring Understanding:
e Jewish learning doesn’t happen alone.
e We can spark creativity and learning in one another.

e Ancient metaphors can help us understand how we learn today.

Objectives:
e Learners will think intentionally about how they can lift up their students' voices
and perspectives.
e Learners will understand the value of collaborating with students in a learning

environment.

19



e Learners will develop strategies for encouraging curiosity in their students.

Text:

(Koren Steinsaltz Translation as found on Sefaria.org)

Taanit 7a:9

Rabba bar bar Hana said: Why are
matters of Torah compared to fire,
as it is stated: “Is not My word like
fire, says the Eternal” (Jeremiah
23:29)? To tell you: Just as fire does
not ignite in a lone stick of wood
butin a pile of kindling, so too,
matters of Torah are not retained
and understood properly by a lone
scholar who studies by himself, but

by a group of Sages.

Guiding Questions:

ViR T NIYn
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e How does the metaphor of igniting fire fit with your understanding of learning?

e \What are some of the advantages or challenges with collaborating with students

in a learning environment?

e What are some concrete ways we can incorporate student collaboration into our

lessons?

Description:
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The lesson will begin with the set induction of asking learners to share a memory
of a time they worked successfully with someone else on a project. What made it
successful? The teacher will remind the group of some basic context for Talmud and the
group will read the text together out loud. Learners will turn to a partner and discuss the
first question. The teacher will bring learners back together and introduce the topic of
student collaboration in lessons. Together, the group will brainstorm answers to the
second question together. In pairs or small groups, learners will brainstorm answers to
the third question. The group will come back together and share answers to the third
question. The teacher will close with a blessing for the teachers as they find the strength

to let go of some control and allow their students to inspire learning.
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Stand-alone text studies

Better to be a Reed than a Cedar

Enduring Understanding:
e Rabbinic texts can teach us lessons which are still relevant today.
e Being rooted and flexible can be better than being sturdy and stiff.

e No matter how far we’ve come in life, we are still able to learn and grow.

Objectives:
e Learners will reflect on the way they understand their relationship to the world in
the context of Rabbinic metaphors.
e Learners will think critically about the ways they can respond to situations of
conflict.
e |Learners will develop their Rabbinic text literacy skills by understanding the use

of story telling in Rabbinic discussion.

Text:

(Koren Steinsaltz Translation as found on Sefaria.org and edited by Samantha Thal)

Taanit 20a:16-20b:3 ’9:3 °9-1"1:N °D NYIYn
The Sages taught in praise of the ) _ )

reed: A person should always be ;7 07IR NiJ? D’?'IV’? ;133710
soft like a reed, and he should not ﬁ N3 ‘|w7 N‘P ‘7N‘| ‘IJ 73
be stiff like a cedar. An incident v jﬁj 1‘(}7772{ " N:lUJ —IT.UVD

occurred in which Rabbi Elazar,

son of Rabbi Shimon, came from ,127 073N THJ 77737373 TWDW
Migdal Gedor, from his rabbi’s ’737 77""(_’)731 TID'I'I l7}7 2127 1771

house, and he was l‘iding ona _IITI—IIJ —”-lnw nnw-l j—lj an
donkey and strolling on the bank o
390 75y 103 IAYT N

