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CURRICULUM RATIONALE 
 

In existence itself there is a dimension of depth, of the “transcendent,” which is the meaningful 
element of reality.  How is it possible to portray or imagine the aspects of that hidden realm?  
How can one conceptualize these aspects in order to meditate upon them?  How can they be 
expressed so that they can be shared with others?  Only through the medium of symbols – 
objects, terms, stories, texts, or behaviors, whose only purpose is to point to a reality beyond 
them.  Amorphous conceptions of the transcendent realm can be defined only through symbols; 
and only through them is it possible to develop our awareness of that transcendent realm, to 
meditate upon it, to communicate it with another, and to awaken it in his heart.  Symbols of the 
transcendent realm are not only able to intimate and to represent, but also to move to action.  The 
symbols incorporate passion, and through them it is possible as well to arouse passion. 
       - Moshe Greenberg1

 
 Greenberg wrote these words in reference to Jewish texts.  In his vision of 

Jewish education he advocates for a focus on Jewish texts, believing that these 

texts are authentic Jewish symbols pointing to the deeper meanings of Judaism.  

His words also apply to the world of Jewish ritual objects and symbols.  While we 

call ourselves “the People of the Book,” our practice encompasses much beyond 

the written word.  Our Jewish life and practice are continually deepened by the 

richness and depth of the Jewish objects and symbols that form the fabric of our 

environment.  This curriculum guide invites us to explore the multi-dimensional 

character of familiar ritual objects and symbols; to delve into the history and 

symbolism of our religious environment; and to deepen our religious life through 

an enhanced interaction with these objects and symbols. 

Generations of Jews, across time and space, have felt or feel a 

connection to their Judaism and to the Jewish community through their 

encounters with Jewish ritual objects and symbols.  When a Jew holds a pair of 

silver candlesticks, meets someone wearing a Star of David, or sees an old 

                                                 
1 Moshe Greenberg, “We Were as Those Who Dream: An Agenda for an Ideal Jewish Education.”  Visions 
of Jewish Education.  Ed. Seymour Fox, Israel Scheffler, and Daniel Marom.  Cambridge: Cambridge 
University, 2003.  Page 135. 
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menorah in an antique shop, there is an immediate reaction and sense of 

familiarity.  This curriculum groups together Jewish ritual objects and Jewish 

symbols because items in both categories hold rich histories, bear multitudes of 

meanings, and elicit emotional reactions.  In addition, when we examine how 

individuals interact with and perceive ritual objects and symbols, we find that the 

line between object and symbol blurs.  While ritual objects have specific uses in 

Jewish ritual life, they may also carry weight as recognizable symbols of Jewish 

life.  For example, a menorah is used at Chanukah, but its presence on a shelf all 

year long carries meaning.  Similarly, Jewish symbols, such as a Star of David, 

may not have specific, assigned roles in ritual life, but are ever-present markers 

of Jewish life.   

 This curriculum is designed to be used with an adult education class in a 

synagogue setting.  (This material is relevant to Jewish adults in multiple 

settings, and can be adapted for use in advanced high school programs, Jewish 

college organizations, or adult components of family education programs.)  Our 

synagogue adult education classes are full of individuals seeking a deeper 

understanding of their Judaism.  For many adults these classes are their first 

introduction to the rich interpretive tradition of Jewish texts.  Many relish the 

textual subtleties and the layers of meaning.  We also see many adults finding 

meaning in life cycle ceremonies and new rituals.  For example, adult b’nai 

mitzvah classes and Rosh Chodesh groups continue to draw in adult learners. 

Adult learners are not only seeking deeper understanding of our textual 

tradition, but are also longing for a greater understanding of their ritual practice 
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and their ritual surroundings.  Ritual objects and symbols offer us a largely 

untapped subject for study.  Adults entering this curriculum may know how to use 

a ritual object, or be able to express a reason that they find meaning in a certain 

ritual object or symbol.  But why should we relegate ritual objects merely to their 

usage, or limit their meaning?  Like the Jewish texts that captivate learners, ritual 

objects and symbols hold within themselves centuries of Jewish thought, layers 

of evolution to unpack, and myriads of meanings with which to wrestle.  And like 

religious ceremonies such as adult b’nai mitzvah or Rosh Chodesh, the use of 

ritual objects can offer moments of deep spiritual and communal connection.  

Over the last few decades much of the Jewish community has embraced new 

ritual objects, such as Miriam’s Cup.  When incorporating these objects into our 

practice, we share their meanings and their histories.  This curriculum strives to 

do that with objects that are already part of our ritual lives. 

 Jewish history provides us with an abundance of material to approach our 

study of ritual objects and symbols.  In order to organize our study, this 

curriculum presents learners with four lenses: 

1) Historical and Textual Origins 

2) Symbolic Significance and Usage over Time 

3) Current Understandings 

4) Personal Response.   

Teachers and learners will use all four lenses to examine five focus objects and 

symbols: mezuzah, menorah, Magen David, tallit, and sefer Torah.  These 

objects and symbols were chosen because they are familiar to most learners, 
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and because each one presents learners with different challenges.  The 

mezuzah will act as an introductory object, helping students develop skills 

associated with each of the four lenses.  Each of the remaining objects will 

provide an opportunity to use all four lenses, while highlighting one lens in 

particular.  

Our examination will also rely on the following enduring understandings: 

1)  Jewish ritual objects and symbols, like texts, can serve as primary evidence of 

Jewish beliefs, and through an examination of these objects and symbols we can 

explore and develop our own beliefs and values. 

2)  Over time and space Jews have transformed and transvalued symbols to 

reflect their particular beliefs, and we can enhance our understanding of the 

Jewish objects and symbols we encounter today by examining the varied 

meanings they held in the past. 

3)  We often relate to Jewish symbols in a way that surpasses a mere recognition 

of what the symbols represent, and the perceived power of these symbols may 

prompt us to respond with intense emotions and actions. 

4)  A symbol has value because of its ability to bring together multiple ideas and 

emotions, and therefore we can expand our personal understanding of a symbol 

by exploring the symbol’s meaning and value within a larger Jewish context. 

 These enduring understandings relate the centrality of ritual objects and 

symbols in our Jewish lives.  Ritual objects both communicate and shape our 

values and beliefs, and thus an in depth study of them challenges us not only to 

articulate our own beliefs, but also to be open to augmenting our beliefs as we 
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uncover layers of meaning.  A learner may enter the class with a single strong 

association to an object.  Our goal is not to remove that association, but to add to 

it: to enable that same learner to conclude the class possessing a multi-

dimensional connection to that original object.  The heart of this curriculum is the 

Jewish religious practice of each individual who undertakes this study.  The units 

ask us to step back from ritual objects with which we have interacted for years, 

and to challenge ourselves to suffuse that object with sacred meaning.   
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ENDURING UNDERSTANDINGS 
 
Jewish ritual objects and symbols, like texts, can serve as primary evidence of 

Jewish beliefs, and through an examination of these objects and symbols we 
can explore and develop our own beliefs and values. 

 
Over time and space Jews have transformed and transvalued symbols to reflect 

their particular beliefs, and we can enhance our understanding of the Jewish 
objects and symbols we encounter today by examining the varied meanings 
they held in the past. 

 
We often relate to Jewish symbols in a way that surpasses a mere recognition of 

what the symbols represent, and the perceived power of these symbols may 
prompt us to respond with intense emotions and actions. 

 
A symbol has value because of its ability to bring together multiple ideas and 

emotions, and therefore we can expand our personal understanding of a 
symbol by exploring the symbol’s meaning and value within a larger Jewish 
context. 

 
CURRICULUM GOALS 

 
This course is designed to… 
 
1.  Demonstrate to Jewish adults how ritual objects and symbols can be a means 
for examining their own Jewish beliefs and values. 
 
2.  Deepen Jewish adults’ understanding of ritual objects and symbols through 
the use of four different lenses in order to… 

A. Show students how to trace the textual origins of ritual objects and 
symbols. (Historical and Textual Origins) 

B. Illustrate how both historic and geographic context can alter the meanings 
Jews place on ritual objects and symbols. (Symbolic Significance and 
Usage over Time) 

C. Enable students to see how a single ritual object or symbol can possess a 
multiplicity of meanings today. (Current Understandings) 

D. Challenge students to examine their own relationships with, and reactions 
to, ritual objects and symbols.  (Personal Response) 

 
3.  Help students enrich their experience of Jewish ritual by integrating their 
multi-dimensional understandings of ritual objects and symbols into their practice. 
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UNIT OUTLINE 
 
1.  INTRODUCTION 

A. Definitions   
B. Significance 
C. The Mezuzah through the Four Lenses 

a. Historical and Textual Origins 
b. Symbolic Significance and Usage Over Time 
c. Current Understandings  
d. Personal Response 

 
2.  TALLIT 

A.  Historical and Textual Origins 
B. Symbolic Significance and Usage Over Time 
C. Current Understandings  
D. Personal Response 

 
3.  MAGEN DAVID 

A. Personal Response 
B. Historical and Textual Origins 
C. Symbolic Significance and Usage Over Time 
D. Current Understandings 

 
4.  MENORAH 

A. Historical and Textual Origins 
B. Symbolic Significance and Usage Over Time 
C. Current Understandings  
D. Personal Response 

 
5.  SEFER TORAH 

A. Historical and Textual Origins 
B. Symbolic Significance and Usage Over Time 
C. Current Understandings  
D. Personal Response 

 
6.  SYNTHESIS 
 
 
* Focus Lens in bold.  See page 9 for further explanation. 
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NOTE TO THE TEACHER 
 
Dear Colleague, 
 Welcome!  You have chosen to begin an exciting journey.  I believe this 
curriculum offers a rich opportunity for learning and connection for you as well as 
for your students.  The following pages are your guide, offering you a framework, 
activity suggestions, and resources.  Use this guide to shape the class you would 
like to teach, and your community is open to learning.  The following two pages 
are filled with tips and definitions to help you use this guide to its fullest.  Enjoy. 
 
      - Beth Nichols 
CURRICULUM APPLICATIONS 

The primary application that I imagine for this guide is a semester long 
adult education class.  I encourage you, however, to adapt the materials provided 
to best serve your needs.  You may choose to excerpt a single unit in order to 
incorporate an object into a related curriculum.  For example, you could use the 
tallit material in an adult b’nai mitzvah class.  With some modifications you could 
also adapt this material for a high school or college audience. 

 
FOCUS LENS 
  As you explore the curriculum you will find that each of the center units 
has a focus lens.  The guide is written so that by the end of the course, you have 
highlighted each of the four interpretative lenses once.  In order to emphasize the 
focus lens you may choose to give it a larger proportion of the time set aside for 
the unit.   
 
PLANNING A UNIT 
  It would take significantly longer than a semester to complete all of the 
suggested activities.  When planning your class, pick and choose the activities 
that meet the needs of your students.  A good rule to follow is to plan according 
to the four lenses, making sure to cover each lens with each object. 
 
MODES OF TEACHING 
  I have sought to include a variety of teaching methods in the suggested 
activities.  These suggestions are flexible: adapt the instructions to fit with your 
style of teaching.  Many activities include short writing exercises.  Before starting 
your class, you may want to consider how to create a comfortable learning 
community where students feel comfortable writing and sharing.  Establishing a 
culture of writing and sharing encourages students to be active participants in 
their learning.     
 
QUESTIONING SEQUENCES 
  In most activities I have written focus or guiding questions.  These lists 
provide you with a jumping off point.  Use them to start a discussion or guide 
students in independent work.  At the same time, add your own questions and let 
the input of the students steer the discussion in new directions.   
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UNIT LAYOUT 
 
NOTES TO THE TEACHER: 
  Each unit begins with a note to the teacher introducing the subject matter 
and the rationale for the unit. 
 
UNIT GOALS: 
 These are the goals specific to this unit of the curriculum.  These are often 
particularized versions of the curriculum goals.  Come back to these goals as you 
choose activities.  
 
ESSENTIAL UNIT QUESTIONS: 

These three or four questions are the overarching questions the class’ 
learning should seek to unravel.  You may choose to share these questions with 
your students, or use them as reference in your planning and teaching. 

 
OBJECTIVES: 
  Objectives are observable behaviors that your students should be able to 
demonstrate by the end of the unit.  As you choose activities, go back to the 
objectives to check if you are choosing a wide enough variety of activities to 
enable students to reach the objectives. 
 
UNIT DETAILS: 
  A suggested length of the unit is included to help you in your planning.  In 
addition, a suggested order provides you with a possible order for the four 
lenses. 
 
FOCUS LENS: 
  The four center units include a paragraph explaining why the focus lens 
was chosen for each object.  The focus lens is also written in bold type.   
 
MEMORABLE MOMENT: 
  The four center units include one or two memorable moments: activities 
that I feel will add an extra level of interest to the students’ learning.  These 
activities often include guests or extra preparation.  The memorable moments are 
also included under the appropriate lens. 
 
SUGGESTED ACTIVITIES: 
 These activities are arranged according to the unit headings, or the four 
interpretative lenses.  Each activity includes a brief background section, which 
provides the key content piece of the activity or explains the reason for including 
the activity.  The activity then includes a detailed list of instructions, including 
suggested discussion questions.  Finally, many activities include helpful notes to 
the instructor. 
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UNIT BIBLIOGRAPHY: 
  These short annotated bibliographies provide the instructor with additional 
resources to consult for background information and activity enhancement.  A 
complete bibliography is included at the end.  In addition, each resource section 
begins with the Encyclopaedia Judaica article on the unit ritual object.   
 
RESOURCES: 
 Following each unit are resources and activity components, labeled 
according to the suggested activity number.  When a textual resource is included 
you may choose to use the excerpt provided, or you may choose to have 
students look up the reference in the full text. 
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UNIT 1:  INTRODUCTION 
 
NOTE TO THE TEACHER: 
This unit serves two distinct purposes:  First, to help students connect to the 
content of the curriculum by defining ritual object and symbol.  Second, to 
introduce students to the four lenses that they will use to consider each object in 
the curriculum.  This unit teaches the methodology of the four lenses using the 
mezuzah as a sample ritual object.  Students will not learn about the mezuzah to 
the same depth as the objects studied in subsequent units, but will learn some 
material about the mezuzah while simultaneously learning research skills.   
 
UNIT GOALS: 
This unit is designed to… 
1.  Help students construct a working definition of religious symbol and ritual 
object.   
 
2.  Demonstrate to students that people possess multi-dimensional 
understandings of ritual objects and symbols. 
 
3.  Expose students to the rich history of the mezuzah in order to demonstrate 
the use of the following four lenses:  Historical and Textual Origins, Symbolic 
Significance and Usage over Time, Current Understandings, and Personal 
Response. 
 
ESSENTIAL UNIT QUESTIONS: 

1. What qualities define a religious symbol and a ritual object? 
2. What characteristics of symbols or ritual objects cause them to become 

significant to individuals? 
3. What tools can we use to examine Jewish symbols and ritual objects?   

 
OBJECTIVES: 
At the end of the unit students will be able to… 
Present a working definition of religious symbol and ritual object. 
List reasons why a religious symbol or ritual object might be significant to an 
individual.  
Explain why a certain religious object is significant to them.   
Define the four lenses with which the class can examine ritual objects and 
symbols. 
Share new information they have learned about the mezuzah. 
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UNIT DETAILS: 
Suggested Length of Unit: 2-3 sessions 
Suggested Order of Unit: 

A. Definitions   
B. Significance 
C. Four Lenses through the Mezuzah 

a. Historical and Textual Origins 
b. Symbolic Significance and Usage Over Time 
c. Current Understandings  
d. Personal Response 

 
SUGGESTED ACTIVITIES: 
 
Definitions: 
1.  Building a Definition From Exemplars 
  Background:  

Before studying specific examples of religious symbols and ritual 
objects, it is important for the group to have a unified understanding 
of terms. 

  Instructions: 
1. Divide the class into three or four groups and give each group a 

ritual object.  The ritual objects should be familiar. 
Possible Objects: 
Kiddush Cup, Challah board, Havdalah Candle, Seder Plate, 
etc. 

2. Each group must answer the following questions about its 
object: 

• What qualities make this object a ritual object or religious 
symbol? 

3. Have each group write their answers on a large piece of 
newsprint and mount it next to the board.  

4. Ask students to point out commonalities among the qualities. 
5. From the commonalities, create beginning definitions of ritual 

object and religious symbol.   
Questions to ask while writing definitions: 

• What might be the differences between a ritual object 
and a religious symbol? 

• In what ways are ritual objects and religious symbols 
similar? 

• It is possible for something to fit both definitions? 
  Notes:  

The next activity brings in scholarly definitions, so try not to steer 
students in a specific direction.  Allow students to construct their 
own meanings.  
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2.  Comparative Definitions   
  Background:  

Scholars of religion, archaeology, art history, and other disciplines, 
have sought to define symbol.  This activity seeks to bring these 
ideas together with those of the students. 

  Instructions: 
1. Write the definition of symbol (not ritual object) that students 

developed during the previous activity on the board. (If you 
chose not to do that activity you might ask students to 
brainstorm what a symbol is.) 

2. Pass out copies of a collection of scholarly definitions.  These 
definitions include writings by Goodenough, Hoffman, and 
Meyers.  You may decide to include additional definitions. 

3. As a class read through each definition. 
Guiding Questions: 

• How does this author define symbol? 
• What is the most salient feature of this definition? 
• What, if anything, do we want to incorporate from this 

quotation into our class definition?  Why? 
4. As the group defines what ideas they want to add to the class 

definition, write them around the definition on the board. 
5. At the end, ask for ways to reword the board definition to include 

the new ideas. 
6. Return to the definition of ritual object from the last activity and 

see if the group would like to change it in anyway based on the 
symbol discussion. 

7. After class make copies of these definitions for each student 
and post them in the classroom.  

  Notes:  
Try not to get stuck on the small details of individual definitions.  
This activity is intended to start students’ thinking rather than limit 
ideas.  If students get stuck on step five, ask a student to volunteer 
to work on the language before the next class meeting. 

 
Significance: 
3.  Personal Religious Objects 
  Background:  

Most Jewish adults have at least one Jewish ritual object to which 
they have a strong attachment:  Perhaps because of its place in 
their family, its meaning, or its appearance.  This activity allows 
students to enter into the curriculum through the familiar, and 
through the personal. 

  Instructions: 
1. The week before this activity, ask students to bring in any 

Jewish ritual object that is important to them, and that they feel 
comfortable sharing with the class. 
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2. Ask each student to share the story of his or her object.  As you 
listen, note on the board phrases the person uses to describe 
his or her attachment to the object. 
Possible phrases: 

• My grandfather gave it to me. 
• I got it for my Bat Mitzvah. 
• I think it is beautiful. 
• I love the meanings behind this object. 
• I use this on my favorite holiday. 

3. After everyone has shared, ask the class to see if they can 
group the phrases you have written on the board into 
categories. 
Possible Categories 

• Family Heirloom 
• Ritual Meaning 
• Beauty 
• Important Use 

4. Conclude the activity by pointing out that each member of the 
class has different ties to their objects, and that it is possible to 
have ties to the same object that bridge multiple categories.  
One goal of this curriculum is for members of the class to enrich 
the number of ways they find meaning and connection to ritual 
objects. 

  Notes:  
You may have students who are not Jewish, or who do not have a 
ritual object to bring.  Invite them to listen to the stories of other 
students, or describe a ritual object they think is important or would 
like to learn more about. 
This activity could be used as a set-induction to the four lenses 
because the ties that different people feel to their objects may fall 
into one of the four lenses. 
See the corresponding activity in Unit 6.   

 
4.  Rational vs. Non-Rational 
  Background:  

Millennia of Jewish tradition have given us hosts of rational reasons 
for performing rituals and using certain ritual objects and symbols.  
On some level, though, we also perform these rituals for non-
rational reasons. 

  Instructions: 
1. Pass out excerpts from Barry Holtz’s chapter, “Holy Living,” in 

Finding Our Way.  Holtz uses the example of a lulav and etrog 
to discuss reasons we perform mitzvot. 

2. Give students time to read the pages and then lead a 
discussion. 
Discussion Questions: 
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• Why does Holtz say that doing a mitzvah solely because 
“they were done before me” is insufficient? 

• Why does Holtz use the lulav and etrog as an example?  
Can you think of similar ritual objects? 

• What are some of the meanings the rabbis applied to the 
lulav and etrog? 

• Why does Holtz feel they needed these additional 
explanations? 

• How does Holtz describe the connection between the 
reasons for mitzvot and the performance of mitzvot? 

• What gets added to the “reasons” during the performance 
of the mitzvot? 

• Can you think of examples of rituals that you perform 
where either the rational or the non-rational is more 
present? 

  Notes: 
This activity is a good follow-up to the previous activity because it 
adds a technical framework to students’ personal sharing.

 
The Mezuzah through the Four Lenses: 
Notes:  The following activities examine the mezuzah using the four lenses of the 
curriculum.  In addition to completing an activity for each lens, it will also be 
important to clearly identify the lens.  By the end of the unit it should be 
transparent to students how you will together study each future object.   
 
Lens:  Historical and Textual Origins 
5.  On the Doorposts of Your House 
  Background:   

The text of the Shema, from Deuteronomy 6, commands us to 
“inscribe [these words] on the doorposts of your house and on your 
gates.” 

  Instructions: 
1. Pass out the text of the Shema that is included in a Mezuzah.  

(Deuteronomy 6:4-9 and 11:13-21) 
2. Divide the class into pairs. 

Discussion Questions: 
• What is the opening statement of this text? 
• List the responsibilities a person has concerning these 

instructions.  
• What would you say are the main messages of this text? 

3. As a group, go through the list of responsibilities, discussing 
how people can fulfill each. 

4. Return to the idea of the mezuzah fulfilling the command to 
“inscribe them on the doorposts of your house. 
Focus Questions: 
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• What effect does placing these words on our doorposts 
have on us, and on others? 

• If the words are not visible, why do you think we should 
bother putting a mezuzah up? 

 
Lens: Symbolic Significance and Usage Over Time 
6.  Evolution through History and Across Geography 
  Background:  

Deuteronomy tells us to inscribe words on our doorposts.  What 
does that mean?  Mezuzot have taken many forms throughout 
Jewish history.  This activity will also serve as a mini Jewish history 
lesson. 

  Instructions: 
1. Post the photo collection of mezuzot around the room.  Each 

picture should have a number. 
2. Pass out the Jewish history timeline and world map. 
3. Ask students to suggest criteria that will help them determine a 

mezuzah’s age or place of origin.  (decoration, material, detail, 
etc) 

4. Have students walk around looking at the pictures.  They should 
do their best to place each mezuzah on the timeline and map by 
writing the number of the picture on the timeline and map. 

5. Review the answers with the class. 
Follow-up Discussion: 

• What factors in history influence a group’s ritual objects? 
(Make sure to discuss geography, social status, influence 
of dominant culture, etc.) 

  Notes:  
The purpose of the timeline and map is to orient students to Jewish 
history so that you can reference time periods in later lessons 
without needing to provide extensive explanations. 
It was difficult to find pictures of early mezuzot.  This activity will be 
enhanced if you add to the collection of images provided. 

 
7.  Amulet 
  Background:  

There is extensive evidence that since the rabbinic period people 
have regarded mezuzot as possessing protective powers.  In the 
Middle Ages these beliefs expanded to the point where people 
added text and symbols to mezuzah scrolls to enhance their 
efficacy as protective amulets. 

  Instructions: 
1. Ask the class to brainstorm cultural examples of superstitious 

behaviors that people do in order to protect themselves from a 
perceived harm. 



