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Preface 

Welcome to the 12th annual Global Day of Jewish Learning!  

This year, we join together across six continents for a Global Day after a year and a half of unprecedented 
change - a time when we have been physically separated because of a raging pandemic that has afflicted 
humanity. Our communities face unprecedented upheaval and fissures tearing at the fabric of what binds 
us. We have chosen as this year’s theme - The Bonds Between Us - because we know that this enduring 
Jewish value is more important now than ever, as we slowly return to previously normal engagements with 
sacred community. 

Rabbi Adin Even-Israel Steinsaltz z"l left a challenge to Jews everywhere: “To take a step ahead in Jewish 
learning and commitment.” Thank you for joining us in this holy work!

The Global Day of Jewish Learning began in 2010 as a celebration of Steinsaltz’ monumental work of 
translating the Talmud. It is now an annual celebration bringing Jews across the spectrum of beliefs and 
backgrounds together through our shared love of learning. And this year, Limmud North America was 
honored to adopt the Global Day into our family of programs.  

The Global Day is the work of many hands, internationally and in communities large and small. We 
appreciate the work being done on the ground to organize events in synagogues, JCCs, Hillels, Federations, 
community organizations, and homes all around the world. The success of the Global Day is due to all of 
your collective efforts. Thank you! 

Limmud North America is dedicated to connecting people of all Jewish backgrounds to learn from and with 
each other, and we can think of no better way to celebrate our vision of a connected and empowered Jewish 
community than through unified learning that spans the globe. Thank you to Jaz Twersky for coordinating so 
many of the logistics that go in to making the Global Day possible; to the Asper Foundation and Covenant 
Foundation for enabling this important program; to the many teachers and rabbis who have written the 
units in this study guide and who will teach via video livestream on the Global Day; to our partner, Limmud 
Israel; to Spertus Institute and our other partners. 

We wish you a wonderful day of learning on Sunday, November 7, 2021 and hope that the study of The 
Bonds Between Us will offer us all new blessings of mutual appreciation. 

Rabbi David Singer 
Limmud North America

v

Preface
Welcome to the 10th annual Global Day of Jewish Learning! 

Rabbi Adin Even-Israel Steinsaltz has laid down a challenge to Jews everywhere: “To take a step ahead in Jewish 
learning and commitment.” Each year we take that challenge in creating new and exciting ways to engage with our 
Jewish texts. This year we’ve chosen the theme of Speaking Volumes, because how we say and hear words matters.

The Global Day of Jewish Learning began in 2010 as a celebration of the Rabbi’s monumental work of translating 
the Talmud. It is now an annual celebration bringing Jews across the spectrum of beliefs and backgrounds together 
through our shared love of learning. 2018 saw more than 500 communities in 43 countries joining this truly worldwide 
movement. As the study of Torah is one of the few things that the entirety of our people can share, the Global Day is a 
day for all Jews to celebrate and cherish. 

The Global Day is the work of many hands, internationally and in communities large and small. We appreciate the work 
being done on the ground to organize events in synagogues, JCCs, Hillels, Federations, Moishe Houses, community 
organizations, and homes all around the world. The success of the Global Day is due to all of your collective 
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which promotes the work of Rabbi Steinsaltz. We are grateful to Rabbi Menachem Even-Israel for his guidance and 
creativity. Several agencies and individuals were instrumental in the planning and outreach for the Global Day. Our 
deepest thanks go to our key international partner, the American Jewish Joint Distribution Committee, and to our 
organizing partners, the Jewish Federations of North America (JFNA) and Hillel: The Foundation for Jewish Campus 
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the rabbinic bodies of all the denominations, for promoting the Global Day to their constituencies. This is truly a 
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Thank you to Aliza Sperling and Tammy Jacobowitz for contributing units to this curriculum; and to Rabbi Alex Israel, 
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as Education Director. A special thank you to Lily Meyer for wearing many hats to support all our work and to Eliana 
Guralnik for all her work on this initiative. We also appreciate the input of Jeremy Borovitz, Yakov Ellenbogen, Howard 
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learning about words. 

We wish you a wonderful day of learning on Sunday, November 17th and hope that the study of Speaking Volumes 
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Margy-Ruth Davis and Karen Sponder
The Aleph Society
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By Sandra Lilienthal  

In the early 16th century, John Donne, the English poet, wrote the famous “No man is an island,” frequently 
repeated in different circumstances to this day. Centuries earlier, though, from the very beginnings of 
Judaism, Jews were told that all of life is about sacred connections: connection to God, connection to Torah, 
connection to a Land, connection to each other.  

In this session, we will explore some texts that give a fuller picture of the sacred connections of the Jewish 
community. This session will by no means cover the hundreds of texts about connections. Instead, it will 
look at a couple of texts for each of the different connections, both traditional and modern, as we hope to 
engage in a meaningful conversation about the importance of the sacred connections a Jew is engaged in. 

Part I: 
Connection to God 

Text 1: Genesis 17:7 

וַהֲִקמֹתִ֨י אֶת־ּבְִריתִ֜י ּבֵינִ֣י ּובֵינֶָ֗ ּובֵ֨ין זְַרעֲָ֧ אַחֲֶר֛יָ לְֹדֹרתָ֖ם לִבְִר֣ית עֹולָ֑ם לִהְיֹ֤ות לְָ֙ לֵֽאֹלהִ֔ים ּוֽלְזְַרעֲָ֖ 
אַחֲֶרֽיָ׃ 

I will maintain My covenant between Me and you, and your offspring to come, as an 
everlasting covenant throughout the ages, to be God to you and to your offspring to 
come. 

ASK: 

The first covenant (brit) in the Torah was between God and the generation after Noah (Genesis 9:11), when 
God promised never again send a flood to destroy the world and set a rainbow as a sign of the covenant. 
This was also an everlasting covenant. But this time, the covenant is specifically made with one specific 
group of people: the descendants of Abram (whose name was later changed to Abraham). God’s promise in 
this passage is to forever be God to the future Israelites, indicating that this relationship would not be 
broken in the future.  
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● What is a covenant? What makes it different from other types of relationships?  
● What does it mean for it to be everlasting?  
● Which relationships do you have that are most like a covenant and which are more 

transactional?



But note how the Torah phrases it: a covenant between God and Abraham AND the offspring to come, 
indicating there is both a personal and a communal relationship: every Jew has an individual relationship 
with God, and the Jewish community as a whole has that relationship. One important questions that is 
raised is how can one have a personal relationship with God? How can one enter a covenant with God, who 
is not a person, who has no physicality, who cannot be defined? The next text offers a possible answer. 

Text 2: Building a Personal Relationship with a Nonpersonal God, Rabbi 
Jacob Staub 

How can you have a personal relationship with a God who is not (necessarily) 
personal… 

Interpersonal relationships are cultivated. You learn how to trust each other. You 
learn how to interpret nonverbal cues. First, you yearn passionately, and then you 
adjust to love freely given — how to take it in. Building a relationship with God 
requires a similar kind of work. Though God may not be a person, some of God’s 
manifestations are very personal. God is always supportive, for example, and always 
judgmental. In the images of the kabbalists, justice and compassion are two of many 
divine aspects. I had never felt God’s support, because I had not cultivated the 
possibility of receiving it…  

If we are indeed created in the image of God, perhaps we can learn something from 
the relationships we build with people about how to develop a personal relationship 
with God. 

ASK: 

Entering a relationship with God is not an easy concept. God cannot be seen or heard, and God’s existence, 
from a human perspective, is based purely on faith. However, it is one of the foundational connections of 
Judaism. Staub, a Reconstructionist rabbi, proposes that in forming personal relationships, trust is 
important. But maybe the most important aspect is being open to that relationship. It is a two-way street, 
and even if one believes that God is always open to forming that bond, humans will only feel the connection 
if they are internally open to that. 

On the other hand, we might also raise the possibility that one can learn how to act in human relationships 
by “imitating” God: being able to forgive, being slow to anger, creating covenants in which both parts have 
expectations and obligations. 
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● Do you believe we learn how to have a relationship with God from how we relate to people? 
● What are the potential problems with applying to God what we learn in relationships with other 

people? 
● Are there ways in which God models relationships that can help us in interpersonal relations 

(being merciful, slow to anger, making an everlasting covenant)?



Part II: 
Connection to Torah 

We will now look at the second fundamental Jewish connection: connection to Torah. For our purposes, 
Torah is understood to be Jewish learning and texts, not limited to the Five Books of Moses. 

Text 3: Pirke Avot 5:22 

, ׁשֶאֵין לְָ  ּבֶן ּבַג ּבַג אֹומֵר, הֲפְֹ ּבָּה וַהֲפְֹ ּבָּה, ּדְכֹּלָא בָּה. ּובָּה ּתֶחֱזֵי, וְסִיב ּובְלֵה בָּה, ּומִּנַּה ֹלא תָזּועַ
מִּדָה טֹובָה הֵימֶּנָה 

Ben Bag Bag said: Turn it over, and [again] turn it over, for all is therein. And look into 
it; And become gray and old therein; And do not move away from it, for you have no 
better portion than it. 

Ben Bag Bag proposes that everything can be found in our sacred texts and one should constantly engage 
with the text (turn it over and over again). While the words of the Torah or other sacred texts do not change 
with time, each person changes both as a result of age and as a result of personal experiences. How one 
understood a specific text last year might be different from how one understands it today. Even a change in 
mood can change the understanding of a text. Therefore, engaging with the teachings many times is like 
engaging with an apeirogon – a polygon with a countably infinite number of sides. Depending on where one 
stands, one will see a different side. 

ASK: 

Text 4: The Giving and the Receiving of the Torah in the Strife of the Spirit, 
Rabbi Adin Steinsaltz 

As the Rabbi of Kotzk, in his blunt fashion, put it: “The feast of Shavuot celebrates the 
day of the giving of the Torah, because on that day the Torah was given to Israel. But 
every person of Israel receives the Torah in his own way and in his own time.” The 
receiving of the Torah, however, is not just a capacity to grasp a certain body of 
knowledge; it is an act of breaking the limits of time and contacting the infinite. It is 
enough for a person to be reminded of it (“Remember this day…) in order for its 
meaning to be perpetuated for thousands of years.  
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● How would you put into your own words what Ben Bag Bag is recommending as your 
relationship with Torah/texts? 

● Have you ever felt that a Jewish text you were familiar with (and had an understanding of) in the 
past was suddenly understood in a completely different way? Why do you think that happens? 

● How do you think what Ben Bag Bag says connects to the idea of sacred texts? Can these texts 
be considered sacred regardless of who you believe wrote the texts?



It would seem to be a natural pairing of concepts – the giving and the receiving being 
two sides of the same action and apparently interchangeable as descriptions of the 
event. Nevertheless, they are not identical. Each has its own particular meaning, in 
terms of ideas as well as in historic actuality…  

The giving of the Torah is essentially a single act, while the receiving of the Torah is a 
diversified and continuing process in history. 

The Kotzker Rebbe and Rabbi Steinsaltz expound on Ben Bag Bag’s text: each person receives the teaching 
of the text in their own way and time. If the Torah was given once, it is received every day, in a “continuing 
process.” The world has changed and even if one believe the Torah does not change, our understanding 
changes either because of the different reality we live in (when compared with the Israelites in the desert or 
the communities in Babylonia, or the generation of Maimonides). If the connection to God is both personal 
and communal, here too – the connection to Torah, to Jewish texts, is both communal and individual. Each 
generation will expound Torah differently and each individual of each generation will receive those teachings 
in their own, personal, way. Each person will see a different side of the apeirogon. 

DISCUSS: 

Part III: 
Connection to the Land 

Text 5: Genesis 12:1-7 

וַּיֹ֤אמֶר יְהֹוָה֙ אֶל־אַבְָר֔ם לְֶ־לְָ֛ מֵאְַרצְָ֥ ּומִּמֹֽולְַדּתְָ֖ ּומִּבֵ֣ית אָבִ֑יָ אֶל־הָאֶָ֖רץ אֲׁשֶ֥ר אְַראֶּֽךָ׃  וְאֶֽעֶׂשְָ֙ לְגֹ֣וי 
ּגָדֹ֔ול וַאֲבֶָ֣רכְָ֔ וַאֲגַּדְלָ֖ה ׁשְמֶָ֑ וֶהְיֵ֖ה ּבְָרכָֽה׃  וַאֲבְָֽרכָה֙ מְבְָ֣רכֶ֔יָ ּומְַקּלֶלְָ֖ אָאֹ֑ר וְנִבְְרכּ֣ו בְָ֔ ּכֹ֖ל מִׁשְּפְחֹ֥ת 

הָאֲָדמָֽה׃  וַּיֵ֣לְֶ אַבְָר֗ם ּכַאֲׁשֶ֨ר ּדִּבֶ֤ר אֵלָיו֙ יְהֹוָ֔ה וַּיֵ֥לְֶ אִּתֹ֖ו לֹ֑וט וְאַבְָר֗ם ּבֶן־חָמֵׁ֤ש ׁשָנִים֙ וְׁשִבְעִ֣ים ׁשָנָ֔ה 
ּבְצֵאתֹ֖ו מֵחָָרֽן׃  וַּיִּקַ֣ח אַבְָרם֩ אֶת־ׂשַָר֨י אִׁשְּתֹ֜ו וְאֶת־לֹ֣וט ּבֶן־אָחִ֗יו וְאֶת־ׇּכל־ְרכּוׁשָם֙ אֲׁשֶ֣ר ָרכָׁ֔שּו 

וְאֶת־הַּנֶ֖פֶׁש אֲׁשֶר־עָׂשּ֣ו בְחָָר֑ן וַּיֵצְאּ֗ו לָלֶ֙כֶת֙ אְַ֣רצָה ּכְנַ֔עַן וַּיָבֹ֖אּו אְַ֥רצָה ּכְנָֽעַן׃  וַּיַעֲבֹ֤ר אַבְָרם֙ ּבָאֶָ֔רץ עַ֚ד 
מְקֹ֣ום ׁשְכֶ֔ם עַ֖ד אֵלֹ֣ון מֹוֶר֑ה וְהַּֽכְנַעֲנִ֖י אָ֥ז ּבָאֶָֽרץ׃  וַּיֵָר֤א יְהֹוָה֙ אֶל־אַבְָר֔ם וַּיֹ֕אמֶר לְזְַ֨רעֲָ֔ אֶּתֵ֖ן אֶת־הָאֶָ֣רץ 

הַּזֹ֑את וַּיִ֤בֶן ׁשָם֙ מִזְּבֵ֔חַ לַיהֹוָ֖ה הַּנְִראֶ֥ה אֵלָֽיו׃ 

The LORD said to Abram, “Go forth from your native land and from your father’s 
house to the land that I will show you. I will make of you a great nation, And I will 
bless you; I will make your name great, And you shall be a blessing. I will bless those 
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● What is Rabbi Steinsaltz and the Rabbi of Kotzk conveying with their thoughts? 
● How does this help understand Ben Bag Bag? 
● How do the two texts (Pirke Avot and Steinsaltz) help you understand your personal relationship 

to Torah, understood broadly?



who bless you And curse him that curses you; And all the families of the earth Shall 
bless themselves by you.” Abram went forth as the LORD had commanded him, and 
Lot went with him. Abram was seventy-five years old when he left Haran. Abram took 
his wife Sarai and his brother’s son Lot, and all the wealth that they had amassed, 
and the persons that they had acquired in Haran; and they set out for the land of 
Canaan. When they arrived in the land of Canaan, Abram passed through the land as 
far as the site of Shechem, at the terebinth of Moreh. The Canaanites were then in 
the land. The LORD appeared to Abram and said, “I will assign this land to your 
offspring.” And he built an altar there to the LORD who had appeared to him. 