of the river. And he was very
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happy, and his head was swollen
with pride because he had studied
much Torah. He happened upon
an exceedingly ugly person, who
said to him: Greetings to you, my
rabbi, but Rabbi Elazar did not
return his greeting. Instead, Rabbi
Elazar said to him: Worthless
[reika] person, how ugly is that
man. Are all the people of your
city as ugly as you? The man said to
him: I do not know, but you
should go and say to the
Craftsman Who made me: How
ugly is the vessel you made. When
Rabbi Elazar realized that he had
sinned and insulted this man
merely on account of his
appearance, he descended from his
donkey and prostrated himself
before him, and he said to the man:
I have sinned against you; forgive
me. The man said to him: I will not
forgive you until you go to the
Craftsman Who made me and say:
How ugly is the vessel you made.
He walked behind the man until
they reached Rabbi Elazar’s city.
The people of his city came out to
greet him, saying to him:
Greetings to you, my rabbi, my
rabbi, my master, my master. The
man said to them: Who are you
calling my rabbi, my rabbi? They
said to him: To this man, who is
walking behind you. He said to
them: If this man is a rabbi, may
there not be many like him among
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the Jewish people. They asked
him: For what reason do you say
this? He said to them: He did such
and such to me. They said to him:
Even so, forgive him, asheis a
great Torah scholar. He said to
them: For your sake I forgive him,
provided that he accepts upon
himself not to become accustomed
to behave like this. Immediately,
Rabbi Elazar, son of Rabbi
Shimon, entered the study hall
and taught: A person should
always be soft like a reed and he
should not be stiff like a cedar, as
one who is proud like a cedar is
likely to sin. And therefore, due to
its gentle qualities, the reed
merited that a quill is taken from
it to write with it a Torah scroll,
tefillin, and mezuzot.

Taanit 20a:14-15

Rabbi Yohanan elaborates: Ahijah
the Shilonite cursed the Jewish
people by comparing them to a
reed: “For the Lord will smite
Israel as a reed is shaken in the
water.” Although it seems to be a
curse, this verse is actually a
blessing. Just as this reed stands in
a place of water, and its shoots
replenish themselves when cut, and
its roots are numerous for a plant
of its size, and even if all the winds
in the world come and blow
against it, they cannot move it
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from its place, rather, it sways
with them until the winds
subside, and the reed still stands
in its place, the same applies to the
Jewish people. After all the
difficulties that they endure, they
will ultimately survive and return
home. However, Balaam the
wicked blessed the Jews by
comparing them to a cedar, asitis
stated: “As cedars beside the
waters” (Numbers 24:6). Just as
this cedar does not stand in a
place of water, and its shoots do
not replenish themselves, and its
roots are not numerous, Balaam
wished that the same should apply
to the Jewish people. Furthermore,
while it is true that even if all the
winds in the world blow against it
they will not move it from its
place, once the southern wind
blows against it, it uproots the
cedar and turns it on its face. And
not only that, but the reed merited
that a quill [kulmeos] is taken from
it to write with it a Torah scroll,
the Prophets, and the Writings.
Evidently, the curse comparing
Israel to a reed is better than the
blessing likening them to a cedar.

Guiding Questions:
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e Can you remember a time when you were faced with the choice of standing firm

or being flexible?
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e What are some of the advantages or challenges with being rooted but flexible?
With standing firm?
e \What are some examples of times when it is better to be like a reed? Are there

times when it would be better to be like a cedar?

Description:

In a discussion spanning Taanit 20a and 20b, the rabbis use the metaphor of
being like a reed or a cedar to discuss their ideals for positive character traits. These
messages about how to live morally can still spark interesting conversation and

introspection today. This text study will take learners through a rabbinic story which

illustrates the importance of the way we treat one another and how our behavior reflects

on our character. Then, learners will unpack the explanations of the metaphors in the

story and discuss how they could apply to their own lives.
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No One Should Suffer Alone

Enduring Understanding:
e Rabbinic texts can teach us lessons which are still relevant today.
e One can be both responsible for, and dependent on, their community.

e Itis not good to isolate oneself from others.

Objectives:
e Learners will understand the importance of a connected community in the context
of suffering.
e Learners will contemplate concrete ways that they can be present for people in
their community who are suffering.
e Learners will connect their modern experience with old wisdom from Rabbinic

texts.

Text:

(Koren Steinsaltz Translation as found on Sefaria.org and edited by Samantha Thal)

Taanit 11a:5 ’I-I:N N”’ n’Jyn
The Sages taught in a baraita: _ o

When the Jewish people is 1771w bNWlU"T.U 1213 11327 1IN
immersed in distress, and one of 1"N2 107 TN i7mkdat] Y33
them separates himself from the . 5 ]’1’773(17 ﬂjw_l .,:NL)73 )
community and does not share their

suffering, the two ministering ]737 13777 17 [ALCIAL DTN‘?
angels who accompany a person ! "J'I’?’-_') 077 D'I N1 UKD
come and place their hands on his N7 ]?N Rik ey Rie ipk DT.U

head, as though he was an offering,
and say: This so-and-so, who has
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separated himself from the
community, let him not see the
consolation of the community.