Unit 1: Introduction, 18 

2. Explain that many Jews throughout history have perceived the 
mezuzah as having protective power.  Invite students to share 
initial responses to this idea. 

3. Pass out copies of quotations excerpted from Trachtenberg’s 
chapter on Amulets, photocopies of the magical scrolls detailed 
in Trachtenberg, and Maimonides’ ruling against altered 
mezuzah texts. 

4. Divide students into groups to study the texts.  Ask each group 
to come up with a correspondence between two people living in 
the Middle Ages who disagree about the magical powers of the 
mezuzah.   
The first letter should be from a person who uses amulets.  The 
second should be from a rabbinic authority who condemns the 
use of amulets.   

5. Have each group present their correspondence to the group.  
  Notes:  

The instructor should read Trachtenberg’s entire section on 
mezuzot before teaching this activity. 

 
Lens: Current Understandings 
8.  Mezuzahs for your… 
  Background:  

Thousands of Judaica shops across the world sell mezuzot to wear, 
and mezuzot to put in your car.  Are these mezuzot in alignment 
with the Torah commandment? 

  Instructions: 
1. Pass around a car mezuzah and a mezuzah pendant.  (The 

Curriculum Resources includes a page with internet 
advertisements for car mezuzot.) 

2. Ask students to respond in writing to the following questions: 
• Why might someone choose to wear a mezuzah 

necklace? 
• Why might someone choose to put a car mezuzah in his 

or her car? 
• Do you believe that these are appropriate adaptations of 

the commandments to write these words on the 
doorposts of our houses? 

• Do you see the pendant and car mezuzah as similar in 
nature or different?  Why? 

3.  Moderate a discussion as students share their opinions. 
  Notes:  

It is important to note that most car mezuzot include the Traveler’s 
Prayer rather than the Shma. 
Keep in mind that members of the class may possess either type of 
mezuzah.   
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Lens: Personal Response 
9.  Personal Testimonies 
  Background:  

Jews from different backgrounds and generations have different 
reactions to seeing mezuzot on the door. 

  Instructions: 
1. Invite a diverse group of congregants to record on tape their 

feelings about seeing a mezuzah on their door, and why they 
choose to put up, or not put up, a mezuzah. 

2. Play the tape for the class. 
3. Ask students to complete a five-minute free-write on their 

reactions to the testimonies and what their own answers are. 
4. Invite students who feel comfortable to share their writing. 

  Notes:  
This activity requires a variety of testimonies.  Make sure you have 
a diverse group of recordings before scheduling this activity. 
You may choose to have students share their reflections out loud 
rather than asking them to write first. 

 
10.  Hanukat Bayit 
  Background:  

Our liturgy includes a ceremony for putting up a mezuzah and 
dedicating a new Jewish home. 

  Instructions: 
1. Copy the home dedication liturgy that your congregation uses. 
2. Study the liturgy in class, examining each piece to see how it fits 

into the class’ understanding of the mezuzah, and the intent of 
the ceremony. 
Focus Questions: 

• Who is involved in this ceremony? 
• What types of physical elements are incorporated into the 

ceremony? 
• According to this particular liturgy, what message does 

the presence of a mezuzah seem to convey? 
3. Hold, or attend, a Hanukat Bayit service together. 

Ideas for Ceremonies: 
• Ask the synagogue staff if there is a room in the 

synagogue that needs a mezuzah.  Invite lay leadership 
to a service officiated by members of the class. 

• Ask if a member of the class needs a mezuzah put up 
and would be willing to host the class for an evening. 
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Holtz, Barry W.  Finding Our Way.  New York: Schocken Books, 1990. 

The second chapter of Holtz’s book, “Holy Living,” is a provocative piece 
on the challenge of creating a holy life in the modern world.  Students will 
read the specific component on ritual objects, but I believe the entire 
chapter presents the instructor with a way of looking at Jewish practice.   

 
Trachtenberg, Joshua.  Jewish Magic and Superstition.  Cleveland: World 

Publishing, 1961. 
Today, we often conceive of amulets as part of the distant past, or as part 
of other, more “primitive” religions.  Trachtenberg’s chapter entitled 
“Amulets” brings us into the Jewish world of superstition.   
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UNIT 2:  TALLIT 
 
NOTE TO THE TEACHER: 
The tallit has been chosen as the first unit to follow the introduction because of its 
familiarity to students.  While some students may not currently wear a tallit, they 
are, or are becoming, familiar ritual garments in many congregations.  The origin 
of the tallit’s tzitzit comes directly from the Torah.  One central piece of this unit 
will be helping students to understand why the tzitzit are of primary importance, 
rather than the tallit itself.  Throughout history the tallit has appeared in life cycle 
rituals, holding a position in ritual beyond that of a prayer shawl worn by an 
individual.  In the past few decades we have seen this role expand, as the tallit is 
incorporated in new and different ways into ritual practice. 
 
UNIT GOALS: 
This unit is designed to… 
1.  Demonstrate to Jewish adults how the tallit can be a means for examining 
their own Jewish beliefs and values. 
 
2.  Deepen Jewish adults’ understanding of the tallit through the use of four 
different lenses in order to… 

A. Show students how to trace the textual origins of the tallit and the tzitzit. 
B. Illustrate how both historic and geographic context have altered how Jews 

use the tallit. 
C. Enable students to see how the tallit possesses a multiplicity of meanings. 
D. Challenge students to examine their own relationship with, and reaction to, 

the tallit and tzitzit.   
 

3.  Help students enrich their experience of Jewish ritual by integrating their 
multi-dimensional understandings of the tallit into their practice. 
 
ESSENTIAL UNIT QUESTIONS: 

1. How does the evolution of the tallit and tzitzit as Jewish ritual objects 
serve as evidence of Jewish beliefs? 

2. How has the symbolism of the tallit been interpreted over time?   
3. What emotions do seeing or wearing a tallit provoke in us? 
4. How does the complex history of the tallit affect our contemporary 

understanding of this ritual garment? 
 
OBJECTIVES: 
At the end of the unit students will be able to… 
Identify how tzitzit and tallit were derived from Biblical commandments. 
Relate the wearing of a tallit to humans’ relationship with God. 
Explain the numeric significance of tzitzit. 
List and explain some of the laws relating to the wearing of a tallit and tzitzit. 
Identify how tallitot are used in traditional and modern lifecycle events. 
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Present reasons for why people choose to, or choose not to, fulfill the 
commandment to wear tzitzit. 
Articulate personal views on wearing a tallit. 
Describe how the tallit and tzitzit may serve as a reminder for liberal Jews.  
 
UNIT DETAILS: 
Suggested Length of Unit: 3-4 sessions 
Suggested Order of Four Lenses: 

A. Historical and Textual Origins 
B. Symbolic Significance and Usage Over Time 
C. Current Understandings  
D. Personal Response 

 
FOCUS LENS: 
Current Understandings 
The focus lens of this unit is Current Understandings.  In the past few decades, 
the use of tallitot by both men and women in Liberal Jewish movements has 
increased dramatically.  This expanded usage encompasses both the traditional 
wearing of a tallit during prayer, as well as creative uses of the tallit in 
ceremonies marking life cycle events and other significant life moments.  This 
focus allows students to explore the many ways the tallit acts as a ritual object, 
and leads nicely into the final lens of students considering their own use of the 
tallit.   
   
MEMORABLE MOMENT 
Tallit Artist Interview 

Background:  Judaica shops and Jewish art fairs are filled with a 
colorful array of tallitot.  Today’s tallitot have gone far beyond the 
traditional wool tallit with blue or black stripes to include varied 
materials and images.  Many artists express Jewish concepts and 
values through their craftsmanship.   

  Instructions:   
1. Invite a local tallit artist to speak to your class. 
2. Provide the artist with a set of questions on which to focus 

his/her presentation. 
Guiding Questions: 

• How did you get involved creating Jewish ritual objects? 
• Describe your creative process. 
• How do you decide what designs or images to use in 

your work? 
• Why do you think people are attracted to non-traditional 

tallitot? 
  Notes:    

You may live in a community without a tallit artist.  If possible you 
may consider arranging for an artist to come in and do an artist-in-
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residence weekend for the entire congregation, with special time 
set aside for your class. 

 
SUGGESTED ACTIVITIES: 
 
Lens:  Historical and Textual Origins 
1.  A Reminder of God’s Commandments 

Background:  
The command to place fringes on the corners of your garment 
comes directly from the Torah. 

  Instructions: 
1. Pass out copies of Numbers 15:37-40 in Hebrew and English. 
2. Divide the class into chevruta (partners) to study the texts and 

provide them with guiding questions. 
Guiding Questions: 

• Describe the commandment found in the Numbers text. 
• What does the text suggest is the purpose of these 

fringes? 
• Create a scenario to describe how the fringes might 

serve this function. 
• Pretending that you have not seen a tallit before, imagine 

different ways that people could fulfill the commandments 
found in the text. 

3. Bring the class back together and ask them to share their 
answers and scenarios. 

4. Draw students’ attention to the additional version of this 
commandment in Deuteronomy 22:12.  Point out that different 
Hebrew terms are used in the two Biblical texts.  Provide the 
class with Hebrew dictionaries to look up the two terms: tzitzit 
and g’dalim.   

  Notes:    
The question that asks students to imagine different ways to fulfill 
the commandment may be challenging because they have a set 
image of a tallit.  Encourage students to be creative.  Drawing their 
ideas may also be helpful.  
 

2.  From Priestly Robes to a Kingdom of Priests 
Background:   
In the Torah God carefully instructs Moses about the details of the 
priestly vestments.  Reuven Hammer suggests that the importance 
of prayer “dress” today serves a similar purpose. 

  Instructions:   
1. Opening Question:  What messages do we convey when we 

dress up to come to synagogue? 
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2. In the time of the Temple, dress was much more significant for 
those who had the closest contact with God: the priests.  Pass 
out copies of Exodus 28.  Ask volunteers to read paragraphs. 
Discussion Questions: 

• What do you think was the effect of wearing these 
garments for the priests? 

• What message did the priests’ dress convey to the 
people? 

• Why do you think God required these special garments? 
3. Read the line from Exodus 19:6 on the Israelites becoming a 

kingdom of priests.  Ask students to reflect on what this might 
mean for us today. 

4. Share Reuven Hammer’s paragraph comparing the tallit to the 
priestly garments. 
Concluding Discussion: 

• Given Hammer’s comparison, how would you define the 
role of the tallit? 

• How does this definition fit with your previous notions of 
the tallit? 

5.  If you would like to make this discussion more advanced, you 
can also introduce Jacob Milgrom’s discussion of how the use of 
shatnez (a mix of wool and linen) also connects the tallit to the 
priestly garments.  Milgrom’s inclusion of a Catholic acolyte’s 
impression of men wearing tallitot is particularly moving and 
relevant to this discussion. 

  Notes:  
This discussion is designed to take place as an entire class 
because it requires students to make multiple links in order to arrive 
at the final comparison. 
 

3.  Dress as a Symbol of Our Relationship with God 
Background:   
In Jewish life and worship we are directed to wear a number of 
special items.  These items are not merely decorative, but 
symbolize the Jewish people’s relationship to God.  The Jewish 
textual tradition provides us with texts that demonstrate how a tallit 
increases our closeness to God in multiple ways.   

  Instructions: 
1. On the board, brainstorm with the class ways that the tallit 

demonstrates our relationship with God.  The class should have 
a few ideas from the initial activities of the unit. 

2. The students’ answers will probably indicate that the tzitzit show 
our dedication to God’s commandments.  The texts provided 
propose two additional ideas:  that wearing the tallit is in 
imitation of God, and that wearing a tallit receives God’s 
presence.   
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3. Complete these text studies as a group. 
Texts: 

• Psalm 104 (included in siddurim before the blessing to 
put on a tallit) 

• Quotation from Conservative Judaism by Martin Cohen: 
“On the most basic level of symbol and myth, the Jew 
who wraps himself in his tallit is acting in direct imitation 
of God, thereby fulfilling the most primary longing of 
religious man: to be holy and to be like God.  By so 
doing, he demonstrates his faith in the doctrine of God 
the Creator, and willingness and intent to create a private 
universe of symbol, metaphor and myth, with and in 
which to serve the divine paradigm.”  Martin Cohen, “The 
Tallit,” Conservative Judaism pg 15 

• Sifre to Numbers 115:2 
• Quotation from the CLAL Faculty included in The Book of 

Jewish Sacred Practices. 
Discussion Questions: 

• What does Psalm 104 celebrate? 
• How would you describe God’s character in this psalm? 
• Focusing on verses 1-2, how does the image of God 

wrapped in a robe of light add to the image of God found 
in the psalm?   

• Psalm 104 is often included in siddurim before the 
blessing to put on a tallit.  How does Martin Cohen 
explain this link between Psalm 104 and our wearing of 
tallitot? 

• Summarize how Psalm 104 and Cohen believe that 
wearing a tallit shows something about our relationship 
with God. 

• What grammatical form does R. Meir use to make his 
point? 

• How does Sifre link the physical tallit and God? 
• Summarize how Sifre believes that wearing a tallit shows 

something about our relationship with God. 
• Which explanation of how the tallit symbolizes our 

relationship with God are you most comfortable with? 
Why? 

 
Lens: Symbolic Significance and Usage Over Time 
4.  The Mathematics of Ritual Garb 

Background:  
Gematria is the Jewish practice of finding meaning in words 
through the numerical values of the Hebrew alef-bet.  The tying of 
tzitzit is linked to gematria values.  

  Instructions: 
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1. Pass out a sheet listing the numerical values of the Alef-Bet.  
Give students a couple of examples to demonstrate the 
concepts. 
Possible Examples: 

• Chai = 18 
• Tu B’Shevat = the 15  of Shevat because Tu = 15 th

2. Pass out the formula sheet and ask students to work through 
the equation with you on the board.  This sheet will demonstrate 
how the value of tzitzit + the number of strands + the number of 
knots = 613. 

3.  When the class has completed the worksheet ask them to 
reflect on the following question: 

• How does this formula demonstrate the purpose of 
wearing tzitzit? (Relate this question to the Biblical texts 
the group has studied.) 

4.  Pass out the second formula sheet and ask students to 
complete this sheet on their own.  This sheet shows how the 
number of times the shamash string is wrapped around is equal 

donai Echad (God is One). to A   
5.  Tying Tzitzit 

Background:   
Numbers 15:38 instructs the Israelites to make tzitzit for 
themselves.  This activity gives them that opportunity.  (An 
instruction sheet can be found in the resource section of the 
curriculum.) 

  Instructions: 
1. Before the lesson, cut string to the correct length and group 

strands together.  (If any students are tying tzitzit on to a real 
tallit rather than tying tzitzit for practice, instruct them on where 
they can buy proper tzitzit string.) 

2. Point out the instruction in Numbers 15:38 that we are supposed 
to make fringes for ourselves. 

3. Distribute the materials and instruction sheets. 
4. Students can either tape down the strings or take turns holding 

the ends for a partner.  
5. Circulate while students work, helping any students who may be 

having difficulty.  Also have tallit available for students to see 
correctly knotted strings. 

6. After completing the project ask students to reflect on the 
experience. 
Discussion Questions: 

• How did you feel completing the mitzvah of tying tzitzit? 
• Does anyone think they will do this on a tallit for 

themselves or for someone else?  Why or why not? 
• In your opinion how does tying tzitzit yourselves, change 

the experience of owning a tallit? 
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  Notes:    
This is a good follow-up exercise to the study of gematria.  If you 
did not complete that activity it may be important to briefly go over 
the significance of the way the tzitzit are tied. 
 

6.  Laws of Intention: Maimonides 1:11 
Background:  
Maimonides’ list of rules for tzitzit in the Mishneh Torah includes 
one rule that conveys the importance of tzitzit by dictating a 
person’s intention while creating them, and by bringing in other 
rules. 

  Instructions: 
1. Introduce students to Maimonides and his major works. 
2. Pass out copies of Hilchot Tzitzit 1:11. 
3. In groups or as a class, work through the following questions 

after reading the text. 
Discussion Questions: 

• What is the initial rule found in this excerpt? 
• What do you think this initial statement conveys about the 

making of tzitzit and tzitzit themselves? 
• Why are the multiple ways of collecting wool forbidden? 
• In the final paragraph, what other Jewish values/laws are 

connected to the making of tzitzit? 
• What does the connection between these laws and tzitzit 

express about the status of tzitzit? 
Notes:  
If students express interest in learning more about Maimonides, he 
wrote an extensive list of rules on tzitzit.  This rule was chosen 
because of the larger statements it makes about tzitzit. 

 
7.  Daywear or prayer-wear?  

Background:  
Liberal Jews associate the tallit primarily, or even exclusively, with 
a prayer service.  Yet, many Jews wear tzitzit all day in the form of 
a tallit katan. 

  Instructions: 
1. Return to the text from Numbers 15:37-40 that students studied 

in Activity 1.  This time, ask students to find the information that 
specifically suggests when tzitzit / tallit should be worn. (The 
instruction is to “see them,” which the rabbis interpreted as 
referring to the daytime.)  Follow-up by asking students to come 
up with a number of ways people could interpret this detail. 

2. Pass out the selection of resource texts that comment on the 
appropriate time to wear a tallit.  These texts include laws by 
Maimonides, commentary by Ibn Ezra, and basic information on 
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the tallit katan.  Have students study the texts in chevruta or as 
a class. 
Guiding Questions: 

• What is the majority opinion on when and how to wear 
tzitzit? 

• What challenges do texts such as Ibn Ezra’s commentary 
provide?   

  Notes:    
Bringing in an example of a tallit katan would enrich students’ 
understanding of this activity. 
 

8.  Married and Buried: The Use of the Tallit in Lifecycle Events 
Background:   
Tallitot are traditionally used throughout the Jewish lifecyle. 

  Instructions: 
1. Post a large circle on the board labeled “The Jewish Lifecycle.” 
2. Hand out the included information about the use of tallitot at 

different lifecycle events. (Ex. Birth, B’nei Mitzvah, Wedding, 
Burial) 

3. On cardstock ask students to label and summarize the event 
they read about and post in on the board. 

4. Give students a chance to read the other cards. 
Follow-up Discussion: 

• Did any of the uses of the tallit surprise you?  Why or why 
not? 

• From what we have learned about the significance of the 
tallit, why do you think it appears so frequently along the 
Jewish lifecycle? 

  Notes:   
This activity is relatively brief, but will provide a good basis for later 
discussions.  It may be helpful to type and distribute the labels 
students make in order for all students to have a record of how 
tallitot are used. 
Use your synagogue’s B’nei Mitzvah packet or booklet as the 
resource for seeing how a tallit is used in the ceremony. 

 
Lens: Current Understandings 
9.  Kissing Choreography 

Background:  
Over time customs have evolved about how to put on the tallit, 
when to hold the tzitzit, when to kiss them, etc. 

  Instructions: 
1. Bring tallitot so that each student who wishes to use one, has 

one. 
2. Pass out siddurim and show students how the tallit is used in 

the service.   
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3. Then invite students to wear the tallitot, and walk students 
through the choreography of putting the tallit on at the beginning 
of the service, gathering the four corners before the Shma, and 
kissing them during the Shma.   

  Notes:  
This activity is purely a “how-to” activity.  Make sure that the overall 
lesson includes activities that challenge students to think about the 
tallit.  

 
10.  Tallit Artist Interview 

See Directions Above 
 
11.  Creative Ritual Use 

Background:  
As the liberal Jewish community seeks to reclaim and redesign 
rituals, it incorporates old symbols, such as the tallit, into new 
settings. 

  Instructions: 
1. Collect copies of services, booklets, and poems that describe 

the use of a tallit in a modern Jewish ritual.  A beginning 
collection is provided for you in the curriculum resources. 

2. Ask students to examine the “artifacts” you have collected in 
pairs.  
Group Work Questions: 

• What life event is your artifact marking? 
• Is this ritual new to Jewish life, or a modification of a 

traditional ritual?  
• How is the tallit used in the ceremony? 
• Why do you think the people who created this ritual 

chose to use the tallit in this way? 
3.  Ask each pair to share their artifact. 

  Notes:    
In addition to using the resources provided, ask the congregation’s 
rabbi if he/she has used a tallit in any unique ways. 
 

12.  A Class Debate: Have we found the source of Tekhelet? 
Background:  
Numbers 15:38 commands us to place fringes on the corner of our 
garments, and to include a strand of tekhelet.  Tekhelet is a strand 
of wool dyed a special color blue.  For centuries the source of the 
dye was lost, but today some people claim to have the proper dye.   

  Instructions: 
1. Introduce the concept of tekhelet, using the Encyclopedia 

Judaica article as reference. 
2. Divide the class into two groups and provide each group with a 

copy of the resource material. 
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3. Assign one group to the position that we should wear tekhelet 
today and one group to the position that we should not. 

4. Provide groups with time to prepare arguments. 
5. Stage a debate presenting the two sides. 

  Notes:    
Consider how much time you want to give to this activity.  The 
length of time can vary depending on how many resource materials 
you provide, and how much time you give groups to prepare.  If you 
spread this activity out, you can encourage students to do 
additional research on-line.   

13.  Congregation Guide 
Background:   
Most congregations have tallitot available for worshippers.  In 
addition, many congregations encourage families to present tallitot 
to B’nei Mitzvah.  

  Instructions: 
1. Decide with the help of the congregational rabbi or another 

senior staff member what the best format is for this activity.  It 
could take the form of a sign to be hung above the tallit rack in 
the sanctuary or a pamphlet that could be placed next to the 
tallit rack or available with congregational brochures. 

2. Inform students that they have been invited to produce a 
informational document for the congregation on wearing tallitot. 

3. Divide the students into working groups to complete different 
parts of the guide.   
Possible categories: 

• The history of the tallit. 
• Opportunities for using a tallit. 
• How to wear a tallit. 
• Advice on choosing a tallit. 

4. When groups have completed their sections, ask for a volunteer 
to compile the information.  You may have a student who enjoys 
computer graphic work. 

5. Hang the project or print up pamphlets and make them available 
for use. 

  Notes:    
Speak to someone on the senior staff of the congregation before 
completing this activity to determine an appropriate use of the end 
product.  This activity might be a useful conclusion to the unit 
because it requires students to bring together different material they 
have learned.  A crucial piece of this activity is making the final 
product available.   
This activity is also included as a suggestion in Unit 6.  Consider 
how you want to end the curriculum before inserting this activity into 
the tallit unit. 
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14.  Tallit Styles 
Background:  
The variety of tallitot available today is overwhelming.  They vary in 
size, color, fabric, and design.  Although these tallitot may not look 
“traditional” they are helping to fulfill the practice of “hiddur 
mitzvah,” beautifying the commandments.  

  Instructions: 
1.  Introduce the concept of hiddur mitzvah and ask students to give 

examples of ways we enhance the mitzvot we perform.   
2.  Pass out the text from Mechilta Shirata, B’shalach 3: 
 Rabbi Ishamel taught: In the book of Exodus (15.2) it teaches, 

This is my God Whom I will beautify.  A person cannot make 
God beautiful, but he can make himself beautiful to God through 
the commandments.  I will make myself a beautiful lulav, a 
beautiful sukkah, a beautiful tallit, beautiful tefillin… 

 Guiding Questions:  
• What is the context of the verse from Exodus? (Provide 

Bibles.) 
• What emotions prompted Moses to say these words? 
• Why can a person not make God beautiful? 

3. Pass out advertisements for tallitot or examples of artistic tallitot 
that you have collected. 

• How do these examples fit with the text we studied? 
• Do you have a personal preference for a “traditional” tallit 

or a contemporary tallit?  Why? 
 