There is an intrinsic connection of the Jewish People to the Jewish Land, promised by God to Abraham. While 
there were always some Jews who believed that Jewish life can only be lived fully in the Land of Israel, many 
adjusted to the places where they had been exiled and became citizens of their countries, without any 
intention of returning to the land of their ancestors. This is not a new phenomenon!  

After the first exile in the 6th century BCE, many Jews built new lives in Babylon where they stayed even when 
they were allowed to return 80 years later. Throughout the years of not having a Jewish nation, many poets 
wrote about the longing to return to the Land. And many of those who had no intention to live in that area 
still felt connected to the land in many ways.  

Since 1948, with the creation of the State of Israel, the relationship between the Diaspora and Israel has had 
ups and downs. It is important to separate support for Israel as a country where Jews will always be allowed 
to live a Jewish life and support for the policies of specific governments. One’s disagreement with a specific 
president or government’s policies does not mean one is or is not a patriot. This is an important 
conversation within the Jewish community, as the connection to Israel is part of the bonds that unite the 
Jewish People. 

CONSIDER THIS: 

Text 6: The Jewish Connection to Israel, the Promised Land, Rabbi Dr. 
Eugene Korn 

The historical experiences of the Jewish people, Jewish religion, and Jewish culture 
are all deeply connected to the Land of Israel. Since the beginning of Jewish history, 
the Jewish people have had a romance with the Land promised them by the Bible, 
and the modern country of Israel is the expression of that long historical drama. 
Today, Israel stands at the center of Jewish self-perception- how most Jews see 
themselves individually and collectively as a people. Israel is the stage on which 
Jewish life and peoplehood is playing out most vividly in the present, and the key to 
Jewish spiritual hopes for the future. In other words, Israel is the place that most 
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● How would you define your connection to the country you live in if you do not live in Israel? 
● Do you believe it is important to have a connection to Israel? Why or why not? 
● Can one be connected to Israel when one does not agree with its government’s policies?



intimately connects the Jewish past, present, and future. Grasping the reality of Israel 
and the Jewish people's profound attachment to the Jewish state, then, means 
appreciating the bible's dream of the ideal covenantal Jewish society on the promised 
land, the Jewish peoples origins on the land, the harsh Jewish experience in exile 
from the land and the Jewish people's heroic struggle for survival. Conversely, if we 
are to understand Jews and Judaism today, we must be aware of the hopes, dreams, 
and experiences that are located in contemporary Israel. 

As complex as the relationship with Israel can be, most people believe – especially after the Holocaust - that 
without a Jewish nation, Jews could once again be at the hands of dictators and antisemites without having a 
place to seek refuge. One has only to look at the reality of the French Jewish community and its high 
numbers of olim chadashim (immigrants to Israel) to see the bigger picture.  

Yes, there have always been those who understood that the Diaspora was equally important. Some spoke of 
being “scattered to the four corners of the Earth” as being a necessary condition for the Jews to become “a 
light unto the nations.” The medieval commentator Seforno (Rabbi Ovadiah ben Yaakov Seforno, Italy, c. 
1470-1550, commenting on Deuteronomy 32:27) suggested that being scattered was part of God’s plan for 
the survival of the Jewish people because if Jews in some countries might suffer antisemitic attacks or 
assimilate for fear of persecution, there would always be other groups of Jews, living in different countries, 
who would continue to carry the tradition. 

ASK: 

In the late 19th century, American Reform Jews wanted to make sure that their loyalty to America was clear, 
that they identified as part of a religious group. Just like there were Protestant and Catholic Americans, there 
were Jewish Americans. By the end of the 20th century, that main philosophical view had not changed. Yet, it 
had become clear that one could be a loyal American citizen and, at the same time, support the existence of 
Israel. Moving to Israel (aliyah) was encouraged, although not expected. The understanding that Israel feeds 
on the Diaspora as much as the Diaspora feeds on Israel was brought forward. Learning Hebrew became 
important as a way to connect to Israel and Israelis. 

Text 7: Pittsburgh Platform of the American Reform Movement (1885) 

We consider ourselves no longer a nation, but a religious community, and therefore 
expect neither a return to Palestine, nor a sacrificial worship under the sons of 
Aaron, nor the restoration of any of the laws concerning the Jewish state. 
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● What do you think would be “the ideal covenantal Jewish society on the promised land”?  
● In which ways has Israel succeeded and in which ways has it not, given your understanding of 

that ideal society? 
● Is the Jewish future located in Israel? Why or why not?



Text 8: Pittsburgh Convention of the American Reform Movement (1999) 

We are committed to (Medinat Yisrael), the State of Israel, and rejoice in its 
accomplishments. We affirm the unique qualities of living in (Eretz Yisrael), the land of 
Israel, and encourage (aliyah), immigration to Israel. We are committed to a vision of 
the State of Israel that promotes full civil, human and religious rights for all its 
inhabitants and that strives for a lasting peace between Israel and its neighbors. We 
are committed to promoting and strengthening Progressive Judaism in Israel, which 
will enrich the spiritual life of the Jewish state and its people. We affirm that both 
Israeli and Diaspora Jewry should remain vibrant and interdependent communities. 
As we urge Jews who reside outside Israel to learn Hebrew as a living language and to 
make periodic visits to Israel in order to study and to deepen their relationship to the 
Land and its people, so do we affirm that Israeli Jews have much to learn from the 
religious life of Diaspora Jewish communities. 

ASK: 

Part IV: 
Connection to Community 

Text 9: Pirke Avot 2:5 

הִּלֵל אֹומֵר, אַל ּתִפְֹרׁש מִן הַּצִּבּור. 

Hillel said: do not separate yourself from the community. 

For Hillel, one must share both the physical and emotional concerns of the community. Anyone who 
believes they are a separate, independent entity is deemed by Maimonides to be outside the Jewish pale. 
Judaism is strongly based on community: whether by the need to have a community (a minyan) in order for 
some prayers to be said, or the obligation of the community to fund education for all, or the many free loan 
societies (gemachs) created throughout the ages, there was always an understanding that a Jew is not an 
island, but part of something bigger. Removing oneself from a community weakens both the community 
and the individual. 

The turning point in the story of Esther is when Mordechai reminds her that she should not believe she 
would be spared by Haman even if she might consider herself separate from the Jewish community of 
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● How are these two statements, from the same movement, different? 
● What do you think prompted the different responses to the connection to Israel in the late 19th 

and late 20th centuries?



Persia. It is at that point that Esther decides to approach King Achashverosh and ask for the Jews to be 
saved. 

Text 10: Community, Rabbi Deborah Waxman 

[B]elonging connects us to something larger than our own individual experience. I 
belong to the Jewish people because claiming this connection enters me into a 
millennia-old conversation and joins me into community both vertical—all those who 
came before me and all those who follow—and horizontal—the Jews of today, in all 
our rich and sometimes maddening diversity.  

ASK: 

If Hillel was speaking about being connected to one’s community in the present, Waxman expands this 
conversation. Throughout history Jews have repeated the phrase l’dor vador – from generation to 
generation, where this concept of being part of a community, a people, spanning centuries, has been 
reinforced (for a beautiful musical rendition, click here). 

Being part of something larger than oneself gives life a much deeper meaning. While the importance of 
being connected to a community cannot be underestimated, this connection can happen in different ways, 
via different points of entry. For some, connection may come through God, or Torah, or Israel. For others, 
connection can come from a shared past, or from the love of art. For yet others, connection may come from 
the desire to be part of a very diverse group of people. Every connection to the Jewish community is a 
sacred connection, and can enrich one’s Jewish life. 

Closing Thoughts  

In this session we addressed some of the ways Jews form sacred connections. While we explored four levels 
of connection – with God, with Torah, with the Land and with Community – each Jew finds their own points 
of connection and creates their own relationship to God, Torah, Land and Community. While there is no one 
way to connect, Judaism is built on the concept of finding sacred connections. 

Text 11: Relational Judaism, Ron Wolfson 

I learned to love being Jewish through relationships. My Jewish self was shaped by 
my relationships with family, with friends, with Jewish texts and ritual, with 
synagogue and community, with Jewish peoplehood, with Israel, with social justice 
work, and with God. 
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● What does Waxman mean by a vertical and a horizontal connection to community? 
● How can a connection to God, to Torah or to the Land of Israel help one feel connected to 

community? How can it feel as a deterrent?

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hzV0Y4MkIBQ


These relationships formed the beating heart of my Jewish soul. It is because of them 
that I am a passionate and fully engaged Jew. I feel most Jewishly connected when I 
am with my family and friends, when I am engaged in the activities of a community, 
when I learn about and “do” Jewish, when I support the Jewish people, when I stand 
up for Israel, when I work to repair the world, when I wrestle with- and thank- God. 

CONSIDER: 
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● Are there any particular aspects of what Wolfson describes that resonates with you? 
● How do you feel most connected to Judaism? Are there any other elements, not mentioned in 

this session, which you consider to be your sacred connection to Judaism?



 

By Jane Shapiro 

Most of the time, we think that sacred connections are built through interactions with others, through 
prayer or through ritual acts. We learn about these dynamics from our sacred texts. But how much do we 
pay attention to how we read those texts? By practicing different techniques of sacred reading we can build 
personal and sacred bonds to these texts and to worlds of sentiment and insight that can open up before 
us. We can read on our own or share the techniques with someone else. Each way helps us build a greater 
awareness of how the Torah can be a living document for us all. 

Part I: 
Forms of Reading 

What are some of the different ways that you read? What motivates you to read? While today we can read a 
book on tape, all other forms use the identical process of scanning your eyes across some words on a page 
or a screen, followed by using your brain to make meaning of what your eyes have sent there. What 
memories do you have of learning to read? What about the experience do you remember? You may want to 
write your thoughts in a journal or share with a friend. 

Text 1: Deuteronomy 6:4-9 

ׇכל־נַפְׁשְָ֖  ׇכל־לְבָבְָ֥ ּובְ ׁשְמַ֖ע יִׂשְָראֵ֑ל יְהֹוָ֥ה אֱֹלהֵ֖ינּו יְהֹוָ֥ה אֶחָֽד׃ וְאָ֣הַבְּתָ֔ אֵ֖ת יְהֹוָ֣ה אֱֹלהֶ֑יָ ּבְ
ׇכל־מְאֶֹדָֽ׃  וְהָיּ֞ו הַּדְבִָר֣ים הָאֵּ֗לֶה אֲׁשֶ֨ר אָנֹכִ֧י מְצַּוְָ֛ הַּיֹ֖ום עַל־לְבָבֶָֽ׃  וְׁשִּנַנְּתָ֣ם לְבָנֶ֔יָ וְִדּבְַרּתָ֖ ּבָ֑ם  ּובְ

ּבְׁשִבְּתְָ֤ ּבְבֵיתֶָ֙֙ ּובְלֶכְּתְָ֣ בַּדֶֶ֔רְ ּוֽבְׇׁשכְּבְָ֖ ּובְקּומֶָֽ  ּוְקׁשְַרּתָ֥ם לְאֹ֖ות עַל־יֶָדָ֑ וְהָיּ֥ו לְטֹטָפֹ֖ת ּבֵ֥ין עֵינֶֽיָ׃  

Hear, O Israel! The LORD is our God, the LORD alone. You shall love the LORD your 
God with all your heart and with all your soul and with your might. Take to heart 
these words with which I charge you this day. Impress them upon your children. 
Recite them when you stay at home and when you are away, when you lie down and 
when you get up. Bind them as a sign on your hand and let them serve as a symbol 
on your forehead. Inscribe them on the doorposts of your house and on your gates.  

ASK: 
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● While we think of this as a prayer, it describes a kind of reading of words. What makes this type 
of reading seems like or unlike the kinds you first itemized? 

● Does thinking about God as an author of a book that you can read change how you think about 
the Torah, based on your own experience as a reader?



Part II:  
Visual Representation of a Jewish Form of Reading 

This page below is from the classical Mikraot Gedolot , the augmented, Rabbinic Hebrew Bible 
(Learn more here!). This particular page has Psalm 87 in the middle with commentaries of Ibn Ezra and Rashi 
in the side margins. An Aramaic translation sits next to the Hebrew original and there are other 
miscellaneous comments at the bottom and the top. 