Taanit 11a:8

The baraita continues: Rather, a
person should be distressed
together with the community. As
we found with Moses our teacher
that he was distressed together
with the community, as it is stated
during the war with Amalek: “But
Moses’ hands were heavy; and
they took a stone, and put it under
him, and he sat upon it” (Exodus
17:12). But didn’t Moses have one
pillow or one cushion to sit upon;
why was he forced to sit on a rock?
Rather, Moses said as follows:
Since the Jewish people are
immersed in suffering, I too will
be with them in suffering. And
anyone who is distressed together
with the community will merit
seeing the consolation of the
community.

Taanit 22b:11

Rabbi Yosei says: An individual is
not permitted to afflict himself by
fasting, lest he become too weak to
work and be beholden to other
beings, and those beings will not
have mercy on him. Rav Yehuda
said that Rav said: What is the
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reason of Rabbi Yosei? Itis asitis °11°1” :2°N2T7 — "D1” "277

written: “And man became a =) — i'l.”]'l s D_mi.i
living soul” (Genesis 2:7). Rabbi T o e o e
Yosei interprets this verse as a A1 n'_l _lj ﬂﬂjw
command: The soul I placed

within you, preserve and sustain it.

Guiding Questions:

e Can you remember a time when you helped someone who was suffering or
received help when you were suffering? How did that feel?

e Why do you think it is important not to isolate yourself from your community when
the community is suffering?

e Why do you think it is important for suffering to happen in community and not
alone?

e What are some concrete ways you can support people in your community who

are suffering?

Description:

This text study would be great for a community working on their care committee
or going through a particularly challenging time, locally or globally. Between 11a and
22b, Taanit offers two sides of the same issue, that it is not good to suffer alone. On
11a, the community is suffering, and the individual is instructed not to isolate themself
from the suffering of the community. This feels particularly relevant to times when bad
things happen to one part of the Jewish community, and it is felt by Jewish communities
around the world. 22b instructs the individual to not put themself through suffering on

their own by taking on an individual fast outside the structure of communal fasts. As
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Taanit is full of discussion about the importance and power of fasting, it is significant that
this passage acknowledges the danger of individuals taking on fasts by themselves,
without the protection of their community. Without this caution, it is possible that people
could take fasting out of proportion and endanger themselves. It is bad to suffer alone
without a community’s help and support.

Whether it is supporting one’s community or receiving support from one’s
community, it is important not to isolate oneself and to be fully engaged in one’s
community. In this text study, the leader would give context for the different sections of
text, the biblical quotes, and Taanit as a whole. Learners would engage with the text and

with each other, guided by the leader and the guiding questions.
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Appendix

Source Sheets:
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Learning from our Students

Taanit 7a:12

Rav Nahman bar Yitzhak said:
Why are Torah matters likened to
a tree, as it is stated: “Itis a tree of
life to them who lay hold upon it”
(Proverbs 3:18)? This verse comes to
tell you that just as a small piece of
wood can ignite a large piece, so
too, minor Torah scholars can
sharpen great Torah scholars and
enable them to advance in their
studies. And this is what Rabbi
Hanina said: I have learned much
from my teachers and even more
from my friends, but from my
students [ have learned more than
from all of them.

Samantha Thal
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Can you think of a time when you learned from a student or someone less

experienced than you? How did it feel?

What can we do to prepare ourselves to be open to learning while we

teach?

How can we create learning environments which encourage students to

express their thoughts and opinions?

Samantha Thal
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Separating our Emotions from our
Students

Taanit 9a:14

The Gemara relates a story
concerning the aforementioned
verse from Zechariah. Rav Huna bar
Manoah, Rav Shmuel bar 1di, and
Rav Hiyya from Vastanya were
often found before Rava, as they
were among his most distinguished
students. When Rava died, they
came before Rav Pappa to learn
from him. However, as also they
were great Sages, whenever Rav
Pappa would say a halakha that
did not sound reasonable to them,
they would gesture to each other
that Rav Pappa was not equal in
stature to Rava. Rav Pappa was
offended by their behavior.