Lens: Personal Response 
15.  Wrapping Ourselves 

Background:  
The blessing for donning a tallit describes us as “wrapping 
ourselves” in tzitzit. 

  Instructions: 
1.  Pass out copies of the pages from your synagogue prayerbook 

dealing with putting on a tallit. 
2.  Ask students to record the answers to the following questions 

individually. 
 Journal Questions: 

• How do you think the excerpt from Psalm 104 sets up the 
act of wearing a tallit? 

• The blessing tells us to “wrap ourselves” in the tallit.  
What does it mean to you to “wrap” yourself in the tallit?  
What images and ideas are you wrapping yourself in? 

3.  Invite students who wish, to share their writing with the class. 
  Notes:  

This activity could accompany the activity from the previous lens 
looking at how we kiss the tallit during worship.  You may need to 
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edit or add to the questions depending on what your synagogue 
prayerbook includes. 

 
16.  Why or Why Not? A Panel Discussion 

Background:  
Many Liberal congregations have congregants who follow a variety 
of practices concerning the wearing of tallitot.  

  Instructions: 
1. Invite a panel of congregants to share their views on wearing 

tallitot.  Try to find a diversity of people who have made 
conscious choices about tallitot: a man who wears a tallit, a man 
who does not, a woman who does, a person who wears a tallit 
katan, etc. 

2. Questions for Panelists: 
• Describe to us your tallit practice. 
• What ideas led you to decide on this practice? 

3. Open up the floor for questions from the class. 
4. An additional resource is a vignette written by Dr. Dvora 

Weisberg on her decision to wear tallit and tefillin. 
Notes:  
Check and see if you have a member of the class who has thought 
carefully about tallitot and wants to sit on the panel. 

 
17.  Of What do They Remind Us? 

Background:   
The Torah tells us that tzitzit are reminders of our obligation to 
observe God’s commandments.  Most Liberal Jews do not follow all 
of the commandments and may not feel commanded to observe 
those mitzvot that they do practice. 

  Instructions: 
1. Introduce students to the dilemma of how tzitzit can be 

significant for liberal Jews. 
2. Give students a chance to complete a free write on the following 

question: 
• As a liberal Jew who may not follow all of the 

commandments, for what can the tzitzit serve as a 
reminder to us? 

3.  Invite students to share their writing with a partner or with the 
entire class. 
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UNIT BIBLIOGRAPHY: 
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deepening our understanding of the tallit’s meaning. 
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Publishing, 1994. 
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included in the chapter may also spark new ideas to incorporate into the 
unit. 

 
Trager, Eliyahu.  Maimonides Mishneh Torah: The Laws Governing Tefillin, 

Mezuzah, and Torah Scrolls and The Laws of Tzitzit.  New York: Moznaim 
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I suggest that instructors browse Maimonides’ laws on tzitzit.  All the laws 
are not addressed in the scope of this curriculum, but they help to give a 
sense of how centuries of Jews considered this mitzvah.  I used this 
translation, but any translation with commentary is appropriate. 
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UNIT 3:  MAGEN DAVID 
 
NOTE TO THE TEACHER: 
Today people recognize the Magen David as the primary symbol of the Jewish 
people.  Yet, the identification of the six-pointed star as a Jewish symbol evolved 
slowly over centuries and the history of this symbol remains somewhat elusive to 
scholars to this day.  With that fact in mind, this unit aims to present students with 
snapshots from the Magen David’s past and present.  This approach will include 
some uses of the six-pointed star in non-Jewish settings.  It is important to both 
inform students that much is unknown about this symbol’s story, as well as 
challenge students to use what is known to augment their understanding of the 
Magen David.    
 
UNIT GOALS: 
This unit is designed to… 
1.  Demonstrate to Jewish adults how the Magen David can be a means for 
examining their own Jewish beliefs and values. 
 
2.  Deepen Jewish adults’ understanding of the Magen David through the use of 
four different lenses in order to… 

A.  Show students how to trace the textual origins of the Magen David. 
B.  Illustrate how both historic and geographic context have altered the 

meanings Jews placed on the Magen David. 
C.  Enable students to see how the Magen David possesses a multiplicity 

of meanings.  
D.  Challenge students to examine their own relationship with, and 

reaction to, the Magen David.   
 

3.  Help students enrich their experience of the Magen David by integrating their 
multi-dimensional understandings of the Magen David into their practice. 
 
ESSENTIAL UNIT QUESTIONS: 

1.  How does the evolution of the Magen David as a Jewish symbol serve as 
evidence of Jewish beliefs? 

2.  How has the six-pointed star been utilized overtime in Jewish and non-
Jewish settings?   

3.  What emotions do I think of and feel upon seeing a Magen David? 
4.  How does the complex history of the Magen David affect our 

contemporary understanding of this symbol? 
 
OBJECTIVES: 
At the end of the unit students will be able to… 
Describe the ancient usage of the six-pointed star. 
Explain the use of the word magen in Biblical material. 
Identify multiple Jewish and non-Jewish settings where the six-pointed star has 
been used over time. 
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Articulate ways that the Magen David has been used as both a positive symbol of 
Judaism and a symbol of anti-semitism. 
Label and explain the six points of Rosensweig’s Star of Redemption. 
Articulate reasons why the Magen David was chosen as a symbol of Zionism and 
the modern state of Israel. 
Create a project that demonstrates a personal connection with the Magen David. 
   
UNIT DETAILS: 
Suggested Length of Unit: 2-3 sessions 
Suggested Order of Four Lenses: 

A. Personal Response 
B. Historical and Textual Origins 
C. Symbolic Significance and Usage Over Time 
D. Current Understandings 

 
UNIT FOCUS: 
The focus lens of this unit is Symbolic Significance and Usage Over Time.  The 
hexagram took centuries to become known as the Magen David.  By 
emphasizing the Magen David’s symbolic evolution, this unit allows students to 
trace the hexagrams development from a universally powerful symbol, to a 
symbol identified with the Jewish people. 
 
MEMORABLE MOMENT 
A Survivor’s Story: Wearing a Yellow Star 

Background: 
The Nazi’s use of a yellow star to mark Jews is only one example of 
the way the Magen David has been used for anti-Semitic purposes. 
Instructions: 
Arrange for a Holocaust survivor to come in, who as part of their 
suffering under the Nazis was forced to wear a yellow star.  Have 
the survivor share with the class the experience of being marked in 
such a way. 
 

Micrography Magen David 
Background:   
During the Middle Ages many Jewish communities regarded the 
Magen David as possessing magical protective powers.  One 
popular tradition was to write the words of Psalm 121 in the form of 
a hexagram as an amulet for women in childbirth. 
Instructions:   
1. Share this tradition with students and show them examples of 

the micrography stars. 
2. Read Psalm 121 and discuss with students why people chose 

this psalm to be paired with the protective powers of the Magen 
David. 
Key Questions:   
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• What qualities of God are described which make God a 
source of protection?   

• How will God protect the narrator of this Psalm? 
• How does our previous knowledge of the Magen David 

relate to the message expressed in the Psalm? 
3. Pass out art materials to students so they can create a personal 

micrography Magen David.  Rather than writing Psalm 121, ask 
students to use words that reflect their current understanding of 
the meaning of the Magen David.  Have available for their use 
all of the texts you have studied throughout the unit. 

 
SUGGESTED ACTIVITIES: 
 
Lens: Personal Response 
1.  Six-Pointed Star Museum 
  Background: 

Today, most people readily identify the six-pointed star as a Jewish 
symbol.  Throughout this unit, however, students will discover that 
the six-pointed star has a history that goes far beyond a Jewish 
environment. 
Instructions: 
1. Before class begins, mount the photographs of images 

containing six-pointed stars around the room.  The images 
should be labeled with numbers only.  The majority of these 
images will be of non-Jewish objects or buildings.  Examples of 
possible images include roman plates, the star on the American 
dollar bill, an optical illusion of a star, a medieval church throne, 
a medieval flag of Poland, a sheriff’s badge, etc. 

2. When students enter, provide them with a museum observation 
sheet with spaces for each image.  Students should look at 
each photo and answer the following questions:   

• What do you think this is a picture of?   
• How do you think this object or building was/is used? 

3. Once students have had an opportunity to view all the pictures, 
gather the group back together.  Ask for comments about each 
image and then provide students with the true identification of 
each image. 

4. Follow-up Discussion: 
• What surprised you about this activity? 
• From the images we have seen so far, describe different 

ways the six-pointed star has been used. 
• How have these images changed your understanding of 

the “Jewish star”?  
Notes:   
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This activity could be used as the introduction for the entire unit.  
The presentation of images could be done through a slide 
presentation rather than a museum layout.   
A number of images have been provided in the resource section.  I 
encourage you to add images that you find. 

 
2.  Gunther Plaut’s Surprising Discovery 
  Background: 

While serving as an army chaplain during WWII, Rabbi Gunther 
Plaut came upon a Magen David in the stained glass window of a 
bombed out German church.  This finding prompted him to search 
out the origins of the Magen David. 
Instructions: 
1. Pass out copies of the prologue to Plaut’s book, The Magen 

David, which tells of his experience finding a Magen David in a 
church in Germany.   

2. Invite students to respond to the piece. 
• Would their reaction have been similar to Plaut’s 

reaction? 
• What kind of emotions does the image of a Magen David 

in a German church raise for them? 
 
3.  Wearing a Jewish Star Discussion 
  Background: 

Many students in the class will probably wear, or have worn, a 
Magen David necklace. 
Instructions: 
Lead a discussion about wearing a Jewish star, and what the 
significance of that act is for the students in the class.   
Possible Questions: 

• Does anyone in the class wear jewelry with a Magen David 
on it? 

• When you wear it, what does it represent for you? 
• What do you think it tells others about you?  
• Are there specific times or places that you choose to wear or 

not wear the jewelry? 
Notes: 
This discussion may be a way of opening the unit and allowing 
students to share their current understandings of the Magen David 
before introducing them to new material. 
 

Lens:  Historical and Textual Origins 
4.  Compass Rosettes 
  Background: 

In antiquity, the six-pointed star was among a group of decorative 
and symbolic designs used on buildings that symbolized divinity.  
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Scholars believe that this category of images, known as rosettes 
was appreciated for its “perfect” design. 
Instructions: 
1. Equip each student with blank pieces of paper, colored pencils, 

and a compass. 
2. Using the instruction sheet take students through the steps of 

making a six-pointed classic rosette and a six-pointed star in a 
circle.   

3. After teaching students the basics, allow them to be creative 
and make their own designs based on the geometric concept of 
the rosette. 

4. Ask students to turn to a partner and answer the following 
questions. 
Discussion Questions: 

• How did it feel to create these designs? 
• Why might people in antiquity have been attracted to 

these designs? 
• Why do you believe that these designs were connected 

with deities and used to symbolize divine powers? 
5. Ask each pair to share one reason they believe the designs 

were connected with deities or supernatural powers. 
 
5.  The Word Magen in the Bible and in Prayer 
  Background: 

While the connection of the six-pointed star and the term “Magen” 
is made many centuries after the Biblical and Rabbinic periods, the 
word Magen, and its association with significant biblical figures is 
found in the Bible itself. 
Instructions: 
1. Distribute copies of the Biblical and liturgical texts to the class 

and divide students into pairs. 
Texts may include: 

• II Samuel 22:2-3, 31 – David calls God his magen. 
• Psalm 18:3 - David calls God his magen. 
• Genesis 15:1 – God tells Abram that God is his magen. 
• Avot v’Imahot 
• Traditional Blessing after the Haftarah 

2. Depending on time, have pairs look at all the texts, or assign 
each pair one text.   
Guiding Questions: 

• What does magen refer to in this text? 
• To whom is the magen promised as protection? 
• What qualities does the magen possess? 
• Are their other images used in this text to portray similar 

qualities? 
3. Discuss the group of texts as a class. 
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Concluding Questions: 
• How do these metaphorical uses of magen relate to the 

concrete image of the Magen David? 
• How do these texts enhance our understanding of the 

Magen David’s significance and symbolism? 
 
Lens: Symbolic Significance and Usage Over Time 
6.  Is the Magen David a Symbol? 
  Background:  

The Magen David is recognized as a symbol of the Jewish people, 
yet it is unclear what it represents.   
Instructions: 
1. Brainstorm on the board a list of reasons the Magen David fits 

the definition of a symbol. (You can use the definition of symbol 
the class developed in the first unit.)  Also list any reasons why 
the Magen David might not fit the definition.  

2. Distribute and read Gershom Scholem’s comments on the 
Magen David’s questionable status as a symbol:   
“None of the marks of a true symbol…apply to it.  It express no 
“idea,” awakens no primeval associations which have become 
entwined with the roots of our experiences, and it does not 
spontaneously comprise any spiritual reality.  It calls to mind 
nothing of biblical or rabbinical Judaism; it arouses no hopes… 
(The Messianic Idea in Judaism, 259) 
Follow-Up Questions: 

• What characteristics is Scholem suggesting are crucial 
for something to be called a symbol? 

• How does the Magen David fit/not fit these 
characteristics? 

• What might you say to challenge Scholem’s statement? 
• How has Scholem’s statement added to your 

understanding of the Magen David’s identity as a 
symbol? 

Notes: 
This quotation could serve as a set induction for looking at various 
meanings of the star over time. 

 
7.  Magical Powers Jigsaw 
  Background: 

The six-pointed star has been connected with magical powers and 
protective forces since antiquity.   
Instructions: 
1. Divide the class into small groups. 
2. Provide each group with a different piece of background 

material that describe how the six-pointed star was used for 
magical purposes.  Examples of possible group topics may 
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include the use of the star to ward off demons, the use of the 
star inside of mezuzah casings, the medieval disagreement over 
what image King David took into battle for protection, amulets 
for pregnant women, etc.   
Focus Questions: 

• What is the context of your materials? 
• How is the six-pointed star used? 
• What powers do the users of the star appear to attribute 

to it? 
3. Jigsaw the groups and have each student share their original 

group’s findings with the jigsaw group.  To jigsaw, create new 
groups made up of members from each of the original groups. 

 
8.  A Timeline of Symbolic Evolution 
  Background: 

Historians are unsure about much of the history of the Magen 
David.  Their research, though, includes artifacts and stories from 
the Jewish community spanning centuries and continents. 
Instructions: 
1. Hand out the Magen David timeline to students. 
2. Assign pairs or small groups of students different points on the 

timeline.  Points may include references to the shields of 
Solomon and David, the Prague Jewish community’s flag, 
parallels to the cross, etc. 

3. Provide each group with a short piece to read about their item.  
Give students a few minutes to read the material and prepare a 
short explanation for the class. 

4. As each group presents to the rest of the class, encourage 
students to fill in details on their timelines. 

Notes: 
Entire books have been written speculating on the origin of the 
Magen David.  This activity provides a condensed way to expose 
students to many points along the star’s evolution.    

 
9.  Micrography Magen David 

See description above. 
 
Lens: Current Understandings 
10.  Nazi Era Badges of Persecution 

Background:  
Under Nazi rule, thousands of Jews were forced to wear yellow 
stars to identify themselves as Jews.   
Instructions: 
1. Bring in a poster showing different Nazi era badges. 
2. Provide students with lined paper and pens. 
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3. Give students time to do a free write about the meaning the 
Magen David takes on when it is used in this way. 

4. Invite students to share their writing with the class. 
Notes:   
A small picture of a poster is included in the resources.  Full-color 
posters can be ordered on-line. 

 
11.  A Survivor’s Story: Wearing a Yellow Star 

See description above. 
 
12.  Star of Redemption Text Study 

Background: 
Franz Rosenzweig offers us a twentieth century understanding of 
the Magen David’s symbolic significance by labeling the six points 
of the star with words that encompass his philosophical 
understanding of Judaism. 
Instructions: 
1. Handout or share brief background information on Rosenzweig 

in order to give students a context for his writing. 
2. On the board, walk the class through the first triangle of 

Rosenzweig’s star:  God, Humans, and World.   
3. List the remaining three labels on the board: Creation, 

Redemption, and Revelation.  Ask students to turn to the person 
next to them to discuss where the remaining labels fit.  Ask for 
volunteers to explain where each term goes and how that 
concept interacts with the points to which it is attached.   

 
13.  Creative Rosenzweig Star  
  Background:   

In the previous activity students will have an opportunity to study 
Franz Rosenzweig’s modern explanation of the Magen David.  This 
activity utilizes Rosenzweig’s methodology to encourage student 
creativity. 
Instructions: 
1. Review Rosenzweig’s Star of Redemption and how Rosenzweig 

used the shape of the Magen David to explain his conception of 
Judaism’s structure. 

2. Pass out blank six-pointed stars and direct students to develop 
their own labels for the six points. 
Questions to consider while designing their stars: 

• What concepts are fundamental to your understanding of 
Judaism? 

• How do these concepts relate to one another? 
3.  Give students an opportunity to present their stars to the class 
or in small groups. 
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14.  Flag Proclamation 
  Background: 

The World Zionist Congress adopted the Magen David as its 
symbol in the late 19th century.  Upon the establishment of the 
State of Israel in 1948, the question was raised of whether the 
Zionist flag should be adopted as the national flag.  Israel did 
decide to keep the flag and it remains the same today. 
Instructions: 
1. Through photocopies or a computer presentation, show 

students flag proposals submitted to the Israel Provisional 
Council of State in 1948. 

2. Also distribute and read the text of the official proclamation 
passed by the Israel Provisional Council of State in 1948.    

3. Possible Discussion Questions: 
• What reasons might people have given for why or why 

not the Zionist flag should be adopted as the flag for the 
State of Israel? 

• What values do the symbols included in the various 
proposals convey? 

• What values does the combination of the blue stripes of 
the tallit and the Magen David convey? 

Notes: 
The following website includes many of the proposals: 
http://www.crwflags.com/fotw/flags/il.html 

 
15.  From Destruction to Hope  
  Background: 

In modern times the Magen David has been a symbol of some of 
the darkest times for the Jewish people, and some of the brightest. 

  Instructions: 
1. Read the closing paragraph of Gershom Scholem’s article, “The 

Star of David: History of A Symbol,” and the closing quotation in 
Gerbern Oegema’s book, The History of the Shield of David.  
Both selections capture the contrast of the Star of David as a 
symbol of death and destruction, and as a symbol of life and 
hope. 
Focus Question: 

• What statement/message unifies these two texts? 
2. Lead a discussion around the following statement:  The Magen 

David may not possess an inherent symbolic connection with 
Judaism, yet it tells us much about the story of the Jewish 
people. 
Follow-up Discussion: 

• How do the previous texts help us understand this 
statement? 
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• How might this statement help us make an argument for 
the Magen David’s identification as a symbol? 

Notes: 
This activity may be used as a conclusion to the unit.   

 
UNIT BIBLIOGRAPHY: 
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UNIT 4:  MENORAH 
 
NOTE TO THE TEACHER: 
The title of this unit may draw your students’ minds directly to Chanukah, 
because for most American Jews today, the word “menorah” describes the 
chanukiyah, the nine-branched candelabra used on Chanukah.  While this unit 
will touch on the history of the Chanukah menorah, its focus is on the seven-
branched menorah.  The original menorah described in the Torah had seven 
branches and was a centerpiece of the tabernacle the Israelites constructed in 
the desert, and in the Holy Temple in Jerusalem.  Following the destruction of the 
Temple, continuing until today, the menorah became a symbol of the Jewish 
people.  The menorah carries with it a rich history and a promise of hope.  
Through this unit students will come to understand the distinction between the 
menorah and the chanukiyah.  An enhanced understanding of both will help to 
deepen their experience of the symbol of the menorah, and their use of the 
chanukiyah.   
 
UNIT GOALS: 
This unit is designed to… 
1.  Demonstrate to Jewish adults how the menorah can be a means for 
examining their own Jewish beliefs and values. 
 
2.  Deepen Jewish adults’ understanding of the menorah through the use of four 
different lenses in order to… 

A. Show students how to trace the textual origins of the menorah and the 
chanukiyah. 

B. Illustrate how both historic and geographic context have altered the 
meanings Jews placed on the menorah. 

C. Enable students to see how the menorah possesses a multiplicity of 
meanings.  

D. Challenge students to examine their own relationship with, and reaction to, 
the menorah and the chanukiyah.   
 

3.  Help students enrich their experience of Jewish ritual by integrating their 
multi-dimensional understandings of the menorah into their practice. 
 
ESSENTIAL UNIT QUESTIONS: 

1. How does the evolution of the menorah as a Jewish ritual object and 
symbol serve as evidence of Jewish beliefs? 

2. How has the symbolism of the menorah been interpreted over time?   
3. What emotions does seeing a seven-branched menorah or chanukiyah 

provoke in us? 
4. How does the complex history of the menorah affect our contemporary 

understanding of the symbol of the seven-branched menorah and the 
ritual use of the chanukiyah? 
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OBJECTIVES: 
At the end of the unit students will be able to… 
Describe the appearance of the tabernacle menorah and explain its use. 
Define menorah using simple Hebrew grammar.   
Articulate how the menorah evolved from a ritual object into a potent Jewish 
symbol. 
Distinguish the seven-branched menorah from the chanukiyah.   
Identify several different interpretations of the menorah’s symbolism over time.   
Design a menorah or chanukiyah that demonstrates an enhanced understanding 
of the menorah.   
   
UNIT DETAILS: 
Suggested Length of Unit: 3-4 sessions 
Suggested Order of Four Lenses: 

A. Historical and Textual Origins 
B. Symbolic Significance and Usage Over Time 
C. Current Understandings  
D. Personal Response 

 
FOCUS LENS: 
Historical and Textual Origins 
The focus lens of this unit is Historical and Textual Origins.  Both the Bible and 
Rabbinic Literature have rich texts describing the menorah and its use.  This 
focus will allow students to experience extended text studies and sharpen their 
text reading skills.  In addition, this lens will include students’ initial exploration of 
the relationship between the menorah and the chanukiyah. 
   
MEMORABLE MOMENT 
Clay Menorah / Chanukiyah 

Background:  The menorot and chanukiyot that the students will 
study throughout the unit reflect the aesthetic of their times and the 
symbolism attached to the objects. 

  Instructions: 
1. Give students materials and tools with which to create their own 

menorah or chanukiyah.  Clay is ideal.   
2. Direct students to create a menorah or chanukiyah that 

somehow illustrates their enhanced understanding of the 
object’s meaning and form. 

3. Provide students with paper and pens to write an explanation for 
their creation. 

4. Display the objects and explanations in the synagogue. 
  Notes: 

Invite a professional artist in to lead this activity or choose a 
material with which you are comfortable. 
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The explanation is the key to having this activity function as an 
assessment tool.  Make sure to provide adequate time for this piece 
of the activity. 

 
SUGGESTED ACTIVITIES: 
 
Lens:  Historical and Textual Origins 
1.  Constructing the Tabernacle Menorah 

Background:   
The Torah provides us with a detailed plan for the building of the 
tabernacle menorah.  Despite the detail, however, it is difficult to 
imagine exactly what the craftsman Betzalel built. 

  Instructions: 
1. Orient students to the level of detail God uses to describe the 

building of the tabernacle to Moses, recorded in Exodus.  
Explain that after Moses received these instructions, the artist 
Betzalel created the tabernacle and its tools.   

2. Pass out copies of Exodus 25:31-40, pencils, and construction 
paper. 

3. As individuals, or in pairs, instruct students to draw the menorah 
following the instructions in the text as closely as possible. 

4. Have students share their drawings.  You may also want to 
share examples by scholars and artists.  

5. Follow-up Discussion: 
• Was it difficult to create an image from the text? 
• Why do you think God provided Moses with such detailed 

plans? 
• From the description of the menorah, how do you 

imagine it was used in the tabernacle? 
  Notes: 

For an extra challenge students can also refer to Leviticus 24:2-4 
and Numbers 8:1-4.  These texts provide additional details about 
the menorah’s construction and design.   