Gazing at this page for a moment, how do you think it is meant to be read?  What sort of relationship does 
the reader have to the Biblical text? What sacred connections do you think might be created by reading a 
page of Bible or Talmud in this format? 
 

Part III:  
Reading as a Spiritual Practice 

Text 2: Spiritual Direction, Henri Nouwen 

Reading often means gathering information, acquiring new insight and 
knowledge, and mastering a new field. It can lead us to degrees, diplomas, and 
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https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mikraot_Gedolot


certificates. 

Spiritual reading, however, is different. It means not simply reading about spiritual 
things but also reading about spiritual things in a spiritual way. That requires a 
willingness not just to read, but to be read, not just to master but to be mastered by 
words. As long as we read the Bible or a spiritual book simply to acquire knowledge, 
our reading does not help us in our spiritual lives. We can become very 
knowledgeable about spiritual matters without becoming truly spiritual people… 

Spiritual reading is far from easy in our modern, intellectual world, where we tend to 
make anything and everything we read subject to analysis and discussion. Instead of 
taking the words apart, we should bring them together in our innermost being 
instead of wondering if we agree or disagree with what we have read, we should 
wonder which words are spoken directly to us an connect directly with our most 
personal story. Instead of thinking about the words as potential subjects for an 
interesting dialogue or paper, we should be willing to let them penetrate into the 
most hidden corners of our heart, even to those places where no other word has yet 
found entrance. Then and only then can the word bear fruit as seed sown in rich soil. 

It helps us to realize that the Bible is not primarily a book of information about God 
but of formation of the heart. It is not merely a book to be analyzed, scrutinized, and 
discussed, but a book to nurture, unify, and serve as a constant source of 
contemplation. 

There is a form of listening in which we keep wondering which words are written for 
us as food for our own spiritual journey. Most important, it is a way of reading the 
word that is received with our whole being, our present condition, our past 
experience, and our future aspirations. 

As we slowly let the written words enter into our minds and descend into our hearts, 
we become different people. 

ASK: 
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● What lines or phrases stand out for you from this passage? Why? 
● Nouwen uses the word “spiritual” with reading, things, book, people, matters and journey. What 

effect does this repetition have? Does it help you understand or feel a sense of what he means 
by the word? 

● What sense do you make of this line: “The Bible is not primarily a book of information about 
God but of formation of the heart.” When you read this slowly or out loud, where do you put an 
emphasis? Try reading it again and slowing down for the words “about” and “of.” Does it feel 
different? 

● What would formation of your heart might be like? You may want to journal or discuss this with 
someone else.



Part IV: 
Reading Poetry is a Spiritual Practice of Reading 

Poetry lends itself to a spiritual practice of reading, which may aid our approach to traditional Jewish texts.  

A.R. Ammons, teaches that:  

“Poetry leads us to the unstructured sources of our beings, to the unknown, and returns us to 
our rational, structured selves refreshed. Having once experienced the mystery, plenitude, 
contradiction, and composure of a work of art, we afterward have a built-in resistance to the 
slogans and propaganda of oversimplification that have often contributed to the destruction of 
human life. Poetry is a verbal means to a nonverbal source. It is a motion to no-motion, to the 
still point of contemplation and deep realization 

Take a moment to read the following poem, in light of this approach. 

Text 3: Where Many Rivers Meet, David Whyte 

This chapter is closed now, 
not one word more 
until we meet some day and the voices rising to the window take wing and fly. 
Open the old casement 
to the lands we have forgotten, 
look to the mountains and ridgeways 
and the steep valleys, quilted by green, 
here, as the last words fall away, 
the great and silent rivers of life 
are flowing into the oceans, 
and on a day like any other 
they will carry you again, 
abandoned, 
on the currents you have fought, 
to the place where you did not know 
you belonged. 

And just as you came into life 
surprised 
you go out again, 
lifted, 
cloud-hidden 
from one unknown 
to another 
and fall and turn 
and appear again in the mountains 
not remembering 
how in the beginning 
you refused 
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to join, 
could not speak of, 
did not even know 
you were that 
deep 
calm 
welling 
almost forgotten 
spring 
of eternal presence. 

CONSIDER THIS: 

Part V: 
Reading Practice 

On the following pages, a wide margin has been left for you on either side of the text of Exodus 3: 1-15. You 
can use it to create your own classical commentary on the text.  

1. Read the passage slowly 2-3 times. Take the time to close your eyes and imagine the scene. 
2. Circle any words or phrases that you notice. 
3. Underline any verbs that repeat.  
4. If you read the Hebrew, make a box around words with sounds that you notice. For example, Eysh 

and Moshe or Tzaaka, or Eheyeh. How do their sounds help your reading? 
5. Notice the places where the Torah seems to say the same thing twice. How does the repetition lead 

you more into imagining what is happening or why it is there. 
6. Think about why this passage seems to be quoting from Genesis by referencing Abraham, Isaac and 

Jacob. This is called juxtaposition, “placing objects (or texts) next to each other with the purpose of 
bringing forward certain features through comparison,” ( Tishman, 24). How do you think Moses may 
have felt when he hears these words? Why do you think he hid his face (nistar)? What might be a 
moment when you imagine you would hide your face in an important moment? 

Text 4: Exodus 3:1-15 

ּומֹׁשֶ֗ה הָיָ֥ה ֹרעֶ֛ה אֶת־צֹ֛אן יִתְרֹ֥ו חֹתְנֹ֖ו ּכֹהֵ֣ן מְִדיָ֑ן וַּיִנְהַ֤ג אֶת־הַּצֹאן֙ אַחַ֣ר הַּמְִדּבָ֔ר 
וַּיָבֹ֛א אֶל־הַ֥ר הָאֱֹלהִ֖ים חֵֹרֽבָה׃ וַּ֠יֵָר֠א מַלְאְַ֨ יְהֹוָ֥ה  אֵלָ֛יו ּבְלַּבַת־אֵׁ֖ש מִּתֹ֣וְ הַּסְנֶ֑ה 
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● What do you notice about the way you read the poem? 
● What images or phrases did you notice? 
● Did the poem create a sense of another time or place for you? 
● After reading the passage from Exodus below, do you see any connections between Exodus and 

David Whyte?



וַּיְַ֗רא וְהִּנֵ֤ה הַּסְנֶה֙ ּבֹעֵ֣ר ּבָאֵׁ֔ש וְהַּסְנֶ֖ה אֵינֶּ֥נּו אֻּכָֽל׃ וַּיֹ֣אמֶר מֹׁשֶ֔ה אָסָֻֽרה־ּנָ֣א וְאְֶראֶ֔ה 
אֶת־הַּמְַראֶ֥ה הַּגָֹד֖ל הַּזֶ֑ה מַּדּ֖ועַ ֹלא־יִבְעַ֥ר הַּסְנֶֽה׃ וַּיְַ֥רא יְהֹוָ֖ה ּכִ֣י סָ֣ר לְִראֹ֑ות וַּיְִקָרא֩ 

אֵלָ֨יו אֱֹלהִ֜ים מִּתֹ֣וְ הַּסְנֶ֗ה וַּיֹ֛אמֶר מֹׁשֶ֥ה מֹׁשֶ֖ה וַּיֹ֥אמֶר הִּנֵֽנִי׃ וַּיֹ֖אמֶר אַל־ּתְִקַר֣ב הֲֹל֑ם 
ׁשַל־נְעָלֶ֙יָ֙ מֵעַ֣ל ַרגְלֶ֔יָ ּכִ֣י הַּמָקֹ֗ום אֲׁשֶ֤ר אַּתָה֙ עֹומֵ֣ד עָלָ֔יו אְַדמַת־ֹקֶ֖דׁש הּֽוא׃ וַּיֹ֗אמֶר 

אָנֹכִי֙ אֱֹלהֵ֣י אָבִ֔יָ אֱֹלהֵ֧י אַבְָרהָ֛ם אֱֹלהֵ֥י יִצְחָ֖ק וֵאֹלהֵ֣י יַעֲֹק֑ב וַּיַסְּתֵ֤ר מֹׁשֶה֙ ּפָנָ֔יו ּכִ֣י 
יֵָר֔א מֵהַּבִ֖יט אֶל־הָאֱֹלהִֽים׃ וַּיֹ֣אמֶר יְהֹוָ֔ה ָראֹ֥ה ָראִ֛יתִי אֶת־עֳנִ֥י עַּמִ֖י אֲׁשֶ֣ר ּבְמִצְָר֑יִם 

וְאֶת־צַעֲָקתָ֤ם ׁשָמַ֙עְּתִי֙ מִּפְנֵ֣י נֹֽגְׂשָ֔יו ּכִ֥י יַָד֖עְּתִי אֶת־מַכְאֹבָֽיו׃ וָאֵֵר֞ד לְהַּצִילֹ֣ו ׀ מִּיַ֣ד 
מִצְַר֗יִם ּוֽלְהַעֲֹלתֹו֮ מִן־הָאֶָ֣רץ הַהִוא֒ אֶל־אֶֶ֤רץ טֹובָה֙ ּוְרחָבָ֔ה אֶל־אֶֶ֛רץ זָבַ֥ת חָלָ֖ב ּוְדבָׁ֑ש 

אֶל־מְקֹ֤ום הַּֽכְנַעֲנִי֙ וְהַ֣חִּתִ֔י וְהָֽאֱמִֹרי֙ וְהַּפְִרּזִ֔י וְהַחִּוִ֖י וְהַיְבּוסִֽי׃ וְעַּתָ֕ה הִּנֵ֛ה צַעֲַק֥ת 
ּבְנֵי־יִׂשְָראֵ֖ל ּבָ֣אָה אֵלָ֑י וְגַם־ָראִ֙יתִי֙ אֶת־הַּלַ֔חַץ אֲׁשֶ֥ר מִצְַר֖יִם ֹלחֲצִ֥ים אֹתָֽם׃ וְעַּתָ֣ה 

לְכָ֔ה וְאֶֽׁשְלָחֲָ֖ אֶל־ּפְַרעֹ֑ה וְהֹוצֵ֛א אֶת־עַּמִ֥י בְנֵֽי־יִׂשְָראֵ֖ל מִּמִצְָרֽיִם׃ וַּיֹ֤אמֶר מֹׁשֶה֙ 
אֶל־הָ֣אֱֹלהִ֔ים מִ֣י אָנֹ֔כִי ּכִ֥י אֵלְֵ֖ אֶל־ּפְַרעֹ֑ה וְכִ֥י אֹוצִ֛יא אֶת־ּבְנֵ֥י יִׂשְָראֵ֖ל מִּמִצְָרֽיִם׃ 

וַּיֹ֙אמֶר֙ ּכִֽי־אֶֽהְיֶ֣ה עִּמְָ֔ וְזֶה־ּלְָ֣ הָאֹ֔ות ּכִ֥י אָנֹכִ֖י ׁשְלַחְּתִ֑יָ ּבְהֹוצִֽיאֲָ֤ אֶת־הָעָם֙ 
מִּמִצְַר֔יִם ּתַֽעַבְדּון֙ אֶת־הָ֣אֱֹלהִ֔ים עַ֖ל הָהָ֥ר הַּזֶֽה׃ וַּיֹ֨אמֶר מֹׁשֶ֜ה אֶל־הָֽאֱֹלהִ֗ים הִּנֵ֨ה 

אָנֹכִ֣י בָא֮ אֶל־ּבְנֵ֣י יִׂשְָראֵל֒ וְאָמְַרּתִ֣י לָהֶ֔ם אֱֹלהֵ֥י אֲבֹותֵיכֶ֖ם ׁשְלָחַ֣נִי אֲלֵיכֶ֑ם וְאָֽמְרּו־לִ֣י 
מַה־ּׁשְמֹ֔ו מָ֥ה אֹמַ֖ר אֲלֵהֶֽם׃ וַּיֹ֤אמֶר אֱֹלהִים֙ אֶל־מֹׁשֶ֔ה אֶֽהְיֶ֖ה אֲׁשֶ֣ר אֶֽהְיֶ֑ה וַּיֹ֗אמֶר ּכֹ֤ה 

תֹאמַר֙ לִבְנֵ֣י יִׂשְָראֵ֔ל אֶֽהְיֶ֖ה ׁשְלָחַ֥נִי אֲלֵיכֶֽם׃ וַּיֹ֩אמֶר֩ עֹ֨וד אֱֹלהִ֜ים אֶל־מֹׁשֶ֗ה 
ּכֹֽה־תֹאמַר֮ אֶל־ּבְנֵ֣י יִׂשְָראֵל֒ יְהֹוָ֞ה אֱֹלהֵ֣י אֲבֹתֵיכֶ֗ם אֱֹלהֵ֨י אַבְָרהָ֜ם אֱֹלהֵ֥י יִצְחָ֛ק 

וֵאֹלהֵ֥י יַעֲֹק֖ב ׁשְלָחַ֣נִי אֲלֵיכֶ֑ם זֶה־ּׁשְמִ֣י לְעֹלָ֔ם וְזֶ֥ה זִכְִר֖י לְֹד֥ר ּדֹֽר׃ 

Now Moses, tending the flock of his father-in-law Jethro, the priest of 
Midian, drove the flock into the wilderness, and came to Horeb, the 
mountain of God. An angel of the LORD appeared to him in a blazing 
fire out of a bush. He gazed, and there was a bush all aflame, yet the 
bush was not consumed.  Moses said, “I must turn aside to look at 
this marvelous sight; why doesn’t the bush burn up?”  When the 
LORD saw that he had turned aside to look, God called to him out of 
the bush: “Moses! Moses!” He answered, “Here I am.”  

And He said, “Do not come closer. Remove your sandals from your 
feet, for the place on which you stand is holy ground. “I am,” He said, 
“the God of your father, the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac, and 
the God of Jacob.” And Moses hid his face, for he was afraid to look at 
God.   