Taanit 9b:1-2

A verse was read to Rav Pappain a
dream: “And I cut off the three
shepherds in one month”
(Zechariah 11:8). The next dayj,
when they took their leave from
him, Rav Pappa said to them: May
the Rabbis go in peace, a hint that
this would be their final parting. Rav
Pappa thought that the three Sages
would die as punishment for their
behavior and he would never see

Samantha Thal
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them again. The Gemara relates a
similar incident: Rav Shimi bar
Ashi was often found before Rav
Pappa and would raise many
objections against the opinions of
Rav Pappa. One day Rav Shimi bar
Ashi saw Rav Pappa fall on his face
after prayer. He heard him say: May
the Merciful One save me from the
embarrassment of Shimi, and as a
result Rav Shimi bar Ashi resolved
to be silent and not to raise any
further objections against Rav
Pappa, as he saw how greatly they
pained his teacher.
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Can you think of a time when you had to deal with a frustrating student?

How did it feel? How do you think the student felt?

What preconceptions might impact our teaching or our relationship with

our students?

How can we prepare ourselves to teach from an open mind and not let our
emotions get in the way? (list some concrete strategies)

Samantha Thal
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The Power of Learning Together

Samantha Thal

Taanit 7a:8 TR ’T NYYn

The Gemara cites other expositions

that deal with Torah study. Rabbi "N ,NXJ°JT] 7273 R 27 K
Hama, son of Rabbi Hanina, said: Nk 77'(-] mlo| 77(-] 2”7 :2°N27

What is the meaning of that which MY — 77T73 _ID _|77 _]73177

is written: “Iron sharpens iron, so

a man sharpens the countenance of ’JT.U r]N T]’:ln NN 7073
his friend” (Proverbs 27:17)? This ! ]"'['H'ID — D’?:Dﬂ ’7’73‘71'1
verse comes to tell you that just as -D77—| 2] ﬂN

with these iron implements, one
sharpens the other when they are
rubbed against each other, so too,
when Torah scholars study
together, they sharpen one another

in halakha.

How does the metaphor of sharpening iron fit with your understanding of
learning?

What are some of the advantages or challenges with including chevruta
style learning in our classes?

What are some concrete ways we can incorporate chevruta style learning
into our lessons?

Samantha Thal
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Sparking Creativity in One Another

Taanit 7a:9

Rabba bar bar Hana said: Why are
matters of Torah compared to fire,
as it is stated: “Is not My word like
fire, says the Lord” (Jeremiah
23:29)? To tell you: Just as fire does
not ignite in a lone stick of wood
butin a pile of kindling, so too,
matters of Torah are not retained
and understood properly by a lone
scholar who studies by himself, but
by a group of Sages.

Samantha Thal
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How does the metaphor of igniting fire fit with your understanding of

learning?

What are some of the advantages or challenges with collaborating with

students in a learning environment?

What are some concrete ways we can incorporate student collaboration

into our lessons?

Samantha Thal
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Better to be a Reed than a Cedar

Taanit 20a:16-20b:3

The Sages taught in praise of the
reed: A person should always be
soft like a reed, and he should not
be stiff like a cedar. An incident
occurred in which Rabbi Elazar,
son of Rabbi Shimon, came from
Migdal Gedor, from his rabbi’s
house, and he wasridingon a
donkey and strolling on the bank
of the river. And he was very
happy, and his head was swollen
with pride because he had studied
much Torah. He happened upon
an exceedingly ugly person, who
said to him: Greetings to you, my
rabbi, but Rabbi Elazar did not
return his greeting. Instead, Rabbi
Elazar said to him: Worthless
[reika] person, how ugly is that
man. Are all the people of your
city as ugly as you? The man said to
him: I do not know, but you
should go and say to the
Craftsman Who made me: How
ugly is the vessel you made. When
Rabbi Elazar realized that he had
sinned and insulted this man
merely on account of his
appearance, he descended from his
donkey and prostrated himself
before him, and he said to the man:
I have sinned against you; forgive
me. The man said to him: I will not