 
2.  Lampstand or Lamp? Defining Menorah 

Background:   
When we imagine the menorah we imagine placing candles directly 
into the menorah.  The Biblical menorah, however, was probably a 
stand on top of which oil lamps were placed.  The grammar of the 
Hebrew term helps us understand this. 

  Instructions: 
1. On the board write the word menorah in Hebrew.  In addition, 

write the blessing for candles for either Shabbat or Chanukah. 
2. Ask students to find the word in the blessing that has a similarity 

with menorah. (Ner) 
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3. Have a volunteer look up ner in a Hebrew dictionary. (Light / 
candle / lamp) 

4. Explain that the mem changes the meaning from “lamp” to 
“support of the lamp.”  For this reason people translate menorah 
as “lampstand.” 

5. Ask students to imagine how lamps were placed on the 
menorah in ancient times. 

Notes: 
This activity is very short, but adds another level of understanding 
to the students’ concept of menorah. 

 
3.  Tracking the Menorah: From Tabernacle to Temple to…   

Background:   
We know from biblical texts and other ancient sources, that the 
tabernacle, and the First and Second Temples each had one 
menorah, or multiple menorahs, in them.  It is difficult to trace what 
happened to the original menorah.  Is it hidden somewhere or is it 
the menorah that Titus took to Rome? 

  Instructions:   
1. Divide students into small “investigative” groups.  Inform them 

that they are archaeological detectives and that the goal of their 
case is to trace the use of the menorah from the desert through 
the destruction of the Second Temple. 

2. Pass out the list of biblical texts, Bibles and other documents 
that mention menorahs at different time periods.  Give each 
group a large strip of paper and markers to make a timeline.  

3. Give groups time to work through the texts, adding information 
to their timeline as they read. 

4. Hang up the timelines at the end for students to compare. 
  Notes: 

Generations of rabbis, historians, and archaeologists have many 
differing theories about what happened to Moses’ menorah.  
Encourage students to hypothesize as they create their timelines. 

 
4.  Locating the Divine in the Tree of Light 

Background:   
Some scholars suggest that the menorah’s origin lies in ancient 
depictions of trees.  The menorah takes on increased symbolism 
when connected with the tree of life.  In addition, the Bible includes 
many examples of theophanies that occur next to significant trees.  
In this activity texts and images will come together to demonstrate 
the menorah’s connection to divine power. 

  Instructions: 
1. Reread Exodus 25:31-40 and ask students to list on the board 

all the pieces of the Tabernacle menorah that relate to trees. 
2. Creation Trees: 
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Questions: 
• What are the most famous trees in the Bible? (Creation 

story) 
• What qualities do these trees possess? 

3. Tree Theophanies:  Multiple times in the Bible significant 
interactions or covenants with God occur near a tree.  Hand out 
Biblical texts to individuals or groups.  Ask groups to quickly 
identify how a tree is involved in the text, and how God interacts 
in the text. 
Texts: 
Genesis 12:6-7  - Abraham receives promise of land. 
Joshua 24:25-28 – Joshua renews covenant. 
Judges 4:4-5 – Deborah receives prophecy under a palm tree. 
2 Samuel 5:22-25 – God leads David into battle through the 
trees. 

4. Messianic Trees: 
Trees in the Bible have messianic connections.   
Read over the following texts, looking for how the tree 
symbolizes redemption: 

• Job 14:7-9 – Description of a tree reviving  
• Exodus 15:16-18 – Image of Israel as a tree on God’s 

mountain. 
5. Reconnecting Menorah and Trees: 

Pass out images of seven-branched trees from Ancient Israel 
and surrounding cultures demonstrating the connection between 
the tree of life and the menorah. 

6. Why the Almond Tree? 
• Note that the Almond tree is the first to bloom in Spring. 
• Read Jeremiah 1:11 where a play on words connects 

the almond tree and God’s protection. 
• Reference Numbers 17 where Aaron’s staff turns into an 

almond branch to prove God’s power. 
7. Summary:  Ask students to free-write for a few minutes on the 

following prompt:  The significance of the menorah’s relation to 
the tree.  Share writing to conclude the exercise. 

8. You can also share the following quotation by Meyers from The 
Tabernacle Menorah (page 175), which is one way to answer 
the writing prompt: 
“The notion of God’s omnipotence and omnipresence was not 
emotionally convincing, and in cult and prayer the proximity of 
God was sought.  And insofar as minds are metaphoric by 
nature, God’s nearness could be expressed symbolically to 
provide the necessary emotional reassurance.  Hence the life 
theme of the tree motif of the menorah, in entering the cosmic 
sphere, can be seen as performing the function within the 
tabernacle shrine of establishing the center of the center, 
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bringing the organizing principle of God’s presence in the 
cosmos into visible focus in the midst of the people.” 

Notes: 
This activity uses many Biblical texts and images.  It will be 
important to make sure the entire class stays with the line of 
thinking.  It is not important to fully read each text.  You can decide 
which texts to study, and which texts to reference. 

 
5.  Menorah Midrashim   

Background:   
The Midrash tradition provides us with a number of opinions on the 
imagery of the menorah.  This lesson takes a few examples from 
this collection. 

  Instructions:  
1. Have students work through the texts in pairs, focusing on a 

single question:   
• How does this text contribute to our understanding of the 

menorah’s symbolism? 
Texts: 

• Midrash Rabbah Numbers 14:9 – Lamp represents Torah 
• Midrash Rabbah Exodus 36:3 – Light of Torah 
• Midrash Rabbah Numbers 15:6 – Light symbolizes God’s 

covenant 
• Midrash Rabbah Exodus 36:1 – Israel is like a light to the 

nations 
2. Ask each individual student to choose one text and represent 

their understanding of that text through torn paper midrash: 
• Start with a solid piece of construction paper. 
• Rip additional pieces of paper and glue them on to the 

large piece in order to represent your understanding of 
the chosen text. 

• No scissors or writing utensils may be used. 
• Write a paragraph and attach it to the collage that 

explains your work. 
3.  Have each student present their artwork to the class. 

  Notes: 
It will be helpful to students if you have studied the midrashim 
ahead of time and have looked up some of the verses referenced in 
order to answer questions.  Students do not need to spend a long 
time looking up material in order to grasp the essence of each text. 

 
6.  Adding a Branch: From Menorah to Chanukiyah 

Background:   
The most famous story of the origins of Chanukah tells of the 
miraculous jug of oil, which lasted for eight days.  The Apocryphal 
Book of Maccabees, however, tells of no such jug. 
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  Instructions:  
1. Ask each student to write down on a notecard why we celebrate 

Chanukah.  Gather the notecards and anonymously list the 
reasons on the board.  Duplicate answers can be recorded with 
a check.   

2. Ask students if they know where we find the story of Chanukah.  
After allowing for a few guesses, make sure it is clear that 
Chanukah is not found in the Bible! 

3. Explain that the class is going to compare two texts that give 
different reasons for the observance of Chanukah. 
Texts: 
I Maccabees 4:36-59 
Babylonian Talmud, Shabbat 21b: 
Focus Questions: 

• What is the focus of the excerpt from Maccabees? 
• In the Maccabees text, how does Chanukah become a 

festival? 
• Who are the main actors in the Maccabees text? 
• What is the focus for the rabbis of the Talmud? 
• For the rabbis, how does Chanukah become a festival? 
• Who are the main actors in the Talmud text? 
• How can each text enrich our understanding of the 

menorah? 
Notes:   
Whenever the chanukiyah is mentioned during this unit it will be 
important to make sure that students are clear about the distinction 
between the Temple menorah and the chanukiyah. 

 
7.  Prohibiting Recreation 

Background:   
The Talmud prohibits a person from making anything that seeks to 
replicate the ancient Temple. 
Instructions:  
1. Pass out the Talmud text: Rosh Hashanah 24a-b: 

A man may not make a house in the form of the Temple, or a 
porch in the form of the Temple hall, or a court corresponding to 
the Temple court, or a table corresponding to the table, or a 
candlestick corresponding to the candlestick, but he may make 
one with five, or six or eight lamps, but with seven he should not 
make, even of other metals. 

2. Discussion Questions: 
• What does this text prohibit? 
• What are the additional stipulations placed on the making 

of a menorah? 
• Why do you think the rabbis declared these prohibitions? 
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• Do you think menorahs and chanukiyot that we use today 
go against the rabbis’ ruling?  Why or why not? 

  Notes: 
One explanation given for why later depictions of the menorah did 
not violate this rule is that the rabbis are prohibiting the actual 
creation and use of a menorah, but not the symbolic depiction of 
one. 

 
Lens: Symbolic Significance and Usage Over Time 
8.  Messianic Menorah: A Symbol of Hope 

Background:  
After the destruction of the Temple, the menorah became a symbol 
of messianic hope.  The menorah symbolized the return of power to 
the Jews and the rebuilding of the Temple. 

  Instructions:   
1. Post two pieces of posterboard on the wall.  In the center of one 

write, “Messiah.”  In the center of the second write, “Hope.” 
2. Pass out markers and ask the class to write “graffiti” on the 

posters.  They should write words or phrases that comment on 
why these two words might be connected with the menorah. 

3. After a period of time, ask students to read over the comments 
of classmates. 

4. Pass out pens and paper and have each student write a 
paragraph explaining why the menorah is connected with the 
Messiah, or with hope. 

5. Invite students to share their writing.   
6. Pass out a page with excerpts from books describing the role of 

the menorah in messianic thought. 
  Notes: 

This activity encourages the students to be part of the meaning-
making process by imagining how people interpreted the menorah 
to have certain meanings. 

 
9.  Mystical Menorah: The Sefirot Menorah 

Background:   
The ten sefirot of Kabbalah are most often depicted in a diagram 
known as the Tree of Life.  Kabbalists have also depicted the sefirot 
in the shape of a menorah. 
Instructions:   
1. Pass out an introductory chart of the 10 sefirot and briefly 

introduce them. 
2. Provide participants with paper and guide them through 

rewriting the 10 sefirot in the shape of the menorah. 
3. Follow-up discussion: 

• How does the shape of the menorah aid in explaining the 
system of sefirot? 
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• How does the connection of the menorah and the sefirot 
enhance our understanding of the relationship between 
the menorah and God? 

 
10.  Chanukiyah Design 
  Background: 

Jewish communities often followed the lamp making customs of 
their surrounding cultures when designing chanukiyot.  The 
chanukiyah patterned after the tabernacle menorah is actually of 
medieval origin. 

  Instructions: 
1. Read excerpts from Noam Zion’s article, “Designing a 

Hanukkah Menorah,” that describes halachic guidelines for the 
menorah. 
Zion, Noam.  “Designing a Hanukkah Menorah,” A Different 
Light: The Big Book of Hanukkah.  Jerusalem: Shalom Hartman 
Institute, 2000. 

2. Pass out photos of historic chanukiyot.   
Guiding Questions: 

• Does this chanukiyah conform to the rules outlined in the 
article? 

• What do you like or dislike about this design?  
Notes: 
This activity is short, but helps to expand students’ notion of what a 
chanukiyah looks like. 

 
Lens: Current Understandings 
11.  Mixing Menorahs:  The Torah and Haftarah Portions for Chanukah 

Background:   
The Torah and Haftarah portions read during Chanukah reference 
the seven-branched menorah of the tabernacle.    

  Instructions:   
  1.  Inform students of the key question: 

• How do images of the seven-branched menorah enhance 
our experience of Chanukah? 

6. Pass out copies of the Torah and Haftarah portions for 
Chanukah.  (excerpts from Numbers 6:22-8:4, Zechariah 4:1-7) 

7. Read the texts together or in small groups.  
Guiding Questions: 

• What is the setting of this text? 
• What is the mood of this text? 
• How is the menorah depicted in this text? 
• What symbolism does the menorah hold in this text? 

8. Bring students together as a group to consider the relevance of 
these texts. 
Discussion Questions: 
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• Why are these texts read on Chanukah? 
• What significance do these texts place on the menorah? 
• How might we transfer that significance to our celebration 

of Chanukah and the use of the chanukiyah?   
Notes: 
If you are short on time, the class can be divided into two groups.  
One group can study the Torah portion, while the other studies the 
Haftarah portion. 
Earlier in the unit you will have made efforts to distinguish the 
menorah from the chanukiyah.  In this activity, students will be able 
to discover how images of the menorah highlight the themes of 
Chanukah.   

 
12.  Light of a Nation: The Menorah as Israel’s National Seal 
  Background: 

While the Magen David was chosen to be the center of the Israeli 
flag, the menorah was elected as the state seal. 
Instructions:   
1. Distribute excerpts from Noam Zion’s article, “In Search of an 

Appropriate National Symbol.”  Ask students to read through the 
article, noting reasons the menorah makes a good national 
symbol. 

2. List the reasons on the board. 
3. Tell students to pretend they are in the Knesset arguing for the 

menorah over the Magen David.  Have them write a short 
paragraph presenting their argument. 

  Notes: 
Zion’s article is a bit lengthy.  You could ask people to read it at 
home or assign sections to groups. 
Keep in mind that you may have already studied the place of the 
Magen David in Israel.  This activity can be a complement to that 
discussion.  

 
13.  Chanukiyah Basics 
  Background: 

One of the goals of the curriculum is for students to develop their 
ritual practice.  This activity provides them with information on the 
proper design of a chanukiyah and on its use.   

  Instructions: 
1. Hand out one rule to each student, or to pairs of students. 

Sample Rules: 
The candle holders must be of equal height, except for the 
shamash. 
The candles should be put into the chanukiyah right to left. 
One candle should be added each night. 
The newest candle is lit first. 
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2. Pass out markers and paper.  Each paper should have two 
squares drawn on it. 

3. Ask students to simply illustrate their rule by drawing the correct 
way to follow the law on one side, and an incorrect way, crossed 
out, on the other side. 

4. Hang up the signs and ask other students to guess the rule from 
the posters. 

  Notes: 
 It would be helpful to assemble a list of the rules studied so 

students will have them available to consult during Chanukah.  
 
Lens: Personal Response 
14.  Temple Tour: The Depiction of the Menorah in Our Communal Space 

Background:   
Many synagogues have images of menorahs in the sanctuary or in other 
places around the building. 

  Instructions: 
1. Send students on a walk around the building looking for 

menorahs used in Temple art, signs, architecture, etc. 
2. When they find a menorah ask students to fill out an observation 

sheet. 
Questions: 

• Where did you find a menorah? 
• How is it being used? 
• Do you think its use or appearance relates to any of the 

texts or images we have studied?  Which ones, and 
how? 

• What symbolism do you see in this example of a 
menorah? 

  Notes: 
Not all synagogues have menorahs.  Check and make sure there is 
something for students to find before using this activity.  You may 
want to check synagogue letterhead and bulletins as well as the 
building. 
If your congregation has any significant pieces of art employing the 
image of the menorah, find out from the senior staff or lay leaders 
the history of the piece. 

 
15.  Clay Menorah 
  See description above. 
 
16.  Menorah Symbolism Chart 

Background:   
Throughout history the symbolism associated with the menorah has 
changed. 

  Instructions: 
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1. Pass out a chart to students.  The vertical axis should include 
the major time periods or categories that the activities you have 
chosen cover.  For example: Torah, Bible, Rabbinic Period, 
Medieval, Modern, etc.  The final vertical label should be “Me.”  
The horizontal axis should include two labels:  General Notes, 
What I found most interesting. 

2. After each lesson give students time to fill in the chart. 
3. At the end of the unit ask students to fill in the row marked “Me.”  

This row is an opportunity for students to bring together the 
information they have learned and create a concept of the 
menorah with which they resonate. 

4. Give students an opportunity to share their personal concept. 
Notes:   
Students will learn many pieces of information throughout the unit.  
This activity provides them with a way to record and synthesize the 
information.  
Students can use the chart throughout  the unit, or during the last 
lesson.  

 
UNIT BIBLIOGRAPHY: 
 
Meyers, Carol L.  The Tabernacle Menorah: A Synthetic Study of a Symbol from 

the Biblical Cult.  Missoula: Scholars Press, 1976 
Meyers’ focus is purely on the Biblical menorah.  She begins with a helpful 
introduction to her methodology, which can apply to other areas of this 
curriculum.  She then explores Biblical language and archaeological 
evidence to make hypotheses about the menorah’s symbolism.  Her 
knowledge and incorporation of other ancient cultures is particularly 
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Yarden, L.  The Tree of Light: A Study of the Menorah.  Ithaca: Cornell University 

Press, 1971. 
Yarden covers a wider span of history than Meyer does.  He addresses 
both antecedents to the Biblical menorah, as well as usages of the 
menorah through modern times.  Yarden’s discussion of the menorah’s 
relationship to the tree is especially helpful. 

 
Zion, Noam and Barbara Spectre.  A Different Light: The Big Book of Hanukkah.  

Jerusalem: Shalom Hartman Institute, 2000. 
A Different Light is a comprehensive Hanukkah resource.  The section 
relevant to this curriculum’s scope is the section entitled “Scientists’ and 
Kabbalists’ Thoughts on Light and Lamps.”  In addition, the book includes 
a number of beautiful illustrations of both menorot and chanukiyot.   
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UNIT 5:  SEFER TORAH 
 
NOTE TO THE TEACHER: 
The word “Torah” carries with it a multiplicity of meanings: the five books of 
Moses, the written and Oral Torah, Jewish tradition as a whole, the physical 
Torah scroll, etc.  At the core of these meanings lies a belief that the words of the 
Torah testify to the Jewish people’s covenantal relationship with God.  This unit, 
however, focuses not on the words of Torah, but specifically on the Sefer Torah, 
the physical Torah scroll.  The unit begins with the question, “if the words are 
what is important, why do the words written in the form of a Sefer Torah possess 
more power, and merit a higher level of respect, than a printed text?”  The unit 
goes on to explore laws and customs that reflect the Sefer Torah’s special status. 
 
UNIT GOALS: 
This unit is designed to… 
1.  Demonstrate to Jewish adults how the Sefer Torah can be a means for 
examining their own Jewish beliefs and values. 
 
2.  Deepen Jewish adults’ understanding of the Sefer Torah through the use of 
four different lenses in order to… 

A. Show students how to trace the historic and textual origins of the written 
Torah. 

B. Illustrate how both historic and geographic context have altered the 
significance Jews placed on the Sefer Torah. 

C. Enable students to see how the Sefer Torah possesses a multiplicity of 
meanings.  

D. Challenge students to examine their own relationship with, and reaction to, 
the Sefer Torah.   
 

3.  Help students enrich their experience of Jewish ritual by integrating their 
multi-dimensional understandings of the Sefer Torah into their ritual encounters 
with the Sefer Torah. 
 
ESSENTIAL UNIT QUESTIONS: 

1. How does the evolution of the meaning of the word “Torah” serve as 
evidence of Jewish beliefs? 

2. How has the symbolism of the sefer Torah been interpreted over time?   
3. What emotions does seeing or touching a sefer Torah provoke in us? 
4. How does the complex history of the sefer Torah affect our contemporary 

understanding of this ritual object? 
 
OBJECTIVES: 
At the end of the unit students will be able to… 
Present multiple definitions of the word “Torah” as it is found in the Bible. 
Explain why writing was considered sacred in the ancient world. 
Give examples of ways that Jewish tradition has personified the Torah. 
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Describe how people regard a sefer Torah differently than they do a printed 
Torah. 
Connect laws that demand respect for the Torah with actions in the Torah 
service. 
Identify how the Torah service acts as a recreation of Sinai.   
Articulate their own emotional connection to a sefer Torah. 
   
UNIT DETAILS: 
Suggested Length of Unit: 3-4 sessions 
Suggested Order of Four Lenses: 

A. Personal Response  
B. Historical and Textual Origins 
C. Symbolic Significance and Usage Over Time 
D. Current Understandings  

 
FOCUS LENS: 
Personal Response 
The focus lens of this unit is Personal Response.  Although the students may not 
be able to articulate their relationship with the sefer Torah, many Jews feel 
deeply moved by the sight of, or contact with, a sefer Torah.  By initiating the unit 
with this focus lens, students will work through subsequent activities mindful of 
the unique way in which Jews view the sefer Torah.  The focus lens does not 
include more activity suggestions than the other lenses, yet it can become the 
focus through the care and seriousness with which you engage learners in 
examining their relationship with Torah. 
   
MEMORABLE MOMENT 
Sofer Workshop 

Background:   
A sofer is a scribe trained to write sacred scrolls such as a sefer 
Torah.   

  Instructions: 
1. Invite a sofer to come and speak with the class.   
2. Give the scribe a specific focus. 

Possible focuses: 
• The materials used to write a sefer Torah. 
• How the scribe prepares for writing. 
• How the name of God is treated. 
• Special Torah portions 

3.  Make sure to allow time for questions. 
  Notes:   

Many scribes today have experience working with congregational 
groups.  Consult local rabbis to see if they recommend someone in 
particular.  
This may be a program you want to open up to the entire 
congregation or community, particularly if the cost is high. 
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SUGGESTED ACTIVITIES: 
 
Lens: Personal Response 
1.  Receiving Torah Circle 
  Background:  

For many Jews the act of holding or touching the Torah is 
extremely emotional and spiritual. 

  Instructions: 
1. Form a circle on the bimah in front of the ark. 
2. Invite students to wear a tallit if they wish. 
3. Before taking out the Torah, point out the different parts of the  

Torah’s dress.  If the Torah scrolls in your congregation have a 
particular story, share them with the class. 

4. Remove the crowns and breastplate from the Torah so it will be 
easier to hold. 

5. Instruct the class to be silent. (You could also sing a niggun).   
6. Pass the Torah to each person, inviting students to hold the 

Torah for a minute and close their eyes. 
7. Have the class spread out around the sanctuary and write a 

journal entry on their feelings when they hold the Torah.  (You 
may want to give these directions ahead of time so the group 
can move silently into writing.) 

8. Back on the bimah, allow students to share what they have 
written or describe their experience. 

  Notes:  
Be aware of the diversity of the class.  You may have students who 
have never touched a Torah, as well as students who do not feel 
comfortable touching it.  Work to accommodate their needs so they 
can participate in some way.  

 
2.  Torah Synectics 
  Background:   

The Torah is at the center of Jewish life, yet it is often difficult for us 
to describe the Torah’s importance, and our feelings toward the 
Torah. 

  Instructions: 
1. Set-up an easel with large newsprint. 
2. Ask the students to answer the following question in writing: 

• Why is it important to put the words of the Torah into the 
form of a sefer Torah? 

3. Round 1:  The Torah is like… 
List the students’ answers on the newsprint.  This is 
brainstorming, so do not judge answers as they are given. 

• What kind of animals is the Torah like? 
• What kind of weather is the Torah like? 
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• What other objects is the Torah like? 
Ask the students to choose one object from the list. 

4. Round 2:  Descriptors 
Post the previous list on the wall and list the students’ answers 
on a new sheet of paper. 

• Pretend you are x (the object voted on).  What does it 
feel like? 

The goal is to list multiple adjectives and phrases, some of 
which contrast. 

5. Round 3:  Contrasting Pairs 
Post the previous list on the wall and list the students’ answers 
on a new sheet of paper. 

• Using the descriptors, match pairs of contrasting words. 
Ask the students to choose one pair from the list. 

6. Round 4:  Final Objects 
Post the previous list on the wall and list the students’ answers 
on a new sheet of paper. 

• What things can you think of that have both of these 
contrasting qualities? 