The LORD continued, “I have marked well the plight of My people in 
Egypt and have heeded their outcry because of their taskmasters; 
yes, I am mindful of their sufferings. I have come down to rescue 
them from the Egyptians and to bring them out of that land to a good 
and spacious land, a land flowing with milk and honey, the region of 
the Canaanites, the Hittites, the Amorites, the Perizzites, the Hivites, 
and the Jebusites.  Now the cry of the Israelites has reached Me; 
moreover, I have seen how the Egyptians oppress them.  Come, 
therefore, I will send you to Pharaoh, and you shall free My people, 
the Israelites, from Egypt.”   
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But Moses said to God, “Who am I that I should go to Pharaoh and 
free the Israelites from Egypt?”  And He said, “I will be with you; that 
shall be your sign that it was I who sent you. And when you have 
freed the people from Egypt, you shall worship God at this 
mountain.”   

Moses said to God, “When I come to the Israelites and say to them, 
‘The God of your fathers has sent me to you,’ and they ask me, ‘What 
is His name?’ what shall I say to them?” And God said to Moses, “I will 
be what I will be.” He continued, “Thus shall you say to the Israelites, 
‘Ehyeh sent me to you.’”  

And God said further to Moses, “Thus shall you speak to the 
Israelites: The LORD, the God of your fathers, the God of Abraham, 
the God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob, has sent me to you: This shall 
be My name forever, This My appellation for all eternity.  

DISCUSS: 

 

Part VI: 
Building Sacred Bonds 

The following text asks for yet another type of spiritual reading. Like many midrashim, it begins by asking 
questions about the authorship and title of the biblical book Song of The Songs: what made Solomon so 
wise and special that he could write these poems; What was his intention?  

The author of the Midrash assumes that the book holds many divine secrets which it is why it has this 
doubled name. Because these secrets are hidden in the guide of love poetry, understood by the Rabbis to 
be about the sacred love connection between God and Israel and not just between two young lovers, they 
pay close attention in this introduction to defining what a parable is.  And in order to do that, they use 
parables! That means reading the text on many levels all at once and paying close attention to the 
metaphors of the text; not just what they mean but also the emotions they evoke. 

Follow these steps for a slow reading the Midrash: 

1. Read the passage slowly circling any images that seem important to you. 
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● What have you learned about Moses from reading this passage? 
● What have you learned about God from reading this passage? 
● What sacred connections do you notice in this passage? 
● What new insights about connections you make have appeared after reading this passage? 
● Do you see anything that connects Exodus to the David Whyte poem?



2. Which images make an emotional impression? 
3. What story are the Rabbis telling about how people read the Torah before Solomon came along?  
4. What did Solomon in his great wisdom bring to all future readers of the Torah? 
5. How many metaphors for the Torah appear here? How are they different from each other? Why 

do you think so many different metaphors were necessary? 
6. As a student of the Torah which one feels most personal to you? 

Text 4: Midrash on Song of Songs 

[Solomon] pondered the words of the Torah and investigated [the meaning of] the 
words of the Torah. He made handles( oznayim)  for the Torah. You find that until 
Solomon came there was no parable.  

R. Nachman gave two illustrations. Said R. Nachman: Imagine a large palace with 
many doors, so that whoever entered could not find his way back to the door, till one 
clever person came and took a coil of string and hung it up on the way to the door, 
so that all went in and out by means of the coil.  

So, until Solomon arose no one was able to understand properly the words of the 
Torah, but as soon as Solomon arose all began to comprehend the Torah. 

R. Nachman gave another illustration, from a thicket of reeds which no one could 
penetrate, until one clever man came and took a scythe and cut some down, and 
then all began to enter through the cutting. So did Solomon. 

R. Jose said: Imagine a big basket full of produce without any handle, so that it could 
not be lifted, till one clever man came and made handles to it, and then it began to 
be carried by the handles. So until Solomon arose no one could properly understand 
the words of the Torah, but when Solomon arose, all began to comprehend the 
Torah. R. Shila said: Imagine a big jug full of hot water with no handle by which it 
could be carried, until someone came and made it a handle, so that it began to be 
carried by its handle. 

R. Hanina said: Imagine a deep well full of water, cold, sweet, and wholesome water, 
but no one was able to get a drink of it, until one man came and joining rope to rope 
and cord to cord, drew from it and drank, and then all began to draw and drink.  

So, proceeding from one thing to another, from one parable to another, Solomon 
penetrated to the innermost meaning of the Torah, as it is written, The proverbs of 
Solomon son of David king of Israel. 
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Closing Thoughts 

Whether you think of the Torah as a cloud upon a mountain, or a palace with many rooms, something that 
cuts away at old ideas and understandings, delicious and nourishing fruit and water that is to be shared by 
everyone we all need handles and ropes and each other to assist in attaching ourselves to its wisdom and 
beauty. Giving the Torah respect by reading it in a careful way allows us to enjoy its beauty, its eternity and 
its wisdom.  

May it always present itself to you as a rich resource for life. 
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By Zion Ozeri 

Part I: 
Close Looking 

Can a place have intrinsic holiness, or do we create holiness?  If so, how do we create it? Where have you felt 
a sense of holiness, or a feeling that something is special or sacred? How do we respond to the feeling that 
something is holy?  

In this unit, we will explore the answers to these questions, using both traditional texts and modern images 
to guide our discussion.  

Take a look at the following three photographs to guide your study. They each represent instances of Jews 
around the world engaged in study. Each photograph tells a unique story of the Jewish community and 
Jewish individuals it represents. 

 

Rite of Passage, Rehovot, Israel, 1982 © Zion Ozeri 
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Tutor, Tane, India, 2001 © Zion Ozeri 

 

Shema Yisrael, Medellín, Colombia, 2011 © Zion Ozeri 
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CONSIDER: 
 

Part II: 
Connecting to the Textual Tradition 

Now, study the following two short texts, in light of the photographs you studied in Part I. 

Text 1: Deuteronomy 6:6-8 

וְהָיּ֞ו הַּדְבִָר֣ים הָאֵּ֗לֶה אֲׁשֶ֨ר אָנֹכִ֧י מְצַּוְָ֛ הַּיֹ֖ום עַל־לְבָבֶָֽ׃ וְׁשִּנַנְּתָ֣ם לְבָנֶ֔יָ וְִדּבְַרּתָ֖ ּבָ֑ם ּבְׁשִבְּתְָ֤ ּבְבֵיתֶָ֙֙ 
ּובְלֶכְּתְָ֣ בַּדֶֶ֔רְ ּוֽבְׁשָכְּבְָ֖ ּובְקּומֶָֽ׃ ּוְקׁשְַרּתָ֥ם לְאֹ֖ות עַל־יֶָדָ֑ וְהָיּ֥ו לְטֹטָפֹ֖ת ּבֵ֥ין עֵינֶֽיָ׃ 

Take to heart these instructions with which I charge you this day. Impress them upon 
your children. Recite them when you stay at home and when you are away, when 
you lie down and when you get up. Bind them as a sign on your hand and let them 
serve as a symbol on your forehead. 

Text 2: Pirke Avot 3:2 

ׁשְנַיִם ׁשֶּיֹוׁשְבִין וְיֵׁש ּבֵינֵיהֶם ּדִבְֵרי תֹוָרה, ׁשְכִינָה ׁשְרּויָה בֵינֵיהֶם 

If two sit together and there are words of Torah [spoken] between them, then God’s 
presence dwells among them. 

DISCUSS: 
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● How do you relate these texts to the photographs?   
● How do they help you understand the photos?   
● How do the photos help you understand the texts?

● What strikes you about the photograph?   
● What details, dynamics, or visual elements do you notice? 
● What do you imagine might be the story of the picture? 
● Looking at all three photographs, do you see anything holy or sacred in any of them? If so, 

where do you see holiness in these images? 
● What makes a place or experience sacred?  



Part III: 
Creating Holy Spaces 

Jewish tradition provides unique approaches to our understanding of sacred space. In the Torah, two 
instances that stand out recall Moses and Joshua’s respective encounters with God. Take a look at how these 
two Biblical heroes navigate their encounter with sacredness. Do you see parallels between these texts and 
the photographs from Part I? 

Text 3: Exodus 3:2-5 

וַּ֠יֵָרא מַלְאְַ֨ יְהֹוָ֥ה אֵלָ֛יו ּבְלַּבַת־אֵׁ֖ש מִּתֹ֣וְ הַּסְנֶ֑ה וַּיְַ֗רא וְהִּנֵ֤ה הַּסְנֶה֙ ּבֹעֵ֣ר ּבָאֵׁ֔ש וְהַּסְנֶ֖ה אֵינֶּ֥נּו אֻּכָֽל׃ 
וַּיֹ֣אמֶר מֹׁשֶ֔ה אָסָֻֽרה־ּנָ֣א וְאְֶראֶ֔ה אֶת־הַּמְַראֶ֥ה הַּגָֹד֖ל הַּזֶ֑ה מַּדּ֖ועַ ֹלא־יִבְעַ֥ר הַּסְנֶֽה׃ וַּיְַ֥רא יְהוָ֖ה ּכִ֣י סָ֣ר 
לְִראֹ֑ות וַּיְִקָרא֩ אֵלָ֨יו אֱֹלהִ֜ים מִּתֹ֣וְ הַּסְנֶ֗ה וַּיֹ֛אמֶר מֹׁשֶ֥ה מֹׁשֶ֖ה וַּיֹ֥אמֶר הִּנֵֽנִי׃ וַּיֹ֖אמֶר אַל־ּתְִקַר֣ב הֲֹל֑ם 

ׁשַל־נְעָלֶ֙יָ֙ מֵעַ֣ל ַרגְלֶ֔יָ ּכִ֣י הַּמָקֹ֗ום אֲׁשֶ֤ר אַּתָה֙ עֹומֵ֣ד עָלָ֔יו אְַדמַת־ֹקֶ֖דׁש הּֽוא׃ 

An angel of the LORD appeared to him in a blazing fire out of a bush. He gazed, and 
there was a bush all aflame, yet the bush was not consumed. Moses said, “I must 
turn aside to look at this marvelous sight; why doesn’t the bush burn up?”  

When the LORD saw that he had turned aside to look, God called to him out of the 
bush: “Moses! Moses!” He answered, “Here I am.” And He said, “Do not come closer. 
Remove your sandals from your feet, for the place on which you stand is holy 
ground. 

Text 4: Joshua 5:13-15 

וַיְהִ֗י ּבִֽהְיֹ֣ות יְהֹוׁשֻ֘עַ֮ ּבִֽיִריחֹו֒ וַּיִּׂשָ֤א עֵינָיו֙ וַּיְַ֔רא וְהִּנֵה־אִיׁש֙ עֹמֵ֣ד לְנֶגְּדֹ֔ו וְחְַרּבֹ֥ו ׁשְלּופָ֖ה ּבְיָדֹ֑ו וַּיֵ֨לְֶ יְהֹוׁשֻ֤עַ 
אֵלָיו֙ וַּיֹ֣אמֶר לֹ֔ו הֲלָ֥נּו אַּתָ֖ה אִם־לְצֵָרֽינּו׃ וַּיֹ֣אמֶר ׀ ֹל֗א ּכִ֛י אֲנִ֥י ׂשַר־צְבָֽא־יְהֹוָ֖ה עַּתָ֣ה בָ֑אתִי וַּיִּפֹל֩ יְהֹוׁשֻ֨עַ 

אֶל־ּפָנָ֥יו אְַ֙רצָה֙ וַּיִׁשְּתָ֔חּו וַּיֹ֣אמֶר לֹ֔ו מָ֥ה אֲֹדנִ֖י מְַדּבֵ֥ר אֶל־עַבְּדֹֽו׃ וַּיֹ֩אמֶר֩ ׂשַר־צְבָ֨א יְהֹוָ֜ה אֶל־יְהֹוׁשֻ֗עַ 
ׁשַל־נַֽעַלְָ֙ מֵעַ֣ל ַרגְלֶָ֔ ּכִ֣י הַּמָקֹ֗ום אֲׁשֶ֥ר אַּתָ֛ה עֹמֵ֥ד עָלָ֖יו ֹקֶ֣דׁש הּ֑וא וַּיַ֥עַׂש יְהֹוׁשֻ֖עַ ּכֵֽן׃ 

Once, when Joshua was near Jericho, he looked up and saw a man standing before 
him, drawn sword in hand. Joshua went up to him and asked him, “Are you one of us 
or of our enemies?” He replied, “No, I am captain of the LORD’s host. Now I have 
come!”  

Joshua threw himself face down to the ground and, prostrating himself, said to him, 
“What does my lord command his servant?” The captain of the LORD’s host answered 
Joshua, “Remove your sandals from your feet, for the place where you stand is holy.” 
And Joshua did so. 
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DISCUSS: 

A final text, from the Mishnah, provides the rules around the fast of Yom Kippur, with potential parallels to 
the ideas of sacred space from above. 

Text 5: Mishnah Yoma 8:1 

יֹום הַּכִּפּוִרים אָסּור ּבַאֲכִילָה ּובִׁשְתִּיָה ּובְִרחִיצָה ּובְסִיכָה ּובִנְעִילַת הַּסַנְּדָל... 

On Yom Kippur, it is prohibited to engage in eating and in drinking, and in bathing, 
and in smearing oil on one’s body, and in wearing sandals. 

CONSIDER: 

 23

● Why do you think the Bible connects taking off shoes with sacredness?   
● What do shoes have to do with the sacred? 
● In what circumstances do you not wear shoes? Is it by custom? By choice? By decree? For 

convenience?

● The prohibition against wearing sandals is understood to mean not to wear leather shoes; 
canvas or plastic shoes are permitted. Why do you think we do not wear leather shoes on Yom 
Kippur?  Why does the material matter? 

● What do the circumstances of Yom Kippur have in common with the stories in the previous 
texts, and the photographs before them?