Samantha Thal
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forgive you until you go to the
Craftsman Who made me and say:
How ugly is the vessel you made.
He walked behind the man until
they reached Rabbi Elazar’s city.
The people of his city came out to
greet him, saying to him:
Greetings to you, my rabbi, my
rabbi, my master, my master. The
man said to them: Who are you
calling my rabbi, my rabbi? They
said to him: To this man, who is
walking behind you. He said to
them: If this man is a rabbi, may
there not be many like him among
the Jewish people. They asked
him: For what reason do you say
this? He said to them: He did such
and such to me. They said to him:
Even so, forgive him, asheis a
great Torah scholar. He said to
them: For your sake I forgive him,
provided that he accepts upon
himself not to become accustomed
to behave like this. Immediately,
Rabbi Elazar, son of Rabbi
Shimon, entered the study hall
and taught: A person should
always be soft like a reed and he
should not be stiff like a cedar, as
one who is proud like a cedar is
likely to sin. And therefore, due to
its gentle qualities, the reed
merited that a quill is taken from
it to write with it a Torah scroll,
tefillin, and mezuzot.
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Taanit 20a:14-15

Rabbi Yohanan elaborates: Ahijah
the Shilonite cursed the Jewish
people by comparing themto a
reed: “For the Lord will smite
Israel as a reed is shaken in the
water.” Although it seems to be a
curse, this verse is actually a
blessing. Just as this reed stands in
a place of water, and its shoots
replenish themselves when cut, and
its roots are numerous for a plant
of its size, and even if all the winds
in the world come and blow
against it, they cannot move it
from its place, rather, it sways
with them until the winds
subside, and the reed still stands
in its place, the same applies to the
Jewish people. After all the
difficulties that they endure, they
will ultimately survive and return
home. However, Balaam the
wicked blessed the Jews by
comparing them to a cedar, asitis
stated: “As cedars beside the
waters” (Numbers 24:6). Just as
this cedar does not stand in a
place of water, and its shoots do
not replenish themselves, and its
roots are not numerous, Balaam
wished that the same should apply
to the Jewish people. Furthermore,
while it is true that even if all the
winds in the world blow against it
they will not move it from its
place, once the southern wind
blows against it, it uproots the
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cedar and turns it on its face. And
not only that, but the reed merited
that a quill [kulmos] is taken from
it to write with it a Torah scroll,
the Prophets, and the Writings.
Evidently, the curse comparing
Israel to a reed is better than the
blessing likening them to a cedar.

Samantha Thal
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No One Should Sutfer Alone

Taanit 11a:5

The Sages taught in a baraita:
When the Jewish people is
immersed in distress, and one of
them separates himself from the
community and does not share their
suffering, the two ministering
angels who accompany a person
come and place their hands on his
head, as though he was an offering,
and say: This so-and-so, who has
separated himself from the
community, let him not see the
consolation of the community.

Taanit 11a:8

The baraita continues: Rather, a
person should be distressed
together with the community. As
we found with Moses our teacher
that he was distressed together

with the community, as it is stated

during the war with Amalek: “But
Moses’ hands were heavy; and

they took a stone, and put it under

him, and he sat upon it” (Exodus
17:12). But didn’t Moses have one
pillow or one cushion to sit upon;
why was he forced to sit on a rock?
Rather, Moses said as follows:
Since the Jewish people are
immersed in suffering, I too will

Samantha Thal
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be with them in suffering. And
anyone who is distressed together
with the community will merit
seeing the consolation of the
community.

Taanit 22b:11

Rabbi Yosei says: An individual is
not permitted to afflict himself by
fasting, lest he become too weak to
work and be beholden to other
beings, and those beings will not
have mercy on him. Rav Yehuda
said that Rav said: What is the
reason of Rabbi Yosei? Itis as it is
written: “And man became a
living soul” (Genesis 2:7). Rabbi
Yosei interprets this verse as a
command: The soul I placed

within you, preserve and sustain it.
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