7.  Ask the students to write on the original question again.  They 
are welcome to use any of the images that have come up during 
the synectics exercise.  The exercise should help them be more 
creative and expressive in their writing. 

  Notes:   
Synectics is a specific model of teaching.  Although the exercise 
will work if you follow the instructions, it will be easier if you read 
the information provided about synectics.  
It will be difficult in this exercise to distinguish between the sefer 
Torah and the Torah in general.  The format of the question will aid 
in this.   

 
3.  Scroll Unwrapping 
  Background: 
  It is important for students to see the writing on a real Torah scroll.   
  Instructions: 

1. Unwrap the Torah scroll so that a number of seams are visible.  
You can do this by having a few people line up and unwrapping 
the Torah upright.  Or you can put together a number of long 
tables and unroll the scroll flat on the table.   

2. Ask students to spread out along the scroll and search for things 
to ask questions about.   
Possible Things to Point Out: 

• Portions written in special ways. (10 commandments, 
Shirat Hayam, etc.) 

• Familiar names 
• Justification of the columns 
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• Letters written small or large 
• Style of the letters 

  Notes:   
Showing respect to the Torah should be a priority in choosing how 
you do this activity.  Remind students not to touch the writing. 
It is particularly important to include this activity if you are not able 
to bring in a sofer.  You could also use it to prepare the class for 
asking the sofer questions. 

 
4.  Our Kavod laTorah: Torah Service Behavior 

Background:  
There are many customs about how people should behave during 
the Torah service.  Some of the laws pertaining to behavior will be 
studied in a later activity. 

  Instructions: 
1. Meet in the sanctuary with siddurim open to the Torah service. 
2. Ask students to walk the class through a Torah service.   
3. Stop and note any actions that show the Torah respect.  Ask 

students to speculate on how these actions demonstrate 
respect. 

  Notes: 
It is unnecessary to use the Torah scroll in this activity.  It is helpful 
to be in the sanctuary, however, to help students recreate the 
service in their minds. 

 
Lens:  Historical and Textual Origins 
5.  “Torah” in the Torah 
  Background:  

The word “torah” appears many times in the Bible.  It rarely, 
however, refers to a written document, let alone the form we now 
associate with the word Torah. 

  Instructions: 
1. Pass out the Bible worksheet with Biblical verses including the 

word Torah.  Each time the word appears do not translate it. 
2. Pass out copies of entries for “Torah” from Biblical Hebrew 

dictionaries. 
3. In pairs, have the students choose which translation they would 

use for the word Torah. 
4. Compare answers and discuss how the different translations 

affect the meaning of the verse. 
  Notes:  

You can make this exercise more advanced by bringing different 
published translations of the verses to compare.   

 
6.  The Dichotomy of Oral and Written 
  Background:  
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In ancient times writing held immense power because the majority 
of the community was illiterate.  The priests and scribes gained 
power through their unique ability to pass on knowledge to the 
people through recitation and teaching.  Out of this reality comes 
the dual importance of hearing and seeing the Torah. 

  Instructions: 
1. Assuming that the majority of your students cannot understand 

Biblical Hebrew, ask the students to imagine that the Torah 
scroll is written in English. 
Discussion Questions: 

• How would this change your feelings toward the sefer 
Torah? 

• How would this change the importance of the ritualized 
Torah service? 

• How would this change access to the Torah’s words? 
2. Introduce the idea that in ancient times the majority of people 

were illiterate. 
• How did the people learn God’s words? 
• How do you imagine the people felt about writing and the 

people who could write? 
3. Pass out the sheets with Biblical verses showing the duality of 

written and oral and have students study them in pairs. 
Texts: 

• Deuteronomy 31:19 
• Joshua 1:8 
• Ezekiel 3:1 
• Nehemiah 8 
• 2 Chronicles 17:9 

Guiding Questions: 
• How is writing a part of this text? 
• How is oral transmission a part of this text? 
• Who holds the power in this text? 
• What is the experience of the people in this text? 

4.  Invite each pair to share the text that they found most significant. 
  Notes:  

The excerpt provided from Susan Niditch’s Oral World Written 
Word can used to supplement the discussion or can be passed out 
to interested students.  

 
7.  The Second Commandment  

Background: 
The second commandment, “You shall not make for yourself a 
sculptured image…” has led to millennia of discussions about what 
constitutes idolatry.  While Judaism presents itself as aniconic 
(without images), the line between iconic and aniconic has 
remained blurry. 
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  Instructions: 
1. Complete the “make your own Talmud page” with the Second 

Commandment written in the middle. 
• Divide the students into four groups. 
• Have each group complete Section 1. 
• Rotate the pages between groups and complete Section 

2. 
• Repeat for Sections 3 and 4.  

2. Read each sheet to show students the differences that can 
result from a single verse of Torah. 

3. Pass out the definition sheet, which defines iconic, aniconic, and 
material aniconism.  For each term ask students to brainstorm 
examples. 

4. Ask the students to individually place the sefer Torah in one of 
the categories.  Discuss students’ opinions. 

5. Pass out the excerpt titled “The Thin Line between Text and 
Image” from the author’s thesis.  Ask the class to respond in 
light of their opinions from the last step. 

  Notes:  
Some students may be uncomfortable with the suggestion of the 
sefer Torah acting as an icon.  Remind them that part of this 
curriculum is to challenge our notions of familiar ritual objects. 

 
Lens: Symbolic Significance and Usage Over Time 
8.  Commandment to write a Torah 

Background:   
Tradition tells us that the last commandment found in the Torah is 
that every person must write for themselves a copy of the Torah. 

  Instructions: 
1. Pass out copies of the Talmud passage, Sanhedrin 21b, where 

the rabbis derive from Deuteronomy 31:19 that each person is 
obligated to write a Torah. 

2. Divide students into small groups. 
Questions: 

• From where do the rabbis derive the commandment that 
every person should write a scroll? 

• Why might the rabbis have felt it was important to 
articulate this law? 

• Do you think this is a commandment that we should 
stress today?  Why or why not? 

• How might we fulfill this commandment today? 
3.  Bring the class back together and ask each group to share one 
interesting point that came up in their discussion. 

  Notes: 
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If you search “613th commandment” on the internet you will find 
many examples of ways congregations have fulfilled the mitzvah of 
writing a Torah scroll. 

 
9.  Woman Wisdom 
  Background:  

At the end of every Torah service we sing “Eitz Chayim He/She is a 
tree of life,” and we all know that “She” is the Torah.  Yet, this 
connection is not explicit in Proverbs.  Only later does the “Woman 
Wisdom” of Proverbs become the Torah. 

  Instructions: 
1. Play a recording of Eitz Chaim He.  Ask students to identify the 

song and describe what it means. 
2. Explain that the text comes from Proverbs and refers to Woman 

Wisdom.   
3. Pass out copies of Proverbs 1:20-33.  Read through the chapter 

and then lead a discussion. 
Questions: 

• How would you describe the character of Wisdom? 
• What is her complaint to the people? 
• What does she say will happen if the people do not heed 

her warnings? 
• Assuming that Wisdom refers to the Torah, what does 

this tell us about how we should regard the words of 
Torah? 

4. Inform students that apocryphal books expand on the image of 
Woman Wisdom and the connection of Wisdom with Torah.  
Divide the class into three groups and give each group an 
excerpt from a different book. 
Texts: 

• Wisdom of Solomon 10 
• Baruch 3 and 4 
• Sirach 24 

Group Questions: 
• How is Wisdom portrayed in this text? 
• What new information do we find out about Wisdom? 
• Are Wisdom and Torah connected in this text?  If yes, 

how does the text connect them? 
5.  Ask each group to share their findings with the class. 

 
10.  Kabbalistic Images: Removing the Torah’s Garments 
  Background:  

A parable from the Zohar identifies the Torah as a beautiful woman 
clothed in layers of meaning, and the Torah scribe as her lover.   

  Instructions: 
1. Pass out copies of the parable and highlighters. 
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2. In pairs ask students to read the story.  As they find parts of the 
allegory they should highlight the phrases and write what they 
think they represent. 

3. At the end, have groups take turns breaking down the allegory 
on the board. 

4. Conclude by passing out the handout defining the interpretive 
levels of pardes.  Have students connect the levels with parts of 
the parable. 

 
11.  Every Crown has Meaning 
  Background: 

Certain Hebrew letters of Torah script are richly decorated with 
crowns.  A Talmudic story asserts that each crown has meaning. 

  Instructions: 
1. Pass out copies of the Talmud text Menachot 29b. 
2. Have students work through the text using guiding questions. 

Guiding Questions: 
• According to this text, who wrote the Torah? 
• Why does Moses question God’s actions? 
• What does God tell Moses that Akiba will do? 
• Why does Moses have trouble following the class? 
• How is Moses comforted? 
• How does this text give validity to the rabbis of the 

Talmud? 
• What does this text add to your understanding of the 

physical Torah scroll? 
  Notes: 

Make sure to show students letters written in Torah script so they 
understand to what the story is referring. 

 
12.  Torah as Talisman 
  Background:  

Many traditions connected with the Torah indicate that the sefer 
Torah has powerful properties, and contact with it can be helpful or 
dangerous to a person.  In the Talmud story below we learn of the 
Torah’s amulet-like power.  This activity follows a verse from Bible 
through the rabbis’ reinterpretation.   

  Instructions: 
1. Write Deuteronomy 17:18-19 on the board and put it in context 

for the students. (These verses are describing a king.) 
Questions: 

• What is the king commanded to do? 
• What do these verses suggest about the importance of 

the Torah? 
2. Pass out copies of Mishnah Sanhedrin 2:4. 

Questions: 
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• How does the Mishnah expand on what the king must 
do? 

• What do the rabbis enhance the role of the Torah? 
3. Pass out the excerpt from the Talmud: Sanhedrin 21b. 

Questions: 
• Why do the rabbis of the Talmud see a need for two 

scrolls? 
• What does the scroll that will be kept in the treasure 

house teach us about the importance of the Torah? 
• How will the king use the other Torah? 
• What powers does this use grant to the sefer Torah? 
• Does this use surprise you? Why or why not? 

  Notes:    
As you go through this activity make sure that students are clear 
about the relationships between Torah, Mishnah, and Talmud. 

 
13.  Legalized Kavod LaTorah 
  Background:  

Medieval law codes contain dozens of laws that detail how one 
must show proper respect to the Torah. 

  Instructions: 
1. On the board, have students imagine ways that a student in the 

Middle Ages might have shown respect to a teacher.   
2. Read the quotation from the Kitzur Shulchan Aruch that 

describes a person bowing to the Ark, as a student would bow 
to a master. (25:7). 

3. Introduce the idea that many legal codes anthropomorphize the 
Torah when describing how to respect it.  Ask students to 
complete the line, “The Torah is like a master because…” Go 
around the room sharing until everyone is out of ideas. 

4. Pass out excerpts from Maimonides’ Mishneh Torah and the 
Kitzur Shulchan Aruch on showing respect to the Torah.   
Focus Questions: 

• Stemming from the central notion that we should show 
the sefer Torah respect, how do the law codes suggest 
we should treat the Torah? 

  Notes:  
An additional conversation that could result from these texts is 
about the Torah’s anthropomorphism.  Ask students to describe 
how the Torah is being treated like a person.    

 
Lens: Current Understandings 
14.  Recreating Sinai 
  Background:  

The liturgy of the Torah service, and our behavior, serve to recreate 
the experience of receiving the Torah at Sinai. 
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  Instructions: 
1. Introduce the idea that the Torah service, in a small way, 

recreates the experience at Sinai. 
2. Have students imagine what emotions the rabbis intended to 

spark by imbuing the service with images of Sinai.  Write their 
ideas on the board. 

3. Move through the Torah service, stopping at points that help to 
recreate Sinai.  At each point, look at, or describe, the point in 
the Torah service, and then read the liturgy to see how it helps 
recreate Sinai. 
Focus Points: 

• Standing at the beginning. 
• Passing the Torah with the right hand. 
• Awe and reverence of the procession. 
• Accompanying the Torah. 
• Hagbah – Lifting the Torah. 

  Notes:  
If the students have already completed the exercise comparing 
translations of the word Torah, this exercise can reinforce their 
learning by looking at verses included in the Torah service that 
have been interpreted to be specific to the Torah.  Remind students 
that the word Torah may be translated differently outside of the 
context of the Torah service. 

 
15.  The Lifecyle of a Torah 
  Background:  

The ceremonies that mark the lifetime of a Torah bear many 
similarities to the Jewish rituals that mark stages in our own lives. 

  Instructions: 
1. Divide the class into two groups.  Give one group information 

(photos and services) on dedicating a new Torah.  Give the 
other group information on burying a Torah.  

2. Have each group look through their materials and prepare a 
short presentation for the other group.   
Group Focus Questions: 

• What are different ways a congregation might choose to 
mark this event? 

• Why might a congregation decide to do such a ceremony 
for the Torah? 

• What communal values are expressed through these 
ceremonies? 

  Notes:  
Ask the congregational staff or lay leadership if the congregation 
has held any of these ceremonies recently.  If it has, see if you can 
add to the resources the service from the congregation.  For the 
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group studying a Torah’s burial, get information from the local 
geniza.   

 
16.  Priestly Garments 
  Background:  

One explanation of the Torah’s garments is that they are meant to 
reflect the special garments worn by the High Priest.  This idea 
communicates messages about the Torah’s role in the community. 

  Instructions: 
1. Read Exodus 28 and compile a list of the High Priest’s 

garments. 
2. Pass around a copy of Moshe Levine’s model of the High Priest 

to give students an idea of what the dress may have looked like. 
3. Lie out all of the ornaments and mantle for one of the 

congregation’s Torah scrolls on a table and invite students to 
compare them to the description of the High Priest.  Once they 
have finished their own comparisons pass out the excerpt from 
The Torah as an Icon, and a copy of Joel Grishaver’s drawings 
comparing the Torah to the Priest and see if they missed 
anything. 

4. Discussion: 
• What roles do you think the priest played in Ancient 

Israel? 
• Why might the rabbis have wanted to dress the Torah 

like the High Priest? 
• What is the Torah’s role in our community? 
• How do the role of the priest and the role of the Torah 

compare to each other? 
  Notes:  

This activity could also be included in the previous lens (Symbolic 
Significance).  It is included here because the Torah ornaments are 
salient images for the students’ current connections with the sefer 
Torah.   
If you use actual Torah ornaments make sure to properly cover the 
Torah scroll in the ark. 
The Discussion is the main focus of this activity.  Challenge the 
students to think of the implications of the Torah being dressed like 
a priest. 

 
UNIT BIBLIOGRAPHY: 
 
Neusner, Jacob.  Torah:  From Scroll to Symbol in Formative Judaism.  

Philadelphia: Fortress, 1985. 
Neusner’s book is an excellent resource for finding additional texts.  
Neusner categorizes usages of the word torah in Biblical and Rabbinic 
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literature.  This book is not intended for general reading, but as a 
compendium of citations of traditional texts. 

 
Niditch, Susan.  Oral World and Written Word.  Louisville, KY: Westminster John 

Knox Press, 1996. 
Niditch captures the power of the written word in this book detailing the 
ancient Jewish world where few people possessed the “power” to read 
and write.  Her depiction helps to establish an idea of how the sefer Torah 
became a valuable Jewish symbol.   
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UNIT 6:  SYNTHESIS 
 
NOTE TO THE TEACHER: 
Now is the time for your students to demonstrate their learning and share their 
knowledge with others.  This unit provides a variety of ways for the class to bring 
together their new knowledge and skills in a public way.  While you may choose 
to do more than one of these activities, any one of them can serve as an 
appropriate conclusion.  This unit does not include Essential Questions or 
Objectives because these depend on which project you choose to implement.  
These projects are also useful ways for you to assess student learning.    
 
UNIT GOALS: 
This unit is designed to… 
1.  Enable students to bring together their new knowledge and skills in the form 
of a presentation or project. 
  
2.  Provide students with an opportunity to share their learning with the 
community. 
 
3.  Allow the teacher to assess student learning. 
 
UNIT DETAILS: 
Suggested Length of Unit: 2 sessions and Presentation 
 
SUGGESTED ACTIVITIES: 
 
Object Review: 
1.  Group Projects on the Four Curriculum Objects 
  Background: 

Most of the curriculum is contained within the classroom.  This 
project challenges the students to synthesize their learning and put 
it together in a way that benefits the entire synagogue community. 

  Instructions: 
1. Divide the class into four groups: Tallit, Magen David, Menorah, 

Sefer Torah. 
2. Ask each group to synthesize the material they have studied 

about their object into a form to present to the community.  You 
may choose to have all groups use the same format, or leave 
the decision up to individual groups. 
General Presentation Ideas: 

• Bulletin Articles published monthly 
• Poster presentation in the lobby 
• Wine and Cheese night with presentations 
• Pamphlet prepared for visitors to the synagogue 

Presentation Formats Specific to Objects: 
Tallit: 
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• Pamphlet given to B’nei Mitzvah 
• Information sheet posted above tallit rack 

Magen David: 
• Information hung by a work of art featuring the Magen David. 
• Poster presentation as part of Yom Ha’atzmaut 

Menorah: 
• Information hung by a work of art featuring the menorah. 
• Text accompanying a menorah display at Chanukah. 

Sefer Torah: 
• Discussion at a Tikkun Leil Shavuot. 
• Information displayed with congregational Torah ornaments. 

  Notes:  
If you are planning to do this project, you may choose not to do 
some of the unit activities that involve communal presentations.  

 
Applying the Lenses: 
2.  Employing the Four Lenses to study a New Object 
  Background: 

One of the major goals of the curriculum was to enable students to 
learn the skills necessary to investigate ritual objects and symbols, 
as well as their Jewish life in general.  This project challenges them 
to apply their skills to something new. 

  Instructions: 
1. As a class, or in groups, pick a new ritual object or symbol that 

people are interested in learning more about. 
Examples: 

• Shofar 
• Kiddush Cup 
• Kippah 
• Ner Tamid 

2. Give students an opportunity to research the chosen object in 
the library, on-line, and in local museums. 

3. Organize the material into the four lenses and assign people to 
prepare presentations on each lens. 

4. See Activity 1 for presentation ideas. 
  Notes:  

This project is heavily dependent on your community’s resources 
and the drive of the students.  If your synagogue does not have a 
developed library I would recommend choosing another project. 

 
Personal Objects: 
3.  Enhancing our Knowledge of our own Significant Objects 
  Background: 

An opening activity for the curriculum was an exercise asking 
people to bring in personally significant Jewish ritual objects 

  Instructions: 
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1. During the course, collect information on each ritual object 
brought in by a participant.  Ideally, this information will include 
at least an encyclopedia article and one additional text. 

2. At the opening of this unit distribute the material and allow 
students to read through the material. 

3. Have students share their object and learning through a 
presentation. 
Presentation Ideas: 

• “Museum” Display of the objects with student-prepared 
information. 

• Wine and Cheese night with students’ families and 
congregants. 

• Short bulletin articles. 
• Resource booklet displayed in the synagogue library. 

  Notes:  
This activity requires a significant amount of preparation time by the 
instructor.  Your goal is to provide a small amount of information for 
students in order for them to learn new information.  If students are 
excited about the project, help them find additional resources and 
encourage them to search the Internet.  If information is not 
available for an object, you may choose to ask the student to pick 
another object. 
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Suggested Activity 2: Comparative Definitions 

 
1.  Definitions of Symbols 
Goodenough, Erwin R.  Jewish Symbols in the Greco-Roman Period, Abridged 

Edition.  Princeton: Princeton University, 1953. 
Hoffman, Lawrence A.  The Art of Public Prayer.  Woodstock: Skylight Paths 

Publishing, 1999. 
Meyers, Carol L.  The Tabernacle Menorah: A Synthetic Study of a Symbol from 

the Biblical Cult.  Missoula: Scholars Press, 1976. 
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Definitions of Symbols 
 

 

 

Erwin Goodenough: 
 
A symbol is an image or design with a significance, to the one who uses it, quite 
beyond its manifest content…or…an object or a pattern which, whatever the 
reason may be, operates upon men, and causes effect in them, beyond mere 
recognition of what is literally presented in the given form. 
 
Goodenough, Erwin R.  Jewish Symbols in the Greco-Roman Period, Abridged Edition.  

Princeton: Princeton University, 1953, 40. 

Lawrence Hoffman: 
 
A true symbol has the following qualities: 

• It evokes its response automatically. 

• Verbal descriptions of a symbol’s significance is by definition superfluous 
and inadequate. 

• In a ritual that deals with group experience, the symbol’s significance 
must be shared by the members of the group. 

• True symbols are immediately apprehended and seem self-evident, so 
people hold to them with considerable emotional tenacity. 

 
Adapted from Hoffman, Lawrence A.  The Art of Public Prayer.  Woodstock: Skylight Paths 

Publishing, 1999, 40-41 
 

Carol Meyers: 
 
…the mark of a live symbol is its ability to carry a message on a non-verbal, 
emotional level; any explanations which theoretically might attach themselves 
are therefore subsidiary to the immediate impact of the symbol and cannot truly 
present the full range of associations carried by the symbol at its primary 
sensate level.  In some sense, the existence of a potent symbol precludes the 
existence of an accurate and contemporary commentary thereon.” 
 
 
Meyers, Carol L.  The Tabernacle Menorah: A Synthetic Study of a Symbol from the Biblical Cult.  

Missoula: Scholars Press, 1976, 134. 
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Suggested Activity 4:  Rational vs. Non-Rational 

 
1.  “Holy Living” – Teacher’s Copy 
Holtz, Barry W.  Finding Our Way.  New York: Schocken Books, 1990. 
 
2.  “Holy Living” – Student Excerpts 
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Mezuzah Background Information 

 
1.  Encylopaedia Judaica: Mezuzah 
Rabinowitz, Louis Isaac.  “Mezuzah.”  Encyclopaedia Judaica: CDRom Edition.  

Judaica Multimedia, 1997. 
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Encyclopaedia Judaica: Mezuzah 

 
MEZUZAH parchment scroll affixed to the doorpost of rooms in the Jewish home. The original 
meaning of the word mezuzah is "doorpost" (cf. Ex. 12:7). Its etymology is obscure; it has been 
suggested that it is derived from the Assyrian manzazu, but this is by no means certain. The Bible 
twice enjoins (Deut. 6:9 and 11:20) "and ye shall write them (the words of God) upon the mezuzot 
of thy house and in thy gates"; by transference, the word was made to apply not to the doorpost, 
but to the passages which were affixed to the doorpost in accordance with this injunction. The 
mezuzah consists of a piece of parchment, made from the skin of a clean animal, upon which the 
two passages in which the above-mentioned verses occur (Deut. 6:4–9 and 11:13–21) are written 
in square (Assyrian) characters, traditionally in 22 lines. The parchment is rolled up and inserted 
in a case with a small aperture. On the back of the parchment the word yVQ ("Almighty," but also 

the initial letters of ladRy  TvTlV  dmvQ "Guardian of the doors of Israel" (Kol Bo 90, 
101:4)), is written, and the parchment is so inserted that the word is visible through the aperture. 
It is affixed to the right hand doorpost of the room, or house, or gate, where it is obligatory (see 
below), in the top third of the doorpost and slanting inward. A blessing "Who hast commanded us 
to fix the mezuzah" is recited when affixing it. The earliest evidence for the fulfillment of the 
commandments of the mezuzah dates from the Second Temple period. A mezuzah parchment 
(6.5 cm. X 16 cm.) has been found at Qumran (Cave 8) in which are written some sentences from 
Deuteronomy (10:12–11:21) but not from the Shema (Discoveries in the Judean Desert of Jordan 
(1962), 158–61). The Samaritans make their mezuzot out of large stones and attach them to the 
lintel of the main door of their houses or place them near the doorway. They carve on them the 
Ten Commandments or the "ten categories by which the world was created." Sometimes they 
use abbreviations and initial letters of the ten or single verses in praise of God. Mezuzah stones 
of this sort are found in Israel dating from the early Arab and perhaps even Byzantine era. The 
Karaites do not make the mezuzah obligatory. Nevertheless, the mezuzot that they do attach are 
made of a tablet of blank plate in the form of the two tablets of the law but without writing on them 
and they fix them to the doorways of their public buildings and sometimes to their dwelling places. 