 
By Hanan Harchol 

Loss and mourning are such fundamental parts of the human experience that it is no wonder that 
depictions of loss and mourning are found in the earliest stories of the Torah. Everyone, at some point in 
their life, experiences loss, and as such, while loss separates us from our loved ones, and has the potential 
of isolating us, the universality of the experience of loss and mourning also bonds us with each other.  

Judaism has a great deal of wisdom to share about how to deal with loss and the accompanying mourning 
process. There are entire systems in place on what to do when one experiences loss, and how to navigate 
through the mourning process. These systems are broken down in the finest detail, guiding the mourner 
through their journey from the shock of the loss, through the grieving process, as well as the slow re-entry 
into daily life. And, not surprisingly, the community plays a central role in supporting the mourner. 

This unit focuses on the importance that Judaism places on the community’s role in helping a mourner cope 
with loss. As you work through this unit, it might be helpful to think about some overarching questions:  

Part I: 
Shivah 

In Judaism, following the burial of a parent, a spouse, a child, a brother, or a sister, the mourner observes a 
seven day period of mourning called shivah (שבעה), which is Hebrew for “seven.”  

The seven days of mourning are referred to in the Torah in the story of Joseph, who mourned for seven days 
after the death of his father Jacob, and even as far back as the story of Noah, when God waits seven days 
before enacting the flood, which is interpreted in the Talmud as being due to Noah mourning the loss of his 
grandfather.  
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● What kind of structures and systems does Judaism offer that can help us cope with loss? 
● Is there a specific Jewish approach to consoling a mourner and what role does the community 

serve within that? 
● What specific challenges do we face when we lose someone dear to us, and how can the 

community help in a way that we might not be able to help ourselves?  
● If loss is so personal, why would Judaism place such a major responsibility on the community in 

the healing process?  
● How do we experience and cope with loss within an entire community, for example, during the 

pandemic, when we felt the devastating communal impact of loss that extended far beyond the 
particular individuals who were stricken by the Coronavirus? How does the line between the 
mourner and the comforter become blurred?



During these seven days, the mourner is considered an avel (אבל) which carries a particular status in the 
community. The mourner does not go to work or in many cases even leave their house, and the community 
is expected to visit the Avel to console and comfort them and provide for their needs. It is considered an 
important mitzvah to comfort a mourner and it is also a mitzvah for the mourner to receive visitors who 
comfort them.  

Text 1: Sotah 14a 

ואמר רבי חמא ברבי חנינא מאי דכתיב (דברים יג, ה) אחרי ה' אלהיכם תלכו וכי אפשר לו לאדם 
להלך אחר שכינה והלא כבר נאמר (דברים ד, כד) כי ה' אלהיך אש אוכלה הוא? אלא להלך אחר 
מדותיו של הקב"ה. הקב"ה ניחם אבלים דכתיב (בראשית כה, יא) ויהי אחרי מות אברהם ויברך 
אלהים את יצחק בנו אף אתה נחם אבלים. הקב"ה קבר מתים דכתיב (דברים לד, ו) ויקבר אותו 

בגיא אף אתה קבור מתים 

And Rabbi Chama the son of Rabbi Chanina said, "What is the meaning of the verse, 
'After the Eternal, your God, shall you walk (Deut. 13:5)'? Is it possible for one to walk 
after the the Divine Presence? And isn't it already stated, 'For Eternal your God is a 
consuming fire (Deut. 4:24)'? Rather it means, to follow the middot/character traits of 
the Holy Blessed One... The Holy Blessed One comforted mourners, as it is written, 
'After the death of Abraham, God blessed his son Isaac (Gen. 25:11);' so too you shall 
comfort mourners... The Holy Blessed One buried the dead, as it is written, 'And God 
buried him [Moses] in the valley (Deut. 34:6);' so too, you shall bury the dead." 

DISCUSS: 

Shivah is characterized by sitting and being close to the ground. Both the mourner and the visitors who are 
coming to comfort the mourner traditionally sit on low stools. The mourners are even referred to commonly 
as “sitting Shivah”. The source is in the Tanach (the Jewish bible) from the Book of Job: 

Text 2: Job 2:11-13 

וַּֽיִׁשְמְעּ֞ו ׁשְֹלׁ֣שֶת ׀ ֵרעֵ֣י אִּיֹ֗וב אֵ֣ת ּכָל־הָָרעָ֣ה הַּזֹאת֮ הַּבָ֣אָה עָלָיו֒ וַּיָבֹ֙אּו֙ אִ֣יׁש מִּמְֹקמֹ֔ו אֱלִיפַ֤ז הַּתֵימָנִי֙ 
ּובִלְּדַ֣ד הַּׁשּוחִ֔י וְצֹופַ֖ר הַּנַֽעֲמָתִ֑י וַּיִּוָעֲדּ֣ו יַחְּדָ֔ו לָבֹ֥וא לָנּֽוד־לֹ֖ו ּוֽלְנַחֲמֹֽו׃ (יב) וַּיִׂשְאּ֨ו אֶת־עֵינֵיהֶ֤ם מֵָרחֹוק֙ 
וְֹל֣א הִּכִיֻר֔הּו וַּיִׂשְאּ֥ו קֹולָ֖ם וַּיִבְּכּ֑ו וַּֽיְִקְרעּו֙ אִ֣יׁש מְעִלֹ֔ו וַּיִזְְרקּ֥ו עָפָ֛ר עַל־ָראׁשֵיהֶ֖ם הַּׁשָמָֽיְמָה׃ (יג) וַּיֵׁשְבּ֤ו 

אִּתֹו֙ לָאֶָ֔רץ ׁשִבְעַ֥ת יָמִ֖ים וְׁשִבְעַ֣ת לֵילֹ֑ות וְאֵין־ּדֹבֵ֤ר אֵלָיו֙ ּדָבָ֔ר ּכִ֣י ָראּ֔ו ּכִֽי־גַָד֥ל הַּכְאֵ֖ב מְאֹֽד׃ 

When Job’s three friends heard about all these calamities that had befallen him, each 
came from his home—Eliphaz the Temanite, Bildad the Shuhite, and Zophar the 
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● Why do you think Judaism commands people in the community to comfort mourners? 
● Why do you think it is also a mitzvah for the mourner to receive visitors? 
● What if the mourner wants to be left alone? What if people in the community are busy? Is there 

a larger significance or purpose to shivah and the way it is structured?



Naamathite. They met together to go and console and comfort him. When they saw 
him from a distance, they could not recognize him, and they broke into loud 
weeping; each one tore his robe and threw dust into the air onto his head. They sat 
with him on the ground seven days and seven nights. None spoke a word to him for 
they saw how very great was his suffering. 

ASK: 

 

Part II: 
Comforting the Mourner 

You may have noticed that in the passage above from Job 2:11-13, the visitors were silent. In fact, when one 
visits a mourner during Shivah one is not supposed to speak until the mourner speaks first. Here is a 
Talmudic source that refers to Job in its explanation: 

Text 3: Moed Katan 28b 

אָמַר ַרּבִי יֹוחָנָן אֵין מְנַחֲמִין ַרׁשָּאִין לֹומַר ּדָבָר עַד ׁשֶּיִפְּתַח אָבֵל ׁשֶּנֶאֱמַר אַחֲֵרי כֵן ּפָתַח אִּיֹוב אֶת ּפִיהּו 
וַהֲַדר וַּיַעַן אֱלִיפַז הַּתֵימָנִי. 

Rabbi Yoḥanan said: The consolers are not permitted to speak words of consolation 
until the mourner opens and speaks first. As it is stated: “And they sat down with him 
upon the ground for seven days and seven nights, and none spoke a word to him; for 
they saw that his suffering was very great. After this Job opened his mouth,” ( Job 
2:13–3:1). And afterward: “And Eliphaz the Temanite answered and said,” ( Job 4:1). 
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● Do you think there is a significance to sitting, and if so what could it be? 
● Why do you think we sit low to the ground?  
● Are there other times when we traditionally sit together and how does sitting with a mourner 

relate to or differ from those times? 
● Why seven days? 
● What was lost when we were not able to receive visitors due to the pandemic? Was it only the 

mourner who was affected, or also the comforter? 
● During the pandemic, where in some cases cities lost tens of thousands of its residents to the 

Coronavirus, is there a way for the entire city to sit Shiva? In what ways did the pandemic make 
us all mourners?



DISCUSS: 

There are various phrases that one traditionally says to a mourner. One of the more common ones is in the 
following text, and it is customary to say it to the mourner when leaving the shivah.  

Text 4: Statement of Consolation to a Mourner 

המקום ינחם אתכם בתוך שאר אבלי ציון וירושלים. 

May "The Place" comfort you among the rest of the mourners of Zion and Jerusalem. 

Much is written about the phrase above, but for the purpose of this study guide, we will focus on the 
section: “among the rest of the mourners of Zion and Jerusalem”.  

CONSIDER: 
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● What is the significance of waiting to speak until the mourner speaks first? Why might we have 
the urge to speak, and what might be the benefit of waiting until the mourner speaks first? 

● Do you think there is any benefit to just being there, with the mourner, in silence?  
● Do you think it’s awkward to not say anything? And if so, awkward for whom, i.e. the mourner 

or the visitor? 
● Are there ever times in which you feel as if you just can’t speak? In those times, what do you 

need?  
● During the pandemic, we were often separated from our communities. What's the power in 

being around other people, in a communal setting, even if nothing is said? Do you find this to be 
similar or different when connecting online?

● Why do you think we refer to “the rest of the mourners” when addressing a mourner? 
● What do you think it means when we refer to the mourner we are addressing as being “among” 

the mourners of Zion and Jerusalem? 
● Is there a connection between the community that visits a mourner during Shiva, the mourner 

themselves, and the “mourners of Zion and Jerusalem? What would that connection be? 
● How do you think the above phrase addresses the concept of community? Is the mourner part 

of a community? 
● In what ways did the communal experience of the pandemic connect us all with each other? 

And when a community loses thousands of its members, who comforts the entire community?



Part III: 
The Process of Mourning 

There are many stages to the mourning process, including aninut (the initial blow that comes with hearing 
that a loved one has died), shivah (discussed above), shloshim (meaning 30) which is comprised of the 23 
days after shivah, in which the mourner is still very fragile but returns to work, and in the case of the loss of 
a parent, a year of mourning, known as shanah, for 11 months following the shloshim. At the end of shanah, 
you are no longer considered a mourner. 

Each stage has its own characteristics, but what is important is that the stages guide the mourner back into 
the fabric of society and normal everyday life. Please read the two Talmudic texts below (Text 5 and Text 6) 
and notice how much thought and care is given to the state of the mourner, how to interact with them, and 
the progression of reintegrating them into societal routines. 

Text 5: Moed Katan 23a 

ת"ר אבל שבת ראשונה אינו יוצא מפתח ביתו שניה יוצא ואינו יושב במקומו שלישית יושב 
במקומו ואינו מדבר רביעית הרי הוא ככל אדם. רבי יהודה אומר לא הוצרכו לומר שבת ראשונה 

לא יצא מפתח ביתו שהרי הכל נכנסין לביתו לנחמואלא שניה אינו יוצא מפתח ביתו שלישית 
יוצא ואינו יושב במקומו רביעית יושב במקומו ואינו מדבר חמישית הרי הוא ככל אדם 

Our Rabbis taught: during the first week a mourner does not go out of the door of 
his house; the second week he goes out but does not sit in his usual place [in the 
synagogue]; the third week he sits in his usual place but does not speak; the fourth 
week he is like any other person. Rabbi Yehudah says: There was no need to say ‘In 
the first week he does not go out of the door of his house’, as then everybody comes 
into his house to comfort him; what it should rather say is that the second week she 
does not go out of the door of her house; the third week she goes out but does not 
sit in his usual place; the fourth week she sits in her place but does not speak; in the 
fifth week she is like any other person. 

ASK: 
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● Why do you think Rabbi Yehudah extends the progression by a week? Do you agree with Rabbi 
Yehudah? 

● What do you think the purpose is of including “Our Rabbis taught:” and then following it up 
with Rabbi Yehudah’s comment? 

● What aspects of shivah can you recognize in this passage? 
● What happens after the fifth week? 
● What happens if there is continued loss all around us, such as during the pandemic? When 

does the mourning process end?



Text 6: Moed Katan 21b 

תנו רבנן אבל ג' ימים הראשונים אסור בשאילת שלום משלשה ועד שבעה משיב ואינו שואל 
מכאן ואילך שואל ומשיב כדרכו המוצא את חברו אבל בתוך י"ב חדש מדבר עמו תנחומין ואינו 

שואל בשלומו לאחר י"ב חדש שואל בשלומו ואינו מדבר עמו תנחומין אבל מדבר עמו מן הצד 
א"ר מאיר המוצא את חברו אבל לאחר י"ב חדש ומדבר עמו תנחומין למה הוא דומה לאדם 

שנשברה רגלו וחיתה מצאו רופא ואמר לו כלך אצלי שאני שוברה וארפאנה כדי שתדע שסממנין 
שלי יפין. 

The rabbis teach: In the first three days of mourning, it is forbidden to inquire of a 
mourner's peace (i.e., ask "how are you doing?"). From the third to seventh day, one 
can respond but not ask, and from then onward you may ask and respond in the 
normal way. 

One who meets another mourner within twelve months (the first year of mourning) 
offers him [words of] consolation, but does not inquire about his peace; after 12 
months, he inquires about his peace and does not offer him consolation, but may 
refer to his sorrow indirectly ["talk from the side"]. Rabbi Meir said: If one meets 
another mourner after twelve months and offers him then words of consolation, 
what is this like? Like the case of a man whose broken leg had healed, when a doctor 
met him and said to him, Come to me and let me break it and set it again, to 
convince you that my treatments are good! 

DISCUSS: 

Part IV: 
Remembering the Deceased 

There are many ways in which the deceased are honored and remembered within their community. Four 
times a year Jews honor their deceased loved ones in a Yizkor memorial service. And every year, on the date 
of the person’s death, known as the Yahrzeit, family members will say Kaddish in honor of their loved ones. 
Kaddish is also recited at the burial, at the Shivah, and in the case of a deceased parent, every day for eleven 
months following the death of a parent. It’s important to note that Kaddish must be recited in the presence 
of a minyan (in some communities a quorum of ten adult Jews, in others specifically ten adult males). Below 
is the text to the Mourner’s Kaddish. 
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● What is the difference between Text 5 and 6? 
● Which text feels more sensitive to the needs of the mourner and why? 
● Do you agree with Rabbi Meir and how do you feel about his analogy? 
● What do both of these texts say about Judaism’s attitude towards mourners?



Text 8: Mourner’s Kaddish 

יִתְּגַּדַל וְיִתְַקּדַׁש ׁשְמֵּה ַרּבָא. ּבְעָלְמָא ּדִי בְָרא כְִרעּותֵּה, וְיַמְלִיְ מַלְכּותֵּה ּבְחַּיֵיכֹון ּובְיֹומֵיכֹון ּובְחַּיֵי ְדכָל 
ּבֵית יִׂשְָראֵל. ּבַעֲגָלָא ּובִזְמַן ָקִריב וְאִמְרּו אָמֵן: יְהֵא ׁשְמֵּה ַרּבָא מְבַָרְ לְעָלַם ּולְעָלְמֵי עָלְמַּיָא: יִתְּבַָרְ 

וְיִׁשְּתַּבַח, וְיִתְּפָאַר וְיִתְרֹומַם וְיִתְנַׂשֵּא וְיִתְהַּדָר וְיִתְעַּלֶה וְיִתְהַּלָל ׁשְמֵּה ּדְֻקְדׁשָא ּבְִריְ הּוא. לְעֵּלָא מִן ּכָל 
ּבְִרכָתָא וְׁשִיָרתָא, ּתֻׁשְּבְחָתָא וְנֶחֱמָתָא, ּדַאֲמִיָרן ּבְעָלְמָא, וְאִמְרּו אָמֵן: יְהֵא ׁשְלָמָא ַרּבָא מִן ׁשְמַּיָא 
וְחַּיִים עָלֵינּו וְעַל ּכָל יִׂשְָראֵל, וְאִמְרּו אָמֵן: עֹׂשֶה ׁשָלֹום ּבִמְרֹומָיו הּוא יַעֲׂשֶה ׁשָּלֹום עָלֵינּו וְעַל ּכָל 

יִׂשְָראֵל, וְאִמְרּו אָמֵן: 

Exalted and hallowed be God’s great name in the world which God created, 
according to plan. May God’s majesty be revealed in the days of our lifetime and the 
life of all Israel — speedily, imminently, To which we say: Amen. Blessed be God’s 
great name to all eternity. Blessed, praised, honored, exalted, extolled, glorified, 
adored, and lauded be the name of the Holy Blessed One, beyond all earthly words 
and songs of blessing, praise, and comfort. To which we say: Amen. May there be 
abundant peace from heaven, and life, for us and all Israel. To which we say: Amen. 
May the One who creates harmony on high, bring peace us and to all Israel. To which 
we say: Amen. 

ASK: 

Text 9: When All That’s Left Is Love, Rabbi Allen S. Maller 

When I die  
If you need to weep 
Cry for someone   
Walking the street beside you. 
You can love me most by letting 
Hands touch hands, and  
Souls touch souls. 
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● What do you notice about the text? Who does the text seem to be praising? 
● Why do you think this particular text is recited at the burial and every year during Yahrzeit? 
● How do you think the Kaddish relates to or honors the deceased? 
● Do you think the text of the Kaddish would be comforting to a mourner? If so, how? 
● What do you think the significance is of needing to say the Kaddish in the presence of a minyan 

and how does that relate to the significance of the community? 
● What do you think the significance is of the community saying Amen at various points during 

the Kaddish and how do you think it relates to the mourning process? 
● What is the significance of memory and what is the connection to community? 
● When a community loses thousands of people in a short period of time due to war, the 

Holocaust, or a pandemic, how are the people remembered within the community? How does 
that remembrance process help to bring the community together?  

● Have you had a personal experience saying or hearing Kaddish that was particularly 
meaningful for you, and if so, what was the experience, and what do you think made it so 
meaningful?



You can love me most by 
Sharing your Simchas (goodness) and 
Multiplying your Mitzvot (acts of kindness). 
You can love me most by 
Letting me live in your eyes 
And not on your mind. 
And when you say Kaddish for me 
Remember what our 
Torah teaches, 
Love doesn’t die: people do. 
So when all that’s left of me is love 
Give me away. 

CONSIDER: 

Closing Thoughts 

Loss is often viewed as being experienced individually, on a very personal level by the person who has 
suffered the loss. But one concept that resonates throughout all of the texts in this unit is the importance 
that Judaism places on making sure the mourner knows and feels that they are not alone. The comfort that 
comes from knowing and feeling that their community is truly there for them, supporting and nurturing 
them, is such an important part of what helps the mourner work through their pain and return to daily life. 

At the time of the writing of this unit, in my home city of New York alone, over 33,000 people were lost due 
to the coronavirus. The feeling of loss has permeated the city and is palpable. It has extended well beyond 
the individual families who were directly affected and has been felt by the entire city, the country, and even 
the world. However, the communal experience of the pandemic, and the accompanying social distancing 
and isolation, has also made us realize how much we rely on each other for comfort, for support, and for life 
itself. And it has helped us appreciate how important our communities are.  

The pain and separation that is created by a deep loss, is also what can bond us and bring us together in the 
most meaningful ways. The consolation that arises when one comforts a mourner serves not only the 
mourner, but also the comforter, and ultimately the entire community. It may seem ironic, but loss, when 
addressed consciously and in a meaningful way, has the potential of being the catalyst for a much deeper 
bond and connection, especially when the entire community participates in the process. Maybe this is why 
Judaism places such particular emphasis on the importance of the community when it comes to loss and 
mourning. 
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● In what way is the protagonist in the above poem asking that they be remembered? 
● In the above poem, what is the role of the mourner? 
● Where, in the above poem, do you see the role of the community reflected? 
● Can the community learn any lessons from the poem above, and if so, what are they?



 

By Alicia Jo Rabins 

We sometimes think of creativity as a solitary pursuit, but in fact, this fundamental element of human 
experience is an essential part of the bonds between us, a powerful tool for creating community and 
connection - with each other, and with the Divine. This is reflected in the Torah, when an important part of 
the Israelites’ development as a people is their experience of working together creatively to build the 
Mishkan, the portable temple.  

In later Judaism, this principle continues as the Rabbis describe the crucial role creativity plays in building 
the sacred community of the study hall. And today it continues as we use our creativity to interpret our 
traditions, make them new, and connect with one another. 

Part I:  
Biblical Creativity  

The following passage from Exodus requires a little patience and generosity of spirit from the modern 
reader - try to give it the benefit of the doubt. Yes, it sort of reads like an assembly manual for Scandinavian-
inspired furniture. But it also describes a near-utopian vision of how creativity can connect a community - in 
this case, through the shared project of building a sacred space together.  

Text 1: Exodus 35:4-36:1 
Moses said to the whole community of Israelites: This is what God has commanded: 
Let those with generous hearts bring these gifts for God: gold, silver, and copper; 
blue, purple, and crimson yarn, fine linen, and goat hair; tanned ram skins, dolphin 
skin, and acacia wood; olive oil for the lamp, spices for the anointing oil and for the 
fragrant incense; lapis lazuli and other stones for setting…… 

And everyone who was willing and whose heart moved them came, bringing to God 
their offering. Men and women, all whose hearts moved them...came bringing 
brooches, earrings, rings, and pendants—gold objects of all kinds. And everyone who 
had in their possession blue, purple, and crimson yarn, fine linen, goats’ hair, tanned 
ram skins, and dolphin skins, brought them; everyone who would make gifts of silver 
or copper brought them as offerings for God; and everyone who had in his 
possession acacia wood brought that. And all the wise-hearted women spun with 
their own hands, and brought what they had spun, in blue, purple, and crimson 
yarns, and in fine linen. And all the women whose hearts lifted them in wisdom spun 
the goats’ hair. And the chieftains brought lapis lazuli and other stones for setting, 
for the ephod and for the breastpiece; and spices and oil for lighting, for the 
anointing oil, and for the aromatic incense. Thus the Israelites, all the men and 
women whose hearts moved them to bring anything for the work that God, through 
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Moses, had commanded to be done, brought it as a freewill offering to God. And 
Moses said to the Israelites: God has chosen by name Betzalel. The spirit of God has 
filled him with skill, ability, and knowledge in every kind of craft and has inspired him 
to make designs for work in gold, silver, and copper, to cut stones for setting and to 
carve wood, to work in every kind of designer’s craft and to give directions. He and 
Oholiav… have been endowed with skill… in all crafts and as makers of designs. 36:1 
So, Betzalel and Oholiav and every wise-hearted person whom God has endowed 
with the wisdom and understanding to know how to do this holy work, shall carry 
out all that God has commanded.  

ASK: 

 

Part II:   
A Modern Interpretation of Creativity and Community  

Please take a minute to watch the video which can be found by following the link below. Before listening, 
please note that this song, as a “translation” of the original text, echoes the Torah passage’s limited binary 
gender categories. We know that in reality, human gender is far more diverse. 

Video: BimBam / a song about the Wise Hearted Women and Men who build the Mishkan  
Video by BimBam, Song by Alicia Jo Rabins/Girls in Trouble (www.girlsintroublemusic.com) 

DISCUSS:  
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● Which specific forms of creativity are mentioned in this text? Do you notice forms of creativity 
here beyond what we usually think of as “art”? 

● What do you think “wise-hearted” means? Where do you find your own “wise-hearted”ness? 
● Can you think of a time that you became closer to other people through creating something 

together, whether a physical object, or something intangible (an experience, a program, a ritual, 
etc?)

● Does hearing this story in a different creative medium - through song and animation - change 
your understanding of the text in any way? 

● How do the animation and music in this video relate to the subject of the original text - using 
creativity to build community?  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=olEbSzPmgd8
http://www.girlsintroublemusic.com


Part III: 
Community and Creativity Go Hand in Hand 

This following line comes from a brief story in the Babylonian Talmud. Rabbi Yehoshua meets two disciples 
on the road, and asks them what new interpretations they’ve learned. They respond that they have nothing 
new to report; he’s their teacher, and all their learning comes from him. Rabbi Yehoshua responds with this 
one simple phrase which underlines the fact that all real learning - and all real community - must involve 
creativity. Rabbi Yehoshua’s statement about interpretation is, itself, very much open to interpretation. (So 
Jewish!)  

Text 1: Chagigah 3a 

אִי אֶפְׁשָר לְבֵית הַּמְִדָרׁש ּבְֹלא חִיּדּוׁש 

It is impossible to have a study hall without creativity (hidush - new interpretations.) 

EXPLORE: 

  
Part IV: 
Creative Activity 
   
Create your own interpretation of the Biblical text in Part 1 (about the creation of the Mishkan)! Use one of 
these prompts to get you started.      
          

● Build a miniature Mishkan. Use anything you’d like: toothpicks, cardboard, pipe cleaners, 
household objects, Legos, or any other materials. You can try to follow the instructions of the text to 
replicate the original Mishkan, or create your own idea of a sacred meeting place for the community 
and/or dwelling place for the Divine. 
        

● Write your own instructions for creating a sacred space. Try writing them as a list, a diagram, or a 
furniture assembly manual. 
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● How do you understand Rabbi Yehoshua’s statement about creativity and community? Do you 
think he is saying that human creativity is so strong that any community will generate new 
interpretations, without even trying - or that creativity is necessary to create a true community? 
(Or is there another interpretation you prefer?) 

● How would this principle apply outside the study hall? What other forms of community in our 
lives are intrinsically tied to human creativity? 



● Through movement or dance, explore what it would feel like to be inside the Mishkan (or any other 
very sacred place). What do you see, smell, and touch? How does your body feel in this space? How 
does this translate into movement or dance?  
        

● Write a journal entry in the voice of one of the wise-hearted people building the Mishkan. What gift 
did you bring? What role did you play? What was your day like? Were there any challenges or did 
everything go smoothly? 

      
● Create your own contemporary offering based on your own “wise heart” – what you feel 

particularly called to offer. For example, this could be a song, chant, poem, or act of social justice. 
      

● Summarize the story of the Mishkan in six words. Or – alternate option – describe your own 
relationship with creativity in six words. 

        

ASK: 
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● What will you take with you from this session? Is there one idea, image or moment from the 
preceding materials that stands out to you, or most speaks to you personally? 

● If you could create room for more of your own “wise-hearted” offering - not necessarily your 
area of expertise, but a creative act that could build community, and bring joy and beauty to the 
world - what would that offering to be? 



 

By Howard Blas 

Our tradition is rich in sources on the importance of including everyone. It offers many examples of times 
when all Jews were present for such important events as the receiving of the Torah and Moses’ farewell 
speeches. We are also reminded that we are created in God’s image and that we are not to curse the deaf or 
place an obstacle in front of another person. These instances provide powerful frameworks for our 
understanding of inclusivity and its centrality to the bonds between us. 

Part I: 
The Biblical Ideal of Inclusion 

Our tradition seems to suggest that God created everyone and that each person is guaranteed a place in the 
community.  We are each created in God’s image and we should all do our best to eliminate obstacles to full 
inclusion and belonging.  

Text 1: Genesis 1:27 

וַּיִבְָר֨א אֱֹלהִ֤ים ׀ אֶת־הָֽאָָדם֙ ּבְצַלְמֹ֔ו ּבְצֶ֥לֶם אֱֹלהִ֖ים ּבָָר֣א אֹתֹ֑ו זָכָ֥ר ּונְֵקבָ֖ה ּבָָר֥א אֹתָֽם׃ 

And God created man in His image, in the image of God, God created him; male and 
female He created them. 