In the Middle Ages the custom obtained of making kabbalistic additions, usually the names of 
angels, as well as symbols (such as the magen david) to the text. The custom was vigorously 
opposed by Maimonides. He declared that those who did so "will have no share in the world to 
come." With their "foolish hearts" "they turn a commandment" whose purpose is to emphasize the 
love of God "into an amulet" (Yad, Tefillin 5:4). Despite this, there is one clear reference in the 
Talmud to the efficacy of the mezuzah as an amulet, though from the context it need not be 
regarded as doctrine. In return for a material gift sent by Ardavan to Rav, the latter sent him a 
mezuzah, and in answer to his surprised query replied that it would "guard him" (TJ, Pe'ah 1:1, 
15d; Gen. R. 35:3). To a similar context belongs the story of the explanation of the mezuzah 
given by Onkelos the proselyte to the Roman soldiers who came to arrest him: "In the case of the 
Holy One, blessed be He, His servants dwell within, while He keeps guard on them from without" 
(Av. Zar. 11a). 

Maimonides' decision prevailed, and the mezuzah today contains only the two biblical passages. 

However, at the bottom of the obverse side there is written the formula vlvk  lskvmb  vlvk, a 
cryptogram formed by substituting the next letter of the alphabet for the original, it thus being the 

equivalent of hvhy  vnyhla  hvhy ("the Lord, God, the Lord"). This is already mentioned by 
Asher b. Jehiel in the 13th century in his commentary to the Hilkhot Mezuzah of Alfasi (Romm-
Vilna ed. p. 6b). 

The mezuzah must be affixed to the entrance of every home and to the door of every living room 
of a house, thus excluding storerooms, stables, lavatories, and bathrooms, and must be 
inspected periodically (twice in seven years) to ensure that the writing is still readable. The 
custom has become widespread and almost universal at the present day to affix the mezuzah to 
the entrance to public buildings (including all government offices in Israel) and synagogues. 
There is no authority for this, unless the building or room is also used for residential purposes 
(Levi ibn Habib, Resp. no. 101), and the Midrash (Deut. R. 7:2) actually asks the rhetorical 
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question, "Is then a mezuzah affixed to synagogues?" As the scriptural verse states, it is also to 
be affixed to "thy gates." It is thus obligatory for the entrances to apartment houses. On the gates 
of the suburb Yemin Moshe in Jerusalem, which stand since their erection in 1860, the mezuzot 
are still to be seen. After the Six-Day War mezuzot were affixed to the gates of the Old City of 
Jerusalem. In the responsa Sha'ali Ziyyon of D. Eliezrov (1962, pt. 2, nos. 9–10), who served as 
rabbi to the Jewish political prisoners at Latrun during the British Mandate, there are two 
responsa from him and Rabbi Ouziel, Sephardi chief rabbi of Israel, as to whether mezuzot were 
obligatory for the rooms and cells of the camp. 

In the Diaspora the mezuzot must be affixed after the householder has resided in the home for 30 
days; in Israel, immediately on occupation. If the house is sold or let to a Jew the previous 
occupier must leave the mezuzah. It is customary, among the pious, on entering or leaving to kiss 
the mezuzah or touch it and kiss the fingers (Maharil, based on the passage from Av. Zar. 11a 
quoted above). 

The Talmud enumerates the mezuzah as one of the seven precepts with which God surrounded 
Israel because of His love for them. Of the same seven (the zizit being regarded as four) R. 
Eliezer b. Jacob stated, "Whosoever has the tefillin on his head, the tefillin on his arm, the zizit on 
his garment and the mezuzah on his doorpost is fortified against sinning" (Men. 43b). The 
mezuzah is one of the most widely observed ceremonial commandments of Judaism. In modern 
times the practice developed of wearing a mezuzah around the neck as a charm. Some of the 
cases in which the mezuzah is enclosed are choice examples of Jewish art, and the artistic 
mezuzah case has been developed to a considerable extent in modern Israel. 

[Louis Isaac Rabinowitz] 
 
  
Encyclopaedia Judaica: CDRom Edition.  Judaica Multimedia, 1997. 
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Suggested Activity 5:  On the Doorposts of Your House 

 
1.  Mezuzah Text:  Deuteronomy 6:4-9, 11:13-21 
JPS Hebrew-English Tanakh: The Traditional Hebrew Text and The New JPS 

Translation.  Philadelphia: Jewish Publication Society, 2003.* 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
*  All translations of the Hebrew Bible found in the resources are from this 

source. 
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Mezuzah Text: Deuteronomy 6:4-9, 11:13-21 
 

 
4Hear, O Israel!  The Lord is our God, the Lord alone. 5You shall love the Lord 
your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your might.  6Take 
to heart these instructions with which I charge you this day.  7Impress 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.  8Bind them as a sign on your hand and 
let them serve as a symbol on your forehead;  9Inscribe them on the doorposts of 
your house and on your gates. 
 
13If, then, you obey the commandments that I enjoin upon you this day, loving the 
Lord your God and serving Him with all your heart and soul, 14I will grant the rain 
for your land in season, the early rain and the late.  You shall gather in your new 
grain and wine and oil – 15I will also provide grass in the fields for your cattle – 
and thus you shall eat your fill.  16Take care not to be lured away to serve other 
gods and bow to tehm.  17For the Lord’s anger will flare up against you, and He 
will shut up the skies so that there will be no rain and the ground will not yield its 
produce; and you will soon perish from the good land that the Lord is assigning to 
you. 

:s�¨j¤t ²h±h 'Ubh¥vO¡t ²h±h 'k¥t¨r§G°h g©n§J 

Uh¨v±u /W�¤s«t§n-k!f#cU 'W§J#p³b-k!f#cU 'W#c�!c#k-k!f#C 'Wh¤vO¡t ²h±h ,¥t ̈T#c©v¨t±u 
'Wh®b!c#k o¨T±b³B¦J±u  :W�.c!c#k-k/g 'oIH©v W±U/m§n h3f«b�¨t r¤J£t 'v.K¥t¨v oh¦r!c§S©v 

/W�¤nUe#cU 'W#C#f¨J#c�U Q¤r¤S/c W§T#f.k#cU 'W¤,h9c#C W§T#c¦J#C o!C ¨T§r/C¦s±u 
,«z´z§n k/g o¨T#c©,#fU 'Wh�®bh9g ih9C ,«p¨y«y#k Uh¨v±u 'W¤s²h-k/g ,It#k o¨T§r©J§eu 

:Wh�¤r!g§J3cU W¤,h9C 

'oIH©v o.f§,¤t v®U/m§n h3f«b¨t r¤J£t 'h©,I#m¦n-k¤t Ug§n§J¦T /g«n̈J-o¦t v²h¨v±u 
h¦T©,�²b±u /o.f§J#p³b k!f#cU o.f#c/c#k-k!f#C Is#c!g#kU 'o.fh¥v�O¡t ²h±h ,¤t v!c£v©t#k 

/W�¤r̈v#m°h±u W§J�rh¦,±u W®b²d§s ¨T#p©x�¨t±u 'JIe#k©nU v¤rIh 'IT3g#C o.f#m§r©t-r�©y§n 

v¤T#p°h-i.P o.f!k Ur§n�¨A¦v /¨T#g�!c̈G±u ¨T#k/f�¨t±u 'W¤T§n¤v#c3k W§s�¨G#C c¤G9g h¦T©,�²b±u 
v¨r̈j±u  /o¤v!k o¤,h°u£j©T§J¦v±u oh¦r¥j£t oh¦vO¡t  o¤T§s/cBg³u o¤T§r©x±u 'o.f#c/c#k 

i¥T¦, tO v¨n¨s£t¨v±u 'r̈y¨n v®h§v°h-tO±u o°h©n¨A©v-,¤t  r/m!g±u 'o.f!C ²h±h-;©t 

:o.f!k i¥,«b ²h±h r¤J£t v!c«Y©v .¤r̈t¨v k/g¥n v¨r¥v§n o¤T§s/c£t³u V!kUc±h-,¤t 

o¨,«t  o¤T§r©J§eU o.f§J#p³b-k/g±u o.f#c/c#k-k/g v.K¥t h©r!c§S ,¤t o¤T§n©G±u 
o¨,«t  o¤T§s©N3k±u  :o.fh¯bh9g ih9C ,«p¨yIy#k Uh¨v±u 'o.f§s®h-k/g ,It#k 

W#C#f¨J#cU 'Q¤r¤S/c W§T#f.k#cU 'W¤,h9c#C W§T#c¦J#C 'o!C r9C©s#k 'o.fh¯b#C-,¤t 

o.fh¥n±h UC§r°h i/g©n#k  :Wh�¤r!g§J3cU W¤,h9C ,IzUz§n-k/g o¨T#c©,#fU :W�¤nUe#cU 
h¥nh3F 'o¤v!k ,¥,!k o.fh¥,�«c£t/k ²h±h g/C§J°b r¤J£t v¨n¨s£t�¨v k/g o.fh¯b#c h¥nh°u 

:.¤r�¨t¨v-k/g o°h©n¨A©v 
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18Therefore impress these My words upon your very heart: bind them as a sign 
on your hand and let them serve as a symbol on your forehead, 19and teach them 
to your children – reciting them when you stay at home and when you are away, 
when you lie down and when you get up; 20and inscribe them on the doorposts of 
your house and on your gates – 21to the end that you and your children may 
endure, in the land that the Lord swore to your fathers to assign to them, as long 
as there is a heaven over the earth. 
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Suggested Activity 6:  Evolution Through History and Across 

Geography 
 
1.  Key to Mezuzot Across Time and Space 
Rabinowitz, Louis Isaac.  “Mezuzah.”  Encyclopaedia Judaica: CDRom Edition.  

Judaica Multimedia, 1997. 
www.jewishmuseum.net  
www.jewishmuseum.org.uk/ 
www.pasarel.org 
www.russiansamovars.com 
 
2.  Mezuzot Across Time and Space 
 
3.  Condensed Jewish History Timeline 
Cohn-Sherbok, Dan.  A Concise Encyclopedia of Judaism.  Oxford:  Oneworld, 

1998. 
Leiman, Sondra.  The Atlas of Great Jewish Communities.  New York: UAHC 

Press, 2002. 
 
4.  World Map 
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Key to Mezuzot Across Time and Space 
 
 
1.  Embroidered velvet cover for a mezuzah.  Morocco, 19th c. 
 
2.  Wooden Fish mezuzah.  Eastern Europe, 19th c. 
 
3.  Silver mezuzah.  Russia, 19th c. 
 
4.  Brass and Inlaid Silver mezuzah.  Syria, 20th c. 
 
5.  Bone mezuzah.  Italy, 15th-16th c. 
 
6.  Copper.  United States, 20th c. 
 
7.  Material Unknown.  Netherlands, 19th c. 
 
 
 
 
Sources of Photos: 
“Mezuzah.”  Encylopaedia Judaica.   
www.jewishmuseum.net  
www.jewishmuseum.org.uk/ 
www.pasarel.org 
www.russiansamovars.com 
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Mezuzot Across Time and Space 
 

 
4.     5.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
6.  7.   



Unit 1: Introduction 
 

 

Condensed Jewish History Timeline 
 
BCE   c. 1900-1600   Age of the Patriarchs and Matriarchs 
 
  c. 1250-1230   Exodus from Egypt 
   
  c. 1200-1000   Period of the Judges 
   
  c. 1030-930   United Monarchy 
 
  c. 950    First Temple 
 
  c. 930    Division of the Kingdom 
 

722 Destruction of Northern Kingdom by 
Assyrians 

 
586 Destruction of Southern Kingdom by 

Babylonians / Babylonian Exile begins 
 
538 Return of some exiles 
 
c. 520-515 Building of Second Temple 
 
333-63 Hellenistic Period 
 
167-164 Hasmonean revolt 
 
c. 146-400 CE Roman period 

CE 
  c. 100-200   Mishnaic period 
 
  66-70    Jewish rebellion against Rome 
  
  70    Destruction of Second Temple 
 
  132-5    Bar Kochba Revolt 
 
  c. 200-600   Talmudic period 
 
  882-942   Saadiah Gaon 
 
  900-1000   Golden Age of Spain 
 
  1040-1105   Rashi 
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  1135-1204   Maimonides 
 
  c. 1286   Zohar 
 

1492 Expulsion of Jews from Spain 
 

1626-1676 Shabbetai Zevi 
 

1700-1800 Rise of Hasidism 
 

1750-1800 Beginning of the Haskalah 
 

c. 1850   Reform Judaism founded 
 
1860-1904 Theodor Herzl 

 
1880-1900   Mass emigration to the United States 
 
1881-1983 Mordecai Kaplan 

 
1894    Dreyfus Affair 
 
c. 1895   Conservative Judaism founded 
 
1897 First Zionist Congress 

 
1900-1920 Mass emigration from Eastern Europe 

Jewish settlement in Palestine 
   
  c. 1935   Reconstructionist Judaism founded 
 

1942-5 Holocaust 
 

1948 Founding of the State of Israel 
 

1967 Six Day War 
 

1973 Yom Kippur War 
 

1979 Peace treaty between Israel and Egypt 
 

1994 Peace treaty between Israel and Jordan 
 
Sources: 
Cohn-Sherbok, Dan.  A Concise Encyclopedia of Judaism.  Oxford:  Oneworld, 1998. 
Leiman, Sondra.  The Atlas of Great Jewish Communities.  New York: UAHC Press, 2002. 
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Suggested Activity 7:  Amulet 

 
1.  Trachtenberg on Mezuzot, pages 146-152. 
Trachtenberg, Joshua.  Jewish Magic and Superstition.  Cleveland: World 

Publishing, 1961. 
 
2.  Maimonides’ Ruling Against Altered Mezuzah Texts:  Mishneh 
Torah: Hilchot Mezuzah 5:4. 
Touger, Eliyahu.  Maimonides Mishneh Torah: The Laws Governing Tefillin, 

Mezuzah, and Torah Scrolls and The Laws of Tzitzit.  New York: Moznaim 
Publishing, 1990. 
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Maimondes’ Ruling Against Altered Mezuzah Texts:   
Mishneh Torah: Hilchot Mezuzah 5:4. 
 

 
It is a common custom to write [God’s name,] Shaddai, on the outside of a 
mezuzah opposite the empty space left between the two passages.  There is no 
difficulty in this, since [the addition is made] outside. 
Those, however, who write the names of the angels, other sacred names, 
verses, or forms, on the inside [of a mezuzah] are among those who do not have 
a portion in the world to come.  Not only do these fools nullify the mitzvah, but 
furthermore, they make from a great mitzvah [which reflects] the unity of the 
name of the Holy One, blessed be He, the love of Him, and the service of Him, a 
talisman for their own benefit.  They, in their foolish conception, think that this will 
help them regarding the vanities of the world. 
 
 
 
Touger, Eliyahu.  Maimonides Mishneh Torah: The Laws Governing Tefillin, Mezuzah, and Torah 
Scrolls and The Laws of Tzitzit.  New York: Moznaim Publishing, 1990. 
 

v erp vzuzn ,ufkv J o"cnrv erp vzuzn ,ufkv J o"cnrv erp vzuzn ,ufkv J o"cnrv erp vzuzn ,ufkv J o"cnr 

ihca juhrv sdbf .ujcn vzuznv kg ohc,ufa yuap dvbnssss 

ukt kct '.ujcn tuva hpk sxpv vzc ihtu hsa varpk varp 

ut euxp ut ohause ,una ut ohftknv ,una ohbpcn ihc,ufa 

ukta 'tcv okugk ekj ovk ihta hn kkfc iv hrv ,un,uj 

vkusd vumn uaga tkt vumnv ukyca ovk hs tk ohapyv 

ka ghne tuv ukhtf u,sucgu u,cvtu v"cev ka oav sujh thva 

hkcvc vbvnv rcs uvza kfxv ock kg vkga unf inmg ,hhbv 

/okugv 
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Suggested Activity 8:  Mezuzahs for you… 

 
1.  Car Mezuzot 
All things Jewish.com 
Jerusalem-gifts.com 
JewishBazaar.com 
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Car Mezuzot 
 
Slogans Selling Car Mezuzot: 
 
“For Good Luck and Protection  
Great gift for a new car - Excellent gift for a new driver!” 

“Hang one in your car as a constant reminder of the higher things as you travel 
life's highways.” 

“This small symbol of security will be with you Uvelechtecha Ba'derech 'When 
you are upon your way'.” 

 

 

 
 
Sources of quotations and pictures: 
All things Jewish.com 
Jerusalem-gifts.com 
JewishBazaar.com 
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Suggested Activity 10:  Hanukat Bayit 

 
1.  Hanukat Bayit from On the Doorposts of Your House. 
On the Doorposts of Your House.  Ed. Chaim Stern.  New York: Central 

Conference of American Rabbis, 1994. 
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Resources 

 
1.  Encylopaedia Judaica: Tallit 
“Tallit.”  Encyclopaedia Judaica: CDRom Edition.  Judaica Multimedia, 1997. 
 
2.  Encyclopaedia Judaica: Tzitzit 
“Zitzit.”  Encyclopaedia Judaica: CDRom Edition.  Judaica Multimedia, 1997. 
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Encyclopaedia Judaica: Tallit 

TALLIT (pl. tallitot; Yid. tales, pl. talesim), prayer shawl. Originally the word meant "gown" or 
"cloak." This was a rectangular mantle that looked like a blanket and was worn by men in ancient 
times. At the four corners of the tallit tassels were attached in fulfillment of the biblical 
commandment of zizit (Num. 15:38–41). The tallit was usually made either of wool or of linen 
(Men. 39b) and probably resembled the abbayah ("blanket") still worn by Bedouin for protection 
against the weather. The tallit made of finer quality was similar to the Roman pallium and was 
worn mostly by the wealthy and by distinguished rabbis and scholars (BB 98a). The length of the 
mantle was to be a handbreadth shorter than that of the garment under it (BB 57b). After the exile 
of the Jews from Erez Israel and their dispersion, they came to adopt the fashions of their gentile 
neighbors more readily. The tallit was discarded as a daily habit and it became a religious 
garment for prayer; hence its later meaning of prayer shawl. 

The tallit is usually white and made either of wool, cotton, or silk, although Maimonides and Alfasi 
objected to the use of the latter. Strictly observant Jews prefer tallitot made of coarse half-
bleached lamb's wool. In remembrance of the blue thread of the zizit (see tekhelet), most tallitot 
have several blue stripes woven into the white material (see Zohar, Num. 227a). Until recently, 
however, they only had black stripes. 

Frequently the upper part of the tallit around the neck and on the shoulders has a special piece of 
cloth sewn with silver threads (called atarah, "diadem"), to mark the upper (i.e., the "collar") and 
the outer parts of the four-cornered prayer shawl. Some tallitot have the benediction, recited 
when putting on the tallit, woven into the atarah. Others, especially those made of silk, are often 
richly embroidered and some have the benediction woven into the entire cloth of the tallit. The 
minimum size of a tallit is that which would suffice to clothe a small child able to walk (Sh. Ar., OH 
16:1). 

The tallit is worn by males during the morning prayers (except on the Ninth of Av, when it is worn 
at the afternoon service), as well as during all Day of Atonement services. The hazzan, however, 
according to some rites, wears the tallit also during the afternoon and evening services (as does 
the reader from the Torah during the Minhah prayer on fast days). Before putting on the prayer 
shawl the following benediction is said: "Blessed art Thou, O Lord, our God, King of the universe, 
Who hast sanctified us by Thy commandments, and hast commanded us to wrap ourselves in the 
fringed garment." When the tallit is put on, the head is first covered with it and the four corners 
thrown over the left shoulder (a movement called atifat Yishme'elim, "after the manner of the 
Arabs"). After a short pause, the four corners are allowed to fall back into their original position: 
two are suspended on each side. On weekdays, the tallit is donned before putting on the tefillin. 
Among strictly observant Jews, it was the custom to put on tallit and tefillin at home and to walk in 
them to the synagogue (Isserles, to Sh. Ar., OH 25:2). They also pray with the tallit covering their 
head; to be enfolded by the tallit is regarded as being enveloped by the holiness of the 
commandments of the Torah, denoting a symbolic subjection to the Divine Will (see also RH 
17b). Generally, however, people pray with the tallit resting on their shoulders only. The kohanim, 
however, cover their heads with the tallit during their recital of the Priestly Blessing. It is 
customary in the morning service to press the fringes to the eyes and to kiss them three times 
during the recital of the last section of the Shema (Num. 15:37–41) which deals with the 
commandment of zizit (Sh. Ar., OH 24:4). 

The custom of wearing the tallit differs in many communities. In the Ashkenazi ritual, small 
children under bar mitzvah age dress in tallitot made according to their size, whereas in the 
Polish-Sephardi ritual only married men wear them (Kid. 29b). In most oriental rites, unmarried 
men wear tallitot. 

In Reform synagogues, the tallit is part of the synagogue service garments of the rabbi and the 
cantor. For male congregants, the wearing of a small prayer shawl, resembling a scarf and worn 
around the neck, is optional. Those called to the reading from the Torah, however, always don a 
tallit. In some communities, it is customary for the bridegroom to dress in a tallit during the 
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huppah ceremony. It is likewise customary to bury male Jews in their tallit from which the fringes 
have been removed or torn (see Burial). 

The zizit worn by men with their daily dress is known as tallit katan ("small tallit"). 

[Editorial Staff Encyclopaedia Judaica] 
Encyclopaedia Judaica: CDRom Edition.  Judaica Multimedia, 1997. 
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Encyclopaedia Judaica: Tzitzit 

 
(Spelled zitzit in EJ) 

 
ZIZIT (pl. ziziyyot; "fringes"), name of the tassels attached to the four corners of special (four-
cornered) garments worn by men in fulfillment of the biblical commandment in Numbers 15:37–41 
and Deuteronomy 22:12. It has been suggested that the zizit served as a talisman (amulet) or that 
it was instituted in order to distinguish between male and female garments which were very 
similar in biblical times. In the latter case it served as a protection against immoral conduct (an 
interpretation derived from Numbers 15:39). Talmudic literature invests the commandment of zizit 
with exalted symbolism. The rabbis regarded the zizit as a reminder to the Jew to observe the 
religious duties, giving it a function similar to that of the mezuzah on the doorposts and to the 
tefillin on the head and arm. The Talmud brings the parable how a person was saved from 
sensual sin because he wore fringes (Men. 44a). 

The biblical commandment prescribing the entwining of a blue cord in the fringes is regarded as 
essential because blue, the color of the sky, was also supposed to be the color of the "throne of 
glory" (Men. 43b). Difficulties in obtaining the dyeing material for this purpose caused rabbinic 
authorities in the second century C.E. to waive this requirement. 