Text 2: Deuteronomy 29:9-10 

אַּתֶ֨ם נִּצָבִ֤ים הַּיֹום֙ ּכֻּלְכֶ֔ם לִפְנֵ֖י יְהֹוָ֣ה אֱֹלהֵיכֶ֑ם ָראׁשֵיכֶ֣ם ׁשִבְטֵיכֶ֗ם זְִקנֵיכֶם֙ וְׁשֹ֣טְֵריכֶ֔ם ּכֹ֖ל אִ֥יׁש יִׂשְָראֵֽל׃ 
טַּפְכֶ֣ם נְׁשֵיכֶ֔ם וְגְֵ֣רָ֔ אֲׁשֶ֖ר ּבְֶקֶ֣רב מַחֲנֶ֑יָ מֵחֹטֵ֣ב עֵצֶ֔יָ עַ֖ד ׁשֹאֵ֥ב מֵימֶֽיָ׃ 

You stand this day, all of you, before the LORD your God—your tribal heads, your 
elders and your officials, all the men of Israel, your children, your wives, even the 
stranger within your camp, from woodchopper to water drawer. 

Text 3: Leviticus 19:14 

ֹלא־תְַקּלֵ֣ל חֵֵרׁ֔ש וְלִפְנֵ֣י עִּוֵ֔ר ֹל֥א תִּתֵ֖ן מִכְׁשֹ֑ל וְיֵָר֥אתָ ּמֵאֱֹלהֶ֖יָ אֲנִ֥י יְהֹוָֽה׃ 

You shall not insult the deaf, or place a stumbling block before the blind. You shall 
fear your God: I am the LORD. 
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Text 4: Isaiah 56:7 

וַהֲבִיאֹותִ֞ים אֶל־הַ֣ר ׇקְדׁשִ֗י וְׂשִּמַחְּתִים֙ ּבְבֵ֣ית ּתְפִּלָתִ֔י עֹוֹלתֵיהֶ֧ם וְזִבְחֵיהֶ֛ם לְָרצֹ֖ון עַֽל־מִזְּבְחִ֑י ּכִ֣י בֵיתִ֔י 
ׇכל־הָעַּמִֽים׃  ּבֵית־ּתְפִּלָ֥ה יִּקֵָר֖א לְ

I will bring them to My sacred mount And let them rejoice in My house of prayer. 
Their burnt offerings and sacrifices Shall be welcome on My altar; For My House shall 
be called A house of prayer for all peoples. 

DISCUSS: 

 

Part II:  
Feeling Included and Often Excluded 

People with disabilities often feel they are guests and outsiders and not full members of the community.  
They often feel that people are doing “a favor” by offering sign language interpretation or making the bima 
accessible. They often feel that people are “being nice” as opposed to treating them as one of the 
community.   

Text 5: The Case of Judy Heumann 

Judy Heumann is a well-known disability rights activist and author of “Being 
Heumann:  An Unrepentant Memoir of a Disability Rights Activist.”  She is featured 
prominently in the recent film “Crip Camp: A Disability Revolution,” which chronicles 
the experiences of people with disabilities at an overnight summer camp in the early 
1970s. Heumann has also served in the Clinton Administration as the Assistant 
Secretary for the Office of Special Education and Rehabilitative Services in the United 
States Department of Education. She was the World Bank’s first Advisor on Disability 
and Development, and she has held numerous other distinguished positions. 

Yet, as a person with a disability, Heumann has encountered many obstacles—she 
was initially denied the right to teach in the NYC public schools due to being a 
wheelchair user, she encountered employment discrimination and led a 28-day sit-in 
on Madison Avenue in NYC that resulted in the signing of Section 504 of the 
Rehabilitation Act, and she has experienced difficulties in the Jewish community. 
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● Given these four sources, what does the Bible seem to be suggesting is the proper approach to 
relating to and including people with disabilities?  

● In your experience, how do you think we are we doing in implementing this biblical ideal? 



Heumann is very active in her synagogue, Adas Israel in Washington DC.  She has 
been pleased with their use of call-ins in the past for those who could not physically 
attend shul and now with Zoom in use during the pandemic. Heumann sees disabled 
individuals participating more in their synagogues. Yet, she notes in a recent 
interview with the Forward, “When you really get to a more meaningful discussion, 
they still don’t feel a part of the community because of things that people say to 
them, or don’t say to them, or include or don’t include. I think it’s really, at the most 
ground level, trying to get people to talk about issues.” 

When asked by a Forward reporter, “What do you want to see the Jewish community 
be doing better for disability awareness and inclusion —beyond pandemic-specific 
issues?” she added, “I think I want it to no longer be called “awareness and inclusion.” 
We don’t say that for the LGBTQ community or the POC [People of Color] 
community… For those communities, I think we’ve recognized that we’re having to 
deal with issues of discrimination and inclusion, learning about what the barriers are, 
what our feelings are, how we treat people. I think that’s very important.” 

EXPLORE: 

Part III: 
The Talmud’s Creative Way to Change Attitudes  

The Torah and Mishnah offer some troubling texts which seem to suggest that certain people with various 
disabilities (namely priests) should be prevented from serving the community.  In this Talmudic text, the 
rabbis found a creative workaround which offers wisdom on the best way to become comfortable with 
differences. 

Text 6: Megilah 24b 

ּכֹהֵן ׁשֶּיֵׁש ּבְיָָדיו מּומִין ֹלא יִׂשָּא אֶת ּכַּפָיו ַרּבִי יְהּוָדה אֹומֵר אַף מִי ׁשֶהָיּו יָָדיו צְבּועֹות סְטֵיס ֹלא יִׂשָּא 
אֶת ּכַּפָיו מִּפְנֵי ׁשֶהָעָם מִסְּתַּכְלִין ּבֹו… אָמַר ַרב הּונָא זַבְלְגָן ֹלא יִׂשָּא אֶת ּכַּפָיו וְהָא הַהּוא ּדַהֲוָה 

ּבְׁשִיבָבּותֵיּה ּדְַרב הּונָא וַהֲוָה ּפֵָריס יְֵדיּה הָהּוא ּדָׁש ּבְעִירֹו הֲוָה ּתַנְיָא נָמֵי הָכִי זַבְלְגָן ֹלא יִׂשָּא אֶת 
ּכַּפָיו וְאִם הָיָה ּדָׁש ּבְעִירֹו מּוּתָר. אָמַר ַרּבִי יֹוחָנָן סֹומֵא ּבְאַחַת מֵעֵינָיו ֹלא יִׂשָּא אֶת ּכַּפָיו וְהָא הַהּוא 
ּדַהֲוָה ּבְׁשִיבָבּותֵיּה ּדְַרּבִי יֹוחָנָן ּדַהֲוָה ּפֵָריס יְֵדיּה הָהּוא ּדָׁש ּבְעִירֹו הֲוָה ּתַנְיָא נָמֵי הָכִי סֹומֵא ּבְאַחַת 
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● What do you think Heumann means when she says that people with disabilities don’t feel part of 
the community?  

● Heumann points out the value of naming “discrimination.” What are some ways disabled people 
face discrimination in Jewish settings? 

● What are some things synagogues or other Jewish institutions  can do to make people with 
disabilities and all people more included?

https://forward.com/news/464916/a-conversation-with-jewish-disability-rights-advocate-judy-heumann/
https://forward.com/news/464916/a-conversation-with-jewish-disability-rights-advocate-judy-heumann/


מֵעֵינָיו ֹלא יִׂשָּא אֶת ּכַּפָיו וְאִם הָיָה ּדָׁש ּבְעִירֹו מּוּתָר: ַרּבִי יְהּוָדה אֹומֵר מִי ׁשֶהָיּו יָָדיו צְבּועֹות ֹלא יִׂשָּא 
אֶת ּכַּפָיו ּתָנָא אִם רֹוב אַנְׁשֵי הָעִיר מְלַאכְּתָן ּבְכְָ מּוּתָר: 

A priest who has blemishes on his hands may not lift his hands to recite the Priestly 
Benediction. Because of his blemish, people will look at his hands, and it is 
prohibited to look at the hands of the priests during the Priestly Benediction. Rabbi 
Yehuda says: Even one whose hands were colored with satis, a blue dye, may not lift 
his hands to recite the Priestly Benediction because the congregation will look at 
him… 

Rav Huna said: A priest whose eyes constantly run with tears may not lift his hands 
to recite the Priestly Benediction. The Gemara asks: Wasn’t there a certain priest with 
this condition in the neighborhood of Rav Huna, and he would spread his hands and 
recite the Priestly Benediction? The Gemara answers: That priest was a familiar figure 
in his town. Since the other residents were accustomed to seeing him, he would not 
draw their attention during the Priestly Benediction. This is also taught in a baraita: 
One whose eyes run should not lift his hands to recite the Priestly Benediction, but if 
he is a familiar figure in his town, he is permitted to do so. Rabbi Yoḥanan said: One 
who is blind in one eye may not lift his hands to recite the Priestly Benediction 
because people will gaze at him. The Gemara asks: Wasn’t there a certain priest who 
was blind in one eye in the neighborhood of Rabbi Yoḥanan, and he would lift his 
hands and recite the Priestly Benediction? The Gemara answers: That priest was a 
familiar figure in his town, and therefore he would not attract attention during the 
Priestly Benediction. This is also taught in a baraita: One who is blind in one eye may 
not lift his hands and recite the Priestly Benediction, but if he is a familiar figure in 
his town, he is permitted to do so. We learned in the mishnah that Rabbi Yehuda 
said: One whose hands are colored should not lift his hands to recite the Priestly 
Benediction. It was taught in a baraita: If most of the townspeople are engaged in 
this occupation, dyeing, he is permitted to recite the Priestly Benediction, as the 
congregation will not pay attention to his stained hands. 

This Talmud text is profound.  It is reminding us that the way to get comfortable with something or someone 
is via inclusion and normalization, not exclusion.  The more disabled people are part of their communities, 
the more those communities get comfortable with the person and with the disability. It is the responsibility 
of non-disabled Jews to overcome their discomfort, get to know the person, and build accessible 
communities where we can benefit from everyone’s wisdom.  

DISCUSS: 
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● According to this Talmudic text, what is the best way for the Jewish community to become 
comfortable with people with differences? 

● What are some ways to get to the point where people with disabilities, mental health conditions, 
etc. are “familiar in his town?”   

● What might such an inclusive community where sacred connections are the norm “look like?”  
Are there model communities which currently exist?



Conclusion:   
The Story of Building an Intentional, Sacred Community 

In the late 1960s, two Jewish special educators had an idea—they wanted to include people with disabilities 
in a typical Jewish overnight summer camp.  The idea was rejected by nearly every camp movement and 
director they approached.  In 1970, one Camp Ramah director said yes!  The Tikvah Program was started at 
Camp Ramah in Glen Spey, New York, soonafter relocated to Camp Ramah in New England, and now exists 
in all Ramah camps in the US and Canada.  

People with disabilities have been included in the Ramah camping movement for over 50 years.  Having 
Tikvah at camp is as natural as having Shabbat, swimming and camp fires at camp.  It is simply a part of 
camp.  It is “no big deal.”  People with disabilities play basketball, lead birkhat hamazone, go on camping 
trips, perform with nondisabled peers in plays and more.   

Every camper, staff member and member of the mishlachat (Israeli delegation) who has ever been to a 
Ramah camp has interacted meaningfully with people with disabilities. People with disabilities—both visible 
and invisible—are “familiar figures in this town.”  The Tikvah Program benefits people with disabilities. 
Perhaps more importantly, it benefits the entire camp community.   

May this model of a sacred, inclusive community become the norm in our synagogues and in all parts of the 
Jewish world. 
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By Adam Greenwald 

There are many ways to be part of a family. We are born into a family of origin. Some of us are adopted as 
infants or children into a family that becomes our own. Sometimes family connections are only discovered 
later in life. Families blend and grow through the joining together of lives in partnership. Close friends, with 
the passage of time, may become family by choice – every bit as meaningful to us as any family by blood. 

The Jewish People is a “mishpacha” – a family linked by sacred connections that goes back to the first Jewish 
couple, Abraham and Sarah, who followed God’s call to begin a journey. Some people are born into the 
family. Some people enter it later in life. Some people discover they have been members of the family all 
along but never knew it. This unit will explore some of our Tradition’s reflections of what it means to choose 
to join the Jewish family. 

“The Hebrew verb meaning to convert to Judaism is le’hit’gayer, which is the reflexive 
form of the root la’gur, which means “to live with.” This reflects the idea that when a 
person joins the Jewish family, they don’t suddenly become a new person or change 
their essential being; rather, they move in and join the family. Instead of calling such 
people “converts” we should call them “adopted Jews.” 

Avraham Infeld, A Passion for People: Lessons from a Life of a Jewish Educator 

QUESTIONS TO START: 

Part I:  
Biblical Stories 

The Jewish family begins with two people, late in their lives, who were most definitely not born Jewish: 
Abram and Sarai. Nevertheless, they choose to go on a journey and enter into a new relationship (“brit”) with 
God. They are the first Jews by Choice. 

Text 1: Genesis 12:1-3 

וַּיֹ֤אמֶר יְהֹוָה֙ אֶל־אַבְָר֔ם לְֶ־לְָ֛ מֵאְַרצְָ֥ ּומִּמֹֽולְַדּתְָ֖ ּומִּבֵ֣ית אָבִ֑יָ אֶל־הָאֶָ֖רץ אֲׁשֶ֥ר אְַראֶּֽךָ׃ וְאֶֽעֶׂשְָ֙ לְגֹ֣וי 
ּגָדֹ֔ול וַאֲבֶָ֣רכְָ֔ וַאֲגַּדְלָ֖ה ׁשְמֶָ֑ וֶהְיֵ֖ה ּבְָרכָֽה׃ וַאֲבְָֽרכָה֙ מְבְָ֣רכֶ֔יָ ּומְַקּלֶלְָ֖ אָאֹ֑ר וְנִבְְרכּ֣ו בְָ֔ ּכֹ֖ל מִׁשְּפְחֹ֥ת 

הָאֲָדמָֽה׃ 
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● For you, what makes a family? 
● What families are you part of? Which are by blood and which are by choice? 
● Where does the story of your membership in the Jewish family truly begin?



God said to Abram, “Go forth from your land, your birthplace, and from your father’s 
house to the land that I will show you. I will make of you a great nation, and I will 
bless you; I will make your name great, and you shall be a blessing. I will bless those 
who bless you and curse him that curses you; and all the families of the earth shall 
bless themselves by you.” 

ASK: 

Abram and Sarai may be the first Jews by Choice, but when we think about conversion in the Hebrew Bible, 
the figure we most often recall is Ruth. Ruth, and her sister-in-law, Orpah, were both Moabites. They were 
married to a pair of Jewish brothers who each died young. Their mother-in-law, Naomi, herself a widow, tells 
them to return to their people. Orpah goes back, but Ruth refuses. She insists that even without her 
husband, Naomi, and by extension the whole Jewish People, is her family. 

Text 2: Ruth 1:16-17 

וַּתֹ֤אמֶר רּות֙ אַל־ּתִפְּגְעִי־בִ֔י לְׇעזְבְֵ֖ לָׁשּ֣וב מֵאַחֲָר֑יְִ ּכִ֠י אֶל־אֲׁשֶ֨ר ּתֵלְכִ֜י אֵלְֵ֗ ּובַאֲׁשֶ֤ר ּתָלִ֙ינִי֙ אָלִ֔ין עַּמְֵ֣ 
עַּמִ֔י וֵאֹלהַ֖יְִ אֱֹלהָֽי׃ ּבַאֲׁשֶ֤ר ּתָמּ֙ותִי֙ אָמּ֔ות וְׁשָ֖ם אֶּקָבֵ֑ר 

Ruth said, “Do not urge me to leave you, to turn back and not follow you. For 
wherever you go, I will go; wherever you lodge, I will lodge; your people shall be my 
people, and your God my God. Where you die, I will die, and there I will be buried.” 

DISCUSS: 
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● What might Abram have been thinking at this moment? What might he have told Sarai? 
● Have you ever felt you needed to leave your family to discover something essential about 

yourself? 
● Abram and Sarai don’t join a new family; they create one. How have you created family in your 

life? 

● What might Ruth have been thinking in this moment? What might Naomi have thought? 
● What is it about these words that make them the most classic declaration of conversion? 
● When have you needed to insist on your place, even when it might have been easier to walk 

away?



Part II:  
Rabbinic Reflections 

The formal rituals of conversion to Judaism are of Rabbinic, rather than Biblical origins. Rather than simply 
declaring oneself part of the family, like Abram or Ruth, by the time of the Talmud one had to appear before 
a beit din (rabbinic court) and immerse in a mikveh (ritual pool), following a similar procedure to what 
converts do today. However, contrary to what many people have heard, the Talmud does not counsel 
sending people away or making things difficult for those who seek to convert. Instead, it plainly says that if 
one is prepared to answer a single, profound question, they ought to be accepted immediately. 

Text 3: Yevamot 47a 

ּתָנּו ַרּבָנַן ּגֵר ׁשֶּבָא לְהִתְּגַּיֵיר ּבִזְמַן הַּזֶה אֹומְִרים לֹו מָה ָראִיתָ ׁשֶּבָאתָ לְהִתְּגַּיֵיר אִי אַּתָה יֹוֵדעַ ׁשֶּיִׂשְָראֵל 
ּבִזְמַן הַּזֶה ּדְוּויִים ּדְחּופִים סְחּופִים ּומְטֹוָרפִין וְיִּסּוִרין ּבָאִין עֲלֵיהֶם אִם אֹומֵר יֹוֵדעַ אֲנִי וְאֵינִי ּכְַדאי 

מְַקּבְלִין אֹותֹו מִּיָד 

The Sages teach: With regard to a potential convert we say to them: “What did you 
see that motivated you to come to convert? Don’t you know that the Jewish people at 
the present time are anguished, suppressed, despised, and harassed, and hardships 
are frequently visited upon us?” If they say: “I know, and yet I would be honored/I am 
not worthy (ani yodei’ah v’eini k’dai)”, then the court accepts them immediately.  

ASK: 

Several familiar sources state that the souls of all those who were one day destined to become Jewish were 
already at Mount Sinai. However, the following unusual source from an early collection of rabbinic 
midrashim (sermons) derives great meaning from the idea that converts souls were not at Sinai, but they 
chose to become Jewish anyway! 

Text 4: Midrash Tanchuma, Lech Lecha 6:2-3 

אָמַר לָהֶם ַרּבִי ׁשִמְעֹון ּבֶן לִָקיׁש: חָבִיב הַּגֵר לִפְנֵי הַּקָדֹוׁש ּבָרּוְ הּוא מִן אֹותָן אֻכְלֹוסִין ׁשֶעָמְדּו עַל הַר 
סִינָי. לָּמָה? ׁשֶּכָל אֹותָן אֻכְלֹוסִין אִּלּולֵי ׁשֶָראּו הַּקֹולֹות וְהַּלַּפִיִדים ּובְָרִקים וְהֶהִָרים רֹועֲׁשִים וְקֹול 
ׁשֹופָרֹות, ֹלא ִקּבְלּו עֲלֵיהֶם מַלְכּות ׁשָמַיִם. וְזֶה ֹלא ָראָה אַחַד מִּכֻּלָם ּובָא ּומַׁשְלִים עַצְמֹו לְהַּקָדֹוׁש 

ּבָרּוְ הּוא וְִקּבֵל עָלָיו עֹל מַלְכּות ׁשָמַיִם, יֵׁש חָבִיב מִּזֶה. 
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● Why do you think this is the essential question that the Rabbis say a convert must answer? 
● How do you interpret the phrase “ani yodei’ah v’eini k’dai”? Why are those the “magic words?” 
● Over the centuries, rabbinic authorities have made it harder to convert, not easier. What might 

have motivated that trend? Is it still the right response in the modern world?



Rabbi Simeon the son of Lakish declared: Converts are even more precious in the 
sight of the Holy One, blessed be God, than those [born Jews] who stood at the foot 
of Sinai. Why is this so? If those who stood at the foot of Mount Sinai had not 
experienced the thunder, the flames, the lightning, the shaking of the mountain, and 
the sound of the shofar, they would not have accepted the Torah. The convert, 
however, witnessed none of these things and yet accepts the Torah anyway… 

CONSIDER: 

In the Middle Ages, Rambam (Rabbi Moses Maimonides, 1135-1204) was asked by a convert to Judaism 
named Ovadia, whether he could say particular phrases in the siddur (prayerbook) that reference the 
Patriarchs and Matriarchs. Rambam replies with the following letter, reflecting not only on the specific 
question, but offering a philosophical take on conversion in general. 

Text 5: Letter to Ovadia, Rambam 

Whoever adopts Judaism and confesses the unity of the Divine Name, as it is 
prescribed in the Torah, is counted among the disciples of Abraham our Father.  
Therefore you shall pray, “Our God” and “God of our fathers,” because Abraham is 
your father. And you shall pray, “You who have taken for his own our fathers,” for the 
land has been given to Abraham, as it is said, “Arise, walk through the land in the 
length of it and in the breadth of it; for I will give to you” (Genesis 13:17). 

There is no difference whatsoever between you and us. You shall certainly say the 
blessing, “Who has chosen us,” “Who has given us,” “Who have taken us for Your 
own” and “Who has separated us”: for the Creator, may God be extolled, has indeed 
chosen you and separated you from the nations and given you the Torah. For the 
Torah has been given to us and to the converts, as it is said, “One ordinance shall be 
both for you of the congregation, and also for the stranger that sojourns with you, an 
ordinance forever in your generations; as you are, so shall the stranger be before the 
Lord” (Numbers 15:15). 

Do not consider your origin as inferior. While we are the descendants of Abraham, 
Isaac, and Jacob, you derive from Him through whose word the world was created. 
As is said by Isaiah: “One shall say, I am the Lord’s, and another shall call himself by 
the name of Jacob” (Isaiah 44:5). 
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● What is the distinction that Rabbi Simeon is drawing between born Jews and converts? 
● Can you think of a parallel example in which someone is seen as particularly praiseworthy for 

coming to something on their own rather than being born into it? 
● Do you agree with Rabbi Simeon’s position? Why or why not?



ASK: 

Part III:  
Contemporary Voices 

Rabbi David Hartman (1931-2013) was one of the most significant Modern Orthodox philosophers of the 
past century. In his final book, The God Who Hates Lies, he addresses what he sees as the 
counterproductive barriers that many of his colleagues, and the Israeli government, put up to keep out 
those who seek to convert. 

Text 6: The God Who Hates Lies, Rabbi David Hartman 

For Maimonides, the constitutive principle of Jewish identity is not biology but 
covenantal behavior...Maimonides holds the covenantal principle as a transforming 
framework for the barriers of ethnicity and family experience. Being called upon to 
live a certain way of life breaks through all ethnic border, forging a connection with 
the Jewish forefather Abraham that is, he suggest, far more significant than any 
notion of “holy seed.” The only meaningful standard for becoming “disciples of 
Abraham” is the adoption of a Jewish lifestyle and confession of divine unity...He 
wanted to advance the claim that the transforming feature of Jewish identity is not 
lineage but faith commitment and the acceptance of divine unity and a particular 
way of life. Abraham is not the father of the world via the transmission of his holy 
seed, but rather via his worldview, his commitment to the monotheistic principle. He 
transmits sanctity not through sperm but through a disciplined faith posture. The 
significance of the biological is severely circumscribed; the organizing framework of 
identity is the covenantal relationship, period. 

CONSIDER: 
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● Ovadia wrote to Rambam with a question about prayer, but what do think he was really asking? 
● Going back to the idea of Judaism as a family, what is Rambam saying about a convert’s place in 

the Jewish family? 
● Do you have any experience in your life with joining a new family/community? What feelings or 

concerns did it bring up? How did you address them?

● What is Rabbi Hartman saying about what Judaism is and what it isn’t? 
● Do you agree that “covenantal behavior” and “faith commitment” ought to define Judaism more 

than heritage or biology? 
● If one takes Rabbi Hartman’s position seriously, what elements in Jewish life might need to be re-

thought or done differently?



So far, we have heard voices of leaders within the Jewish community talking about conversion. At the close 
of this learning, we turn to the voices of individuals who converted themselves. The first text is written in 
poetry and speaks to the experience of someone who started their journey to Judaism through a 
relationship with a Jewish person. The second text is written in prose, and comes from a person who came 
to Judaism through engaging with a nearly-lost piece of their family history. 

Text 7: A Hearing Heart, Anonymous 

I began this journey because I loved one Jew, 
I sometimes imagine that, at least at first, 
Our ancestor Sarah might have done the same, 
Following her man from Haran to Canaan 
Through all the hardships and terrors of ancient travel 
Because she loved him no matter what his ideas or voices 
Or perhaps precisely because of his ideas and voices. 
Now that is no longer good enough for me. 
Now I love not only the man I chose to marry 
But also the Jewish People, my People 
Where they go, I will go, 
And if that means estrangement and exile, 
I choose to be the stranger. 

Text 8: Choosing Judaism: 36 Stories, Diana Phillips 

I had always felt a tugging curiosity about Judaism, but I never knew why until I 
discovered my grandfather’s secret Jewish roots. The fact that we were once Jewish 
wasn’t something we talked about in my family. I learned about my Jewish heritage 
from a cousin, secondhand, when I was ten. ‘You know our last name wasn’t always 
Phillips,’ he said. 

In the Spring of 1942, weeks after the death of his own father, my then 20-year-old 
grandfather changed the family name and never looked back. His father had been 
abusive, and he refused to speak about him. I was close to my Poppy Sam, who I 
knew as a sweet old man who laughed at his own jokes, blessed strangers, and had a 
smile for everyone he met… My grandfather had created a new identity for himself, 
but also for me. I often wondered, what if I had inherited his former name and been 
perceived as a member of the tribe from birth… 

I was not thinking about conversion when I enrolled in the Intro to Judaism Program 
at American Jewish University in Los Angeles, but by the end of the first session it 
was clear that I was on the path to becoming a Jew by choice.  

Choosing a Hebrew name was particularly exciting for me. My sponsoring rabbi 
asked if there was anyone I wanted to honor. This would be a good time to do that, 
he said to me. For Jews, the tradition of naming is a sacred act – a chance to honor 
loved ones and ensure that future generations carry not only our ancestors’ names 
but also their stories. My voice cracked as I failed to hold back tears remembering my 
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Poppy Sam. There were several strong “s” names to chose from, but Shira, which 
means song, resonated most. I realized I had always felt Jewish, I just didn’t know 
that was the word for it. Sitting befor the beit din and immersing three times in the 
mikveh did not feel like a conversion, but an affirmation of my Jewishness – officially 
reclaiming my heritage. 

DISCUSS: 

Final Thoughts 

The place of those who were not born Jewish in the extended Jewish family is one of the most significant 
questions both for today and for defining the Jewish future. Within our community, there are still far too 
many who treat newcomers with distrust and even disdain. Our communal thriving depends on tapping into 
our Tradition’s wisdom on how to welcome those who come to “dwell with us” with kavod (dignity) and 
p’tichat lev (open-heartedness). 

REFLECT: 
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● Both women write about the ways their motivations evolved over their journey to Judaism. How 
do you understand their motivations?   

● If you could sit down with either of these authors, what would you like to ask them?  
● From your own experience and empathic imagination, make a list of some of the reasons that 

might draw a person to convert to Judaism. Make a list of the possible barriers that someone 
might encounter on that journey.  

● What could we do individually and collectively to make the Jewish community a more welcoming 
place to those who seek to join our family?

● As a result of this learning, one insight I am adding to my understanding about this topic is… 
● One thing I’d like to share from my own experience with this topic in order to expand this 

conversation is… 
● One question that I am left with from this learning is…  
● One step I’d like to take to continue to continue to educate myself on this topic is…