In modern times, each zizit consists of one long and three short white threads which are passed 
through the holes in the four corners of the garment and folded so as to make eight threads. They 
are then fastened with a double knot. The long thread (called shammash) is wound around the 
other threads seven, eight, 11, and 13 times and the four joints are separated from one another 
by a double knot. The zizit thus consists of five double knots and eight threads (a total of 13). This 
number, together with the Hebrew numerical value of zizit (600), amounts to 613, the number of 
the biblical commandments of which the zizit are to remind the wearer (Num. 15:39). Ziziyyot of 
wool or linen are ritually fit for a tallit of whatever material. A silk or cotton tallit, however, should 
have ziziyyot of only the same fabric. The minimum length of the zizit threads should be four 
thumb lengths. If one of the zizit threads is torn, it is customary to replace the whole fringe. A 
person not wearing a four-cornered garment is exempt from the mitzvah of zizit since the religious 
duty of wearing zizit is not a personal one (hovat gavra). In order to fulfill this biblical 
commandment, however, pious Jews always wear a (tallit katan) "small four-cornered garment." 

Women are exempt from the duty of zizit as the fulfillment of this commandment relates to a 
specific time and women are exempt from such obligations: ziziyyot have to be worn only during 
the day, based on the Bible verse "ye may look upon it" (Num. 15:39 which excludes the night). 

It is customary to kiss the ziziyyot while reciting the last section of the Shema (Num. 15:37–41) in 
the morning service. The zizyyot of the tallit in which males are buried are torn to make them 
ritually unfit. 

[Editorial Staff Encyclopaedia Judaica] 
Encyclopaedia Judaica: CDRom Edition.  Judaica Multimedia, 1997. 
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Suggested Activity 1:  A Reminder of God’s Commandments 

 
1.  Numbers 15:37-40 
 
2.  Deuteronomy 22:12 
 
3.  Biblical Definitions of G’dalim and Tzitzit 
Brown, F., S. Driver, and C. Briggs.  The Brown-Driver-Briggs  Hebrew and 

English Lexicon.  Peabody: Hendrickson, 2001. 



Unit 2: Tallit 
 

 

Numbers 15:37-40 

 
37 The LORD said to Moses as follows:  38 Speak to the Israelite people and 
instruct them to make for themselves fringes on the corners of their garments 
throughout the ages; let them attach a cord of blue to the fringe at each corner.  
39 That shall be your fringe; look at it and recall all the commandments of the 
LORD and observe them, so that you do not follow your heart and eyes in your 
lustful urge.  40 Thus you shall be reminded to observe all My commandments 
and to be holy to your God. 

n-zk:uy :rcsnc rpxn-zk:uy :rcsnc rpxn-zk:uy :rcsnc rpxn-zk:uy :rcsnc rpx 

oº¤v9k£t ¨T§r©n�¨t±u k¥t¨r§G°h h¯b#CJk¤t r9C©Sjk :r«�nt9K v¤J«nJk¤t v²Iv±h r¤nt«H³uzk 

kh¦,#P ;²b!F©v ,3mh3mJk/g Ub§,�²b±u o·¨,«r«�s#k o¤vh¥s±d3c h9p±b/FJk/g ,3mh3m o¤v!k UG!g±u 
vº²u«v±h ,«u#m¦nJk!FJ,¤t o¤T§r/f±zU I,«t o¤,h¦t§rU ¸,3mh3m#k o.f!k v²h¨v±uyk :,.k�9f§T 

oh°b«z o¤T©tJr¤J£t oº.fh¯bh�9g h¥r£j�©t±u o.f#c/c#k h¥r£j�©t UrU,¨, tO±u o·¨,«t o¤,h¦GBg�³u 
oh¦J«s§e o¤,h°h§v�°u h·¨,«u#m¦nJk!FJ,¤t o¤,h¦GBg�³u Uºr#F±z¦T i/g©n#kn :o�¤vh¥r£j�©t 

:o�.fh¥v�Ot9k 
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Deuteronomy 22:12 

 
12You shall make tassels on the four corners of the garment with which you cover 
yourself. 

ch:c :ohrcs rpxch:c :ohrcs rpxch:c :ohrcs rpxch:c :ohrcs rpx 

oº¤vh¯b#P¦n oUsh¦n§J³H³u oUJ̈rh�°h u¨G9g h¯b#cU ¸oh°b!p#k oh¦r«j�©v Uc§J�²h rh3g¥G#cUch 
:o�¤v!k v²Iv±h i©,²bJr¤J£t Iº,¨Aªr±h .¤r¤t#k k¥t¨r§G°h v¨G!g r¤J£t�/F o·¨T§j©T Uc§J�¯H³u 
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Suggested Activity 2:  From Priestly Robes to a Kingdom of Priests 

 
1.  Exodus 28 
 
2.  Exodus 19:6 
 
3.  Reuven Hammer: Garments of Prayer as Priestly Dress 
Hammer, Reuven.  Entering Jewish Prayer.  New York: Schocken Books, 1994, 

250. 
 
4.  Jacob Milgrom’s “The Tassels ‘Tsitsit’” 
Milgrom, Jacob.  The JPS Torah Commentary: Numbers.  Philadelphia: Jewish 

Publication Society, 1990, 410-414. 
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Exodus 28 

 
 

jf :,una rpxjf :,una rpxjf :,una rpxjf :,una rpx 

k¥t¨r§G°h h¯b#C QIT¦n IT¦t uh²b!CJ,¤t±u Wh¦j̈t i«r£v�©tJ,¤t Wh.k¥t c¥r§e©v v¨T©t±ut 

¨,h¦G!g±uc :i«�r£v�©t h¯b#C r¨n̈,h�¦t±u r²z!g#k¤t tUvh3c£t�³u c¨s²b i«r£v�©t h·3kJIb£v�/f#k 

r9C©s§T v¨T©t±ud :,¤r�¨t#p¦,#kU sIc!f#k Wh·¦j̈t i«r£v�©t#k J¤s«eJh¥s±d3c 

i«r£v�©t h¥s±d3CJ,¤t UG!g±u v·¨n#f¨j ©jUr uh¦,t9K¦n r¤J£t cº9kJh¥n#f©jJk!FJk¤t 

,®b«,#fU khº3g§nU sIp¥t±u i¤J«j UGBg�³h r¤J£t oh¦s²d#C©v v.K¥t±us :h�3kJIb£v�/f#k IJ§S©e#k 

:h�3kJIb£v�/f#k uh²b!c#kU Wh¦j̈t i«r£v�©t#k J¤s«eJh¥s±d3c UG!g±u y·¯b#c©t±u ,.p®b#m¦n .9C§J©T 

h°b¨A©v ,/g/kITJ,¤t±u i·¨n²D§r©t�¨vJ,¤t±u ,.k9f§T©vJ,�¤t±u cº¨v²Z©vJ,¤t Uj§e°h o¥v±uv 

J¥J±u h°b¨J ,/g/kIT i¨n²D§r©t±u ,.k9f§T c¨v²z s«·p¥t�¨vJ,¤t UG!g±uu :J�¥A©vJ,¤t±u 
:r�!Cªj±u uh¨,Im§e h¯b§JJk¤t IKJv®h§v�°h ,«r#c«�j ,«p¥,#f h¥T§Jz :c�¥J«j v¥GBg�©n r²z§J̈n 

i¨n²D§r©t±u ,.k9f§T c¨v²z v·®h§v�°h UB¤N¦n Uv¥GBg�©n#F uhº!k!g r¤J£t I,¨Sdp£t c¤J¥j±uj 

oº¤vh9kBg ¨T§j©T3pU o©v«·JJh¯b#c©t h¥T§JJ,¤t º¨T§j©e!k±uy :r�²z§J̈n J¥J±u h°b¨J ,/g/kI,±u 
v¨A¦A©v ,In§JJ,¤t±u ,·¨j¤t�¨v i.c¤t¨v k/g oº¨,«n§A¦n v¨A¦Jh :k�¥t¨r§G°h h¯b#C ,In§J 

o¨,«j h¥jUT3P ¸i.ç¤t J©r̈j v¥GBg�©nth :o�¨,«s#kI�,#F ,h°b¥A©v i.c¤t¨vJk/g oh¦r̈,I�B©v 

c¨v²z ,Im#C§J¦n ,«C©x�ªn k·¥t¨r§G°h hb̄#C ,«n§JJk/g ohº°b!c£t�¨v h¥T§JJ,¤t j©T/p§T 

i«r!F°z h¯b#c©t s«ºp¥t�¨v ,«p§,3F k/g oh°b!c£t�¨v h¥T§JJ,¤t ¨T§n©G±uch :o�¨,«t v¤GBg�©T 

:i«�r!F°z#k uh!p¥,#f h¥T§JJk/g v²Iv±h h¯b#p3k o¨,In§JJ,¤t i«r£v�©t t¨G²b±u k·¥t¨r§G°h h¯b#c3k 

v¤GBg�©T ,O!C±d¦n rIºv¨y c¨v²z ,«r§J§r©J h¥T§JUsh :c�¨v²z ,«m#C§J¦n ¨,h¦G!g±udh 
:,«�m#C§J¦N�©vJk/g ,«,«cBg�¨v ,«r§J§r©JJ,¤t v¨T©,�²b±u ,«·cBg v¥GBg�©n o¨,«t 

,.k9f§T c¨v²z UB·¤GBg�©T s«p¥t v¥GBg�©n#F cº¥Jj v¥GBg�©n y!P§J¦n i¤J«j ¨,h¦G!g±uuy 

,¤r®z kU·p!F v®h§v�°h /gUc̈rzy :I�,«t v¤GBg�©T r²z§J̈n J¥J±u h°b¨J ,/g/kI,±u i¨n²D§r©t±u 
rUy i.c·¨t oh¦rUy v!g!C§r©t i.cº¤t ,©tdK¦n Ic ¨,t9K¦nUzh :I�C§j̈r ,¤r®z±u IF§r̈t 

:o�O£v�²h±u rh3P©x Q.p«b h·°b¥A©v rUY©v±ujh :s�¨j¤t�¨v rUY©v ,¤eº¤r!cU v¨s§y3P o¤s«t 

o©v«J±u Jh¦J§r©T hº3gh3c§r�¨v rUY©v±uf :v¨n�!k§j©t±u Ic§J o¤J.k h·¦Jh3k§A©v rUY©v±uyh 
,«n§JJk/g ²ih®h§v�¦T oh°b!c£t�¨v±utf :o�¨,«tU�K¦n#C Uh§v�°h c¨v²z oh3m!CªJ§n v·9p§J�²h±u 

²ih®h§v�¦T Iºn§JJk/g Jh¦t o¨,Ij h¥jUT3P o·¨,«n§JJk/g v¥r§G.g oh¥T§J k¥t¨r§G°hJh�¯b#C 

c¨v²z ,«·cBg v¥GBg�©n ,dk#c³D ,«J§r�©J i¤J«j©vJk/g ¨,h¦G!g±ucf :y.c�¨J r¨G!g h¯b§J3k 

,Iºg!C©Y©v h¥T§JJ,¤t ¨T©,�²b±u c·¨v²z ,Ig#C©y h¥T§J i¤J«ºj©vJk/g ¨,h¦G!g±udf :rI�v¨y 

,«·g!C©Y©v h¥T§JJk/g cº¨v²Z©v ,«,«cBg h¥T§JJ,¤t v¨T©,�²b±usf :i¤J�j©v ,Im§e h¯b§JJk/g 

h¥T§JJk/g i¥T¦T ,«º,«cBg�¨v h¥T§J ,Im§e h¥T§J ,¥t±uvf :i¤J«�j©v ,Im§eJk¤t 

h¥T§J ¨,h¦G!g±uuf :uh�²b!P kUnJk¤t s«p¥t�¨v ,Ip§,3FJk/g v¨T©,�²b±u ,I·m#C§J¦N�©v 

r.c9gJk¤t r¤J£t I,!p§GJk/g i¤J«·j©v ,Im§e h¯b§JJk/g oº¨,«t ¨T§n©G±u cº¨v²z ,Ig#C©y 

:v¨,±h�!C sIp¥t�¨v 
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1You shall bring forward your brother Aaron, with his sons, from among the 
Israelites, to serve Me as priests: Aaron, Nadab and Abihu, Eleazar and Ithamar, 
the sons of Aaron. 2 Make sacral vestments for your brother Aaron, for dignity and 
adornment. 3 Next you shall instruct all who are skillful, whom I have endowed 
with the gift of skill, to make Aaron's vestments, for consecrating him to serve Me 
as priest. 4 These are the vestments they are to make: a breastpiece, an ephod, a 
robe, a fringed tunic, a headdress, and a sash. They shall make those sacral 
vestments for your brother Aaron and his sons, for priestly service to Me; 5 they, 
therefore, shall receive the gold, the blue, purple, and crimson yarns, and the fine 
linen. 6 They shall make the ephod of gold, of blue, purple, and crimson yarns, 
and of fine twisted linen, worked into designs. 7 It shall have two shoulder-pieces 
attached; they shall be attached at its two ends. 8 And the decorated band that is 
upon it shall be made like it, of one piece with it: of gold, of blue, purple, and 

,Ip§,3f h¥T§JJk/g o¨,«t v¨T©,�²b±u ¸c̈v²z ,Ig#C©y h¥T§J ¨,h¦G!g±uzf 

:sI�p¥t�¨v c¤J¥j#k k/g©N¦n I·T§r/C§j©n ,©Ndg#k uhº²b!P kUN¦n v¨Y©n#K¦n sIp¥t�¨v 

,Ih§v�3k ,.kº9f§T kh¦,#p3C sIp¥t�¨v ,«g#C©yJk¤t u¨,«g#C©Y�¦n i¤J«j©vJ,¤t Ux#F§r°h±ujf 

i«r£v�©t t¨G²b±uyf :sI�p¥t�¨v k/g¥n i¤J«ºj©v j³Z°hJt�O±u sI·p¥t�¨v c¤J¥jJk/g 

i«r!F°z#k J¤s«·E©vJk¤t It«c#C IC3kJk/g y!P§J¦N©v i¤J«j#C k¥t¨r§G°hJh�¯b#C ,In§JJ,¤t 

ohº¦NªT©vJ,¤t±u oh¦rUt�¨vJ,¤t y!P§J¦N©v i¤J«jJk¤t ¨T©,�²b±uk :sh�¦n¨T v²Iv±hJh�¯b#p3k 

k¥t¨r§G°hJh�¯b#C y/P§J¦nJ,¤t i«r£v�©t t¨G²b±u v·²Iv±h h¯b#p3k It«c#C i«ºr£v�©t c9kJk/g Uh¨v±u 
:,.k�9f§T kh3k#F sIp¥t�¨v kh3g§nJ,¤t ¨,h¦G!g±utk :sh�¦n¨T v²Iv±h h¯b#p3k IC3kJk/g 

t¨r§j©, h3p#F d¥r«t v¥GBg�©n ch3c̈x uh3p#k v®h§v°h v!p¨G I·fI,#C IJt«rJh�3p v²h¨v±uck 

hº°b¨J ,/g/kI,±u i¨n²D§r©t±u ,.k9f§T h¯b«N¦r uh!kUJJk/g ¨,h¦G!g±udk :/g�¥r̈E°h tO IKJv®h§v�°h 
i«nBg�/P iIºN¦r±u c̈v²z i«nBg�/Psk :ch�3c̈x o!fI,#C c¨v²z h¯b«nBg�/pU ch·3c̈x uh!kUJJk/g 

g©n§J°b±u ,·¥r̈J#k i«r£v�©tJk�/g v²h¨v±uvk :ch�3c̈x kh3g§N©v h9kUJJk/g iI·N¦r±u c¨v²z 
.h3M ̈,h¦G!g±uuk :,U�n²h tO±u I,t9m#cU v²Iv±h h¯b#p3k J¤s«E©vJk¤t It«c#C IkIe 

I,«t ¨T§n©G±uzk :v�²Ivh�/k J¤s«e oº¨,«j h¥jUT3P uh!k!g ¨T§j©T3pU rI·v̈y c¨v²z 
v²h¨v±ujk :v�®h§v�°h ,.p®b#m¦N©vJh�¯b#P kUnJk¤t ,.p·²b#m¦N©vJk/g v²h¨v±u ,.kº9f§T kh¦,#PJk/g kº¥t¨r§G°

h h¯b#C UJh¦S§e³h r¤J£t oh¦J̈s¢E©v i«uBgJ,¤t i«r£v�©t t¨G²b±u ¸i«r£v�©t j/m¥nJk/g 

:v�²Iv±h h¯b#p3k o¤v!k iIm¨r#k shº¦n¨T Ij#m¦nJk/g v²h¨v±u o·¤vh¥J§s¨e ,«b§T©nJk!f#k 

:o�¥e«r v¥GBg�©n v¤GBg�©T y¯b#c©t±u J·¥J ,.p®b#m¦n ¨,h¦G!g±u Jº¥J ,®b«,#F©v ¨T#m/C¦J±uyk 

oº¤v!k v¤GBg�©T ,Ig!C±d¦nU oh·¦ȳb#c©t o¤v!k ¨,h¦G!g±u ,«ºb¢Tdf v¤GBg�©T i«r£v�©t h¯b#c3k±un 

I·T¦t uh²b!CJ,¤t±u Whº¦j̈t i«r£v�©tJ,¤t o¨,«t ¨T§J/C#k¦v±utn :,¤r�¨t#p¦,#kU sIc!f#k 

o¤v!k v¥GBg�³ucn :h�3kJUb£v�3f±u o¨,«t ¨T§J©S¦e±u o¨s²hJ,¤t ¨,t9K¦nU o¨,«t ¨T§j©J�¨nU 
Uh¨v±udn :U�h§v�°h o°h/f¥r±hJs/g±u o°h³b§,¨N¦n v·²u§r.g r©G#C ,IX/f#k sº!cJh¥x±b#f¦n 

©j9C±z¦N©vJk¤t o¨T§J°d#c It s9gIn k¤v«tJk¤t | o¨t«c#C uh²b!CJk/g±u i«r£v�©tJk/g 

:uh�¨r£j�©t Ig§r³z#kU Ik o!kIg ,©Eªj U,·¥n²u i«u!g Ut§G°hJt�O±u J¤s«ºE/C ,¥r̈J#k 
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crimson yarns, and of fine twisted linen. 9 Then take two lazuli stones and 
engrave on them the names of the sons of Israel: 10 six of their names on the one 
stone, and the names of the remaining six on the other stone, in the order of their 
birth. 11 On the two stones you shall make seal engravings -- the work of a 
lapidary -- of the names of the sons of Israel. Having bordered them with frames 
of gold, 12 attach the two stones to the shoulder-pieces of the ephod, as stones 
for remembrance of the Israelite people, whose names Aaron shall carry upon 
his two shoulder-pieces for remembrance before the LORD. 13 Then make frames 
of gold 14 and two chains of pure gold; braid these like corded work, and fasten 
the corded chains to the frames. 15 You shall make a breastpiece of decision, 
worked into a design; make it in the style of the ephod: make it of gold, of blue, 
purple, and crimson yarns, and of fine twisted linen. 16 It shall be square and 
doubled, a span in length and a span in width. 17 Set in it mounted stones, in four 
rows of stones. The first row shall be a row of carnelian, chrysolite, and emerald; 
18 the second row: a turquoise, a sapphire, and an amethyst; 19 the third row: a 
jacinth, an agate, and a crystal; 20 and the fourth row: a beryl, a lapis lazuli, and a 
jasper. They shall be framed with gold in their mountings. 21 The stones shall 
correspond in number to the names of the sons of Israel: twelve, corresponding 
to their names. They shall be engraved like seals, each with its name, for the 
twelve tribes. 22 On the breastpiece make braided chains of corded work in pure 
gold. 23 Make two rings of gold on the breastpiece, and fasten the two rings at the 
two ends of the breastpiece, 24 attaching the two golden cords to the two rings at 
the ends of the breastpiece. 25 Then fasten the two ends of the cords to the two 
frames, which you shall attach to the shoulder-pieces of the ephod, at the front. 26 

Make two rings of gold and attach them to the two ends of the breastpiece, at its 
inner edge, which faces the ephod. 27 And make two other rings of gold and 
fasten them on the front of the ephod, low on the two shoulder-pieces, close to its 
seam above the decorated band. 28 The breastpiece shall be held in place by a 
cord of blue from its rings to the rings of the ephod, so that the breastpiece rests 
on the decorated band and does not come loose from the ephod. 29 Aaron shall 
carry the names of the sons of Israel on the breastpiece of decision over his 
heart, when he enters the sanctuary, for remembrance before the LORD at all 
times. 30 Inside the breastpiece of decision you shall place the Urim and 
Thummim, so that they are over Aaron's heart when he comes before the LORD. 
Thus Aaron shall carry the instrument of decision for the Israelites over his heart 
before the LORD at all times. 31 You shall make the robe of the ephod of pure 
blue. 32 The opening for the head shall be in the middle of it; the opening shall 
have a binding of woven work round about -- it shall be like the opening of a coat 
of mail -- so that it does not tear. 33 On its hem make pomegranates of blue, 
purple, and crimson yarns, all around the hem, with bells of gold between them 
all around: 34 a golden bell and a pomegranate, a golden bell and a pomegranate, 
all around the hem of the robe. 35 Aaron shall wear it while officiating, so that the 
sound of it is heard when he comes into the sanctuary before the LORD and 
when he goes out -- that he may not die. 36 You shall make a frontlet of pure gold 
and engrave on it the seal inscription: "Holy to the LORD." 37 Suspend it on a cord 
of blue, so that it may remain on the headdress; it shall remain on the front of the 
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headdress. 38 It shall be on Aaron's forehead, that Aaron may take away any sin 
arising from the holy things that the Israelites consecrate, from any of their 
sacred donations; it shall be on his forehead at all times, to win acceptance for 
them before the LORD. 39 You shall make the fringed tunic of fine linen. You shall 
make the headdress of fine linen. You shall make the sash of embroidered work. 
40 And for Aaron's sons also you shall make tunics, and make sashes for them, 
and make turbans for them, for dignity and adornment. 41 Put these on your 
brother Aaron and on his sons as well; anoint them, and ordain them and 
consecrate them to serve Me as priests. 42 You shall also make for them linen 
breeches to cover their nakedness; they shall extend from the hips to the thighs. 
43 They shall be worn by Aaron and his sons when they enter the Tent of Meeting 
or when they approach the altar to officiate in the sanctuary, so that they do not 
incur punishment and die. It shall be a law for all time for him and for his offspring 
to come. 
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Exodus 19:6 

 
6 but you shall be to Me a kingdom of priests and a holy nation.' These are the 
words that you shall speak to the children of Israel." 

u:yh :,una rpxu:yh :,una rpxu:yh :,una rpxu:yh :,una rpx 

r9C©s§T r¤J£t ohº¦r!c§S©v v.K¥t JI·s̈e hId±u oh°b£v«�F ,.f.k§n©n h3kJUh§v�¦T o¤T©t±uu 
:k�¥t¨r§G°h h¯b#CJk¤t 
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Reuven Hammer: Garments of Prayer as Priestly Dress 
 
Garments are also an integral part of our approach to God.  The descriptions of 
the clothing worn by the priests who officiated in the Temple and especially the 
garb of the High Priest, which included such items as a breastplate with twelve 
precious stones representing the twelve tribes and a golden plate worn on the 
forehead with the words “Holy to the Lord” cut out of it, are elaborately detailed in 
Exodus 28:6-43 and 39:2-31.  What was important for the priests is also 
important for the individual Jew.  The entire people of Israel is considered “a 
kingdom of priests and a holy nation” (Exod. 19:6), and this is expressed both 
through our high standards of ethics and morality and through ritual actions and 
garments.  These garments are in themselves statements concerning our 
relationship with God. 
 
 
Hammer, Reuven.  Entering Jewish Prayer.  New York: Schocken Books, 1994, 250. 
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Suggested Activity 3:  Dress as a Symbol of Our Relationship with 

God 
 
1.  Psalm 104 
 
2.  In Imitation of God 
Martin Cohen, “The Tallit,” Conservative Judaism. Vol. 44, 1992. 3-16. 
 
3.  In the Presence of God: Sifre to Numbers 115:2:8 
Neusner, Jacob.  Sifre to Numbers: An American Translation and Explanation.  

Vol. 2.  Atlanta, Scholars Press, 1986. 
 
4.  CLAL Tallit Ritual 
The Book of Jewish Sacred Practices:  CLAL’s Guide to Everyday & Holiday 

Rituals and Blessings.  Woodstock, Jewish Lights, 2001. 
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Psalm 104 

 
1Bless the LORD, O my soul; O LORD, my God, You are very great; You are 
clothed in glory and majesty, 2 wrapped in a robe of light; You spread the 
heavens like a tent cloth. 3 He sets the rafters of His lofts in the waters, makes the 
clouds His chariot, moves on the wings of the wind. 4 He makes the winds His 
messengers, fiery flames His servants. 5 He established the earth on its 
foundations, so that it shall never totter. 6 You made the deep cover it as a 
garment; the waters stood above the mountains. 7 They fled at Your blast, rushed 

se :ohkhv, rpxse :ohkhv, rpxse :ohkhv, rpxse :ohkhv, rpx 

v¤y«gc :¨T§J�!c!k r¨s̈v±u sIv s«·t§N ¨T#k©s²D h©vO¡t v²u«v±h v²uv±hJ,¤t h¦J#p³b h3f£r�!Ct 

oh3c!gJo�¨¬©v uh¨,IH3k�Bg o°h©N/c v�¤r̈e§n�©vd :v�!gh¦r±h/F o°h©n¨J v¤yIb v·¨n#k©¬/F rIt 

:y�¥vO J¥t uh¨,§r̈J§n ,I·jUr uh!f¨t#k©n v¤G«gs :©jU�rJh9p±b/FJk/g Q9K©v§n�©v I·cUf§r 

I·,h¦X3F JUc#K/F oIv§Tu :s�.g²u o!kIg yIN¦TJk/C ¨vh·®bIf§nJk/g .¤r¤t s©x²hv 

UkBg�³hj :iU�z9p¨j̄h W§n/g�©r kIeJi¦n iU·xUb±h W§,�¨rBg�³DJi¦nz :o°h�¨nJUs§n/g�³h oh¦r̈vJk/g 

iU·r«cBg�³hJk/C ¨T§n©GJkUc�±Dy :o�¤v!k ¨T§s©x²h | v®z oIe§nJk¤t ,I·g¨e#c Us§r̄h oh¦r̈v 

:iU�f9K©v±h oh¦r̈v ih9C oh·3k¨j±B/C oh°b²h#g©n ©j9K©J§n�©vh :.¤r�¨t¨v ,IX/f#k iUcUJ±hJk/C 

o°h©n̈A©vJ;I�g o¤vh9kBgch :o�¨t¨n#m oh¦t¨r#p Ur#C§J°h h·¨s̈G I,±h©jJk!F Ue§J³hth 
Wh¤GBg�©n h¦r#P¦n uh·¨,IH3kBg�¥n oh¦r̈v v¤e§J©ndh :kI�eJUb§T°h o°ht!ppg ih9C¦n iI·F§J°h 
th3mIv#k o·¨s̈t¨v ,©s«cBg�/k c¤G9g±u v¨n¥v#C/k | rh3m¨j ©jh¦n#m©nsh :.¤r�¨t¨v g/C§G¦T 

o¤j.k±u i¤n·¨A¦n oh°b!P kh¦v#m©v#k JIb¡tJc/c�#k j©N©G±h | i°h³h±uuy :.¤r�¨t¨vJi¦n o¤j.k 

:g�¨y²b r¤J£t iIb!c#k h¯z§r©t v·²u«v±h h9mBg Ug#C§G°hzy :s�!g§x°h JIb¡tJc/c�#k 

oh¦v«c±D©v oh¦r̈vjh :V�¨,h9C oh¦JIr#C v¨sh¦x£j Ub·¯B©e±h oh¦rpP3m o¨JJr¤J£tzh 
g©s²h J¤n¤J oh·¦sBgI�n#k ©j¥r²h v¨G!gyh :oh�°B/p§J�/k v¤x§j©n oh3g!k§x oh·3k9g±H/k 

oh¦rh3p#F©vtf :r/g�²hJI,±h©jJk!F G«n§r¦,JI�C v!k±h·!k h¦vh°u Q¤Jj ,¤J¨Tf :I�tIc§n 

iU·p¥x¨t¯h J¤n¤A©v j©r±z¦Tcf :o�!k#f¨t k¥t¥n J¥E/c#kU ;¤r·¨Y/k oh°d£t�«J 

:c¤r�!gJh¥sBg I,¨s«cBg�/k�±u I·kpg!p#k o¨s̈t t9m¯hdf :iU�m!C§r°h o¨,«bIg§nJk¤t±u 
:W�®b²h±b¦e .¤r¨t¨v v¨t#k¨n ¨,h·¦G!g v¨n#f¨j#C o!KdF v²uv�±h | Wh¤GBg�©n UC©rJv�¨nsf 

,IB©y§e ,IH©j r·!P§x¦n ih¥t±u G¤n¤r o¨J o°h¨s²h c©j§rU kIs²D o²H©v | v®zvf 

o!KdFzf :I�CJe¤j�©G#k ¨T§r/m²h v®z i¨,²h±u3k iU·f9K©v±h ,IH°b¢t o¨Juf :,I�k«s±DJo3g 

W§s�²h j©T#p¦T iU·y«e#k°h o¤v!k i¥T¦Tjf :I�T3g#C o!k#f¨t ,¥,!k iU·r9C©G±h Wh.k¥t 

o¨r!pBgJk¤t�±u iU·g²u±d°h o¨jUr ;¥x«T iUk¥v!C°h Wh®b!P rh¦T§x©Tyf :cI�y iUg#C§G°h 
v²u«v±h sIc#f h¦v±htk :v�¨n¨s£t h¯b#P J¥S©j§,U iU·t¥r!C°h W£j�Ur j/K©J§Tk :iU�cUJ±h 

oh¦r̈v.C g³D°h s·!g§r¦T³u .¤r̈t!k yh3C©N©vck :uh�¨GBg�©n#C v²u«v±h j©n§G°h o·!kIg#k 

uh!k!g c©rrg®hsk :h�¦sIg#C h©vOt9k v¨r§N³z£t h·²H©j#C v²u«vh/k v¨rh¦J̈tdk :Ub�¨Jrg®h�±u 
sIg | oh3g¨J§rU .¤r¨t¨vJi¦n | oh¦t¨Y©j UN©T°hvk :v�²u«vh/C j©n§G¤t h3f«b¨t h·¦jh¦G 

:V�²hUk#k�©v v²u«v±hJ,¤t h¦J#p³b h3f£r�!C o²bh¥t 
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away at the sound of Your thunder, 8 -- mountains rising, valleys sinking -- to the 
place You established for them. 9 You set bounds they must not pass so that they 
never again cover the earth. 10 You make springs gush forth in torrents; they 
make their way between the hills, 11 giving drink to all the wild beasts; the wild 
asses slake their thirst. 12 The birds of the sky dwell beside them and sing among 
the foliage. 13 You water the mountains from Your lofts; the earth is sated from 
the fruit of Your work. 14 You make the grass grow for the cattle, and herbage for 
man's labor that he may get food out of the earth -- 15 wine that cheers the hearts 
of men oil that makes the face shine, and bread that sustains man's life. 16 The 
trees of the LORD drink their fill, the cedars of Lebanon, His own planting, 17 

where birds make their nests; the stork has her home in the junipers. 18 The high 
mountains are for wild goats; the crags are a refuge for rock-badgers. 19 He made 
the moon to mark the seasons; the sun knows when to set. 20 You bring on 
darkness and it is night, when all the beasts of the forests stir. 21 The lions roar for 
prey, seeking their food from God. 22 When the sun rises, they come home and 
couch in their dens. 23 Man then goes out to his work, to his labor until the 
evening. 24 How many are the things You have made, O LORD; You have made 
them all with wisdom; the earth is full of Your creations. 25 There is the sea, vast 
and wide, with its creatures beyond number, living things, small and great. 26 

There go the ships, and Leviathan that You formed to sport with. 27 All of them 
look to You to give them their food when it is due. 28 Give it to them, they gather it 
up; open Your hand, they are well satisfied; 29 hide Your face, they are terrified; 
take away their breath, they perish and turn again into dust; 30 send back Your 
breath, they are created, and You renew the face of the earth. 31 May the glory of 
the LORD endure forever; may the LORD rejoice in His works! 32 He looks at the 
earth and it trembles; He touches the mountains and they smoke. 33 I will sing to 
the LORD as long as I live; all my life I will chant hymns to my God. 34 May my 
prayer be pleasing to Him; I will rejoice in the LORD. 35 May sinners disappear 
from the earth, and the wicked be no more. Bless the LORD, O my soul. 
Hallelujah. 
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In Imitation of God 
 
On the most basic level of symbol and myth, the Jew who wraps himself in his 
tallit is acting in direct imitation of God, thereby fulfilling the most primary longing 
of religious man: to be holy and to be like God.  By so doing, he demonstrates his 
faith in the doctrine of God the Creator, and willingness and intent to create a 
private universe of symbol, metaphor and myth, with and in which to serve the 
divine paradigm. 
 
 
 
Martin Cohen, “The Tallit,” Conservative Judaism. Vol. 44, 1992. 3-16. 
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In the Presence of God: Sifre to Numbers 115:2:8 
 

 
R. Meir says, “What is said is not, ‘You shall see them,’ but ‘You shall see it.’  
Scripture thereby indicates that whoever carries out the religious duty of wearing 
show-fringes is credited as if he had received the face of the Presence of God, 
for the blue of the fringes is like the blue of the sea, and the blue of the sea is like 
the blue of the firmament, and the blue of the firmament is like the blue of the 
throne of glory, as it is said, ‘And above the firmament over their heads there was 
the likeness of a throne, in appearance like sapphire’ (Ezekiel 1:26).” 
 
 
 
Neusner, Jacob.  Sifre to Numbers: An American Translation and Explanation.  Vol. 2.  Atlanta, 
Scholars Press, 1986. 
 

y texhp jka ,arp hrpxy texhp jka ,arp hrpxy texhp jka ,arp hrpxy texhp jka ,arp hrpx 

shdn u,ut o,htru tkt rntb tk o,ut o,htru rnut rhtn wr 

hbp khcev uktf uhkg ohkgn ,hmhm ,umn ohhenv kfa cu,fv 

txfk vnus ghervu gherk vnus ohu ohk vnus ,kf,va vbhfa 

/ovhatr kg rat gherk kgnnu (t ktezjh) rntba sucfv 
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CLAL Tallit Ritual 
 
Like paratroopers who always take their parachutes with them when they jump 
from planes, those who have begun wearing a tallit as they pray discover just 
how essential it is.  As a parachute catches the breath of the wind, protecting 
those who dare to jump into the air, the tallit ensures God’s embrace for those 
who dare to leap into prayer. 
 
 
 
The Book of Jewish Sacred Practices:  CLAL’s Guide to Everyday & Holiday Rituals and 
Blessings.  Woodstock, Jewish Lights, 2001. 
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Suggested Activity 4:  The Mathematics of Ritual Garb 

 
1.  Gematria List 
Siegel, Richard and Michael and Sharon Stassfeld.  The Jewish Catalog.  

Philadelphia: Jewish Publication Society, 1973. 
 
2.  Tallit Math Formula Sheet 1 
 
3.  Tallit Math Formula Sheet 2 
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Tallit Math Formula Sheet 1 
 
 

Tzitzit  
+  

the number of strands on each corner  
+  

the number of pairs of knots on each corner  
=  
? 
 
 

m = ____ 

h = ____ 

m = ____   

h = ____ 

, = ____ 
 
 
 
 ____  + ____  + ____  = ____ 
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Tallit Math Formula Sheet 2 
 
 

The Number of Times the tzitzit shamash is wrapped around the 
remaining strands 

=  
The Statement “God is One” 

 
Wrappings: 7 times, 8 times, 11 times, 13 times 
 

The Name of God: vuvh 
One: sjt 
 

h + v = ___ + ___ = 7 + 8 
 

u + v = ___ + ___ = 11 
 

t + j +s  = ___ + ___ + ___ = 13 
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Suggested Activity 5:  Tying Tzitzit 

 
1.  Instruction Sheet on Tying Tzitzit 
Olitzky, Kerry and Isaacs, Ronald.  The How-To Handbook for Jewish Living.  

Hoboken: Ktav, 1993. 
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Suggested Activity 6:  Laws of Intention: Maimonides 1:11 

 
1.  Encyclopaedia Judaica: Maimonides 
“Maimonides.”  Encyclopaedia Judaica: CDRom Edition.  Judaica Multimedia, 

1997. 
 
2.  Maimonides on Tying Tzitzit: Mishneh Torah: Hilchot Tzitzit 1:11. 
Touger, Eliyahu.  Maimonides Mishneh Torah: The Laws Governing Tefillin, 
Mezuzah, and Torah Scrolls and The Laws of Tzitzit.  New York: Moznaim 
Publishing, 1990. 
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Encyclopaedia Judaica: Maimonides 

 
Also:   Dalalat al-Ha`irin (wk.);  Dux neutrorum (bk.);  Guide of the Perplexed (wk. Maim.);  
Ha-Yad ha-Hazakah (code);  Mishneh Torah (wk., Maim.);  Moreh Nevukhim (bk.);  Moses 
ben Maimon;  Rambam;  Yad ha-Hazakah (Maim. code) 

MAIMONIDES, MOSES (Moses ben Maimon; known in rabbinical literature as "Rambam"; from 
the acronym Rabbi Moses Ben Maimon; 1135–1204), rabbinic authority, codifier, philosopher, 
and royal physician. 

BIOGRAPHY 
The most illustrious figure in Judaism in the post-talmudic era, and one of the greatest of all time, 
Maimonides was born in Cordoba, Spain, to his father Maimon, dayyan of Cordoba and himself a 
renowned scholar and pupil of Joseph ibn Migash. He continues his genealogy, "the son of the 
learned Joseph, son of Isaac the dayyan, son of Joseph the dayyan, son of Obadiah the dayyan, 
son of the rabbi Solomon, son of Obadiah" (end of commentary to Mishnah); traditions extend the 
genealogy to R. Judah ha-Nasi. Posterity even recorded the day and hour and even minute of his 
birth, "On the eve of Passover (the 14th of Nisan) which was a Sabbath, an hour and a third after 
midday, in the year 4895 (1135) of the Creation" (Sefer Yuhasin). Maimonides' grandson David 
gives the same day and year without the hour (at the beginning of his commentary to tractate 
Rosh Ha-Shanah). 

As a result of the fall of Cordoba to the Almohads in May or June, 1148, when Moses had just 
reached his 13th birthday, and the consequent religious persecution, Maimon was obliged to 
leave Cordoba with his family and all trace of them is lost for the next eight or nine years, which 
they spent wandering from place to place in Spain (and possibly Provence) until in 1160 they 
settled in Fez. Yet it was during those years of wandering, which Maimonides himself describes 
as a period "while my mind was troubled, and amid divinely ordained exiles, on journeys by land 
and tossed on the tempests of the sea" (end of commentary to Mishnah) that he laid the strong 
foundations of his vast and varied learning and even began his literary work. Not only did he 
begin the draft of the Siraj, his important commentary on the Mishnah, in 1158, but in that same 
year, at the request of a friend, he wrote a short treatise on the Jewish calendar (Ma'amar ha-
Ibbur) and one on logic (Millot Higgayon) and had completed writing notes for a commentary on a 
number of tractates of the Babylonian Talmud, and a work whose aim was to extract the halakhah 
from the Jerusalem Talmud (see below Maimonides as halakhist). According to Muslim 
authorities the family became formally converted to Islam somewhere in the period between 1150 
and 1160. But Saadiah ibn Danan (Z. Edelmann (ed.), Hemdah Genuzah (1856), 16a) relates 
that the Muslims maintain the same about many Jewish scholars, among them Dunash ibn 
Tamim, Hasdai b. Hasdai, and others. In any case in the year 1160 Maimon and his sons, Moses 
and David, and a daughter, were in Fez. In his old age Abd al-Mu$min, the Almohad ruler, 
somewhat changed his attitude to the Jews, becoming more moderate toward those who were 
living in the central, Moroccan, part of his realm. It was probably on account of this that in 1159 or 
early in 1160 Maimon deemed it worthwhile to emigrate with his family to Morocco and settle in 
Fez. Living in Fez at that time was R. Judah ha-Kohen ibn Susan, whose fame for learning and 
piety had spread to Spain, and Maimonides, then 25, studied under him. Many Jews had 
outwardly adopted Islam and their consciences were troubling them, and this prompted Maimon 
to write his Iggeret ha-Nehamah ("Letter of Consolation") assuring them that he who says his 
prayers even in their shortest form and who does good works remains a Jew (Hemdah Genuzah, 
pp. LXXIV–LXXXII). Meantime his son worked at his commentary on the Mishnah and also 
continued his general studies, particularly medicine; in his medical works he frequently refers to 
the knowledge and experience he gained among the Muslims in North Africa (see Maimonides as 
physician). Here also he wrote his Iggeret ha-Shemad ("Letter on Forced Conversion") also called 
Iggeret Kiddush ha-Shem ("Letter of the Sanctification of the Divine Name"). These letters of 
father and son, as well as Maimonides' utterances after leaving Morocco, do not point to outrages 
and bloody persecutions. Although Maimonides in the opening lines of the Iggeret ha-Shemad 
most strongly deprecates the condemnation of the forced converts by "the self-styled sage who 



Unit 2: Tallit 
 

 

has never experienced what so many Jewish communities experienced in the way of 
persecution," his conclusion is that a Jew must leave the country where he is forced to transgress 
the divine law: "He should not remain in the realm of that king; he should sit in his house until he 
emigrates..." And once more, with greater insistence: "He should on no account remain in a place 
of forced conversion; whoever remains in such a place desecrates the Divine Name and is nearly 
as bad as a willful sinner; as for those who beguile themselves, saying that they will remain until 
the Messiah comes to the Maghreb and leads them to Jerusalem, I do not know how he is to 
cleanse them of the stigma of conversion" (Iggeret ha-Shemad, in: Z. Edelmann (ed.), Hemdah 
Genuzah, 11b–12a). 

Maimon and his sons acted in accordance with this advice, as certainly did many others. 
Maimonides' departure from the country of the Almohads is commonly assumed to have taken 
place in 1165; according to Saadiah ibn Danan (Seder ha-Dorot, in: Hemdah Genuzah, 30b.), it 
was promoted by the martyrdom of Judah ibn Susan, who had been called upon to forsake his 
religion and had preferred death to apostasy. R. Maimon and his family escaped from Fez, and a 
month later they landed at Acre. The day of his departure as well as that on which the ship was 
saved from a tempest were instituted as a family fast enjoined on his descendants, and that of his 
arrival in Erez Israel as a festival (E. Azikri (Azcari), Sefer Haredim; Maim. Comm. to Rosh Ha-
Shanah, ed. Brill, end). 

The family remained in Acre for some five months, striking up an intimate friendship there with the 
dayyan Japheth b. Ali. Together with him they made a tour of the Holy Land, visiting Jerusalem 
where Maimonides states, "I entered the [site of the] Great and Holy House and prayed there on 
Thursday the 6th day of Marheshvan." Three days later they paid a visit to the Cave of 
Machpelah in Hebron for the same purpose. Maimonides also appointed both these days as 
family festivals. The family then left Erez Israel and sailed for Egypt. After a short stay at 
Alexandria they moved to Cairo and took up residence in Fostat, the Old City of Cairo. 

Maimon died at this time either in Erez Israel or in Egypt. It has been suggested that the reason 
for the choice of Alexandria was the existence at that time "outside the town" of "the academy of 
Aristotle, the teacher of Alexander" to which "people from the whole world came in order to study 
the wisdom of Aristotle the philosopher" mentioned by Benjamin of Tudela (ed. by M. N. Adler 
(1907), 75). It is not certain what prompted the move to Cairo. That Maimonides' influence was 
decisive in virtually destroying the hitherto dominating influence of the Karaites who were more 
numerous and wealthy than the Rabbanites in Cairo is beyond doubt (see below) and in the 17th 
century Jacob Faraji, a dayyan in Egypt, states that it was this challenge which impelled 
Maimonides to move to Cairo (see Azulai, letter M150). 

For eight years Maimonides lived a life free from care. Supported by his brother David who dealt 
in precious stones, he was able to devote himself entirely to preparing his works for publication 
and to his onerous but honorary work as both religious and lay leader of the community. His Siraj, 
the commentary to the Mishnah, was completed in 1168. The following year he suffered a 
crushing blow. His brother David drowned in the Indian Ocean while on a business trip, leaving a 
wife and two children, and with him were lost not only the family fortune but moneys belonging to 
others. Maimonides took the blow badly. For a full year he lay almost prostrate, and then he had 
to seek a means of livelihood. Rejecting the thought of earning a livelihood from Torah (see his 
commentary on Avot 5:4, and especially his letter to Joseph ibn Sham'un in 1191, "It is better for 
you to earn a drachma as a weaver, or tailor, or carpenter than to be dependent on the license of 
the exilarch [to accept a paid position as a rabbi]"; F. Kobler (ed.),Letters of Jews Through the 
Ages, 1 (1952), 207) and he decided to make the medical profession his livelihood. 

Fame in his calling did not come to him at once. It was only after 1185 when he was appointed 
one of the physicians to al-Fadil, who had been appointed vizier by Saladin and was virtual ruler 
of Egypt after Saladin's departure from that country in 1174, that his fame began to spread. It 
gave rise to a legend that Richard the Lionhearted "the King of the Franks in Ascalon" sought his 
services as his private physician. About 1177 he was recognized as the official head of the Fostat 
community. Ibn Danan says of him, "Rabbenu Moshe [b. Maimon] became very great in wisdom, 
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learning, and rank." In the so-called Megillat Zuta he is called "the light of east and west and 
unique master and marvel of the generation." 

These were the most fruitful and busy years of his life. His first wife had died young and in Egypt 
he remarried, taking as his wife the sister of Ibn Almali, one of the royal secretaries, who himself 
married Maimonides' only sister. To them was born their only son Abraham to whose education 
he lovingly devoted himself, and an added solace was his enthusiastic disciple Joseph ibn 
Sham'un (not Ibn Aknin, as often stated), whom he loved as a son, and for whom he wrote, and 
sent chapter by chapter, his Guide of the Perplexed. It was during those years, busy as he was 
with the heavy burden of his practice and occupied with the affairs of the community, writing his 
extensive correspondence to every part of the Jewish world (apart from the Franco-German 
area), that he wrote the two monumental works upon which his fame chiefly rests, the Mishneh 
Torah (compiled 1180) and the Guide (1190; according to Z. Diesendruck, in: HUCA, 12–13 
(1937–38), 461–97, in 1185), as well as his Iggeret Teiman and his Ma'amar Tehiyyat ha-Metim. 

The following passage in the letter to the translator of the Guide, Samuel b. Judah ibn Tibbon, in 
which he describes his multifarious cares and duties, with the aim of dissuading Ibn Tibbon from 
coming to visit him, has often been quoted: 

I dwell at Mi\r [Fostat] and the sultan resides at al-Qahira [Cairo]; these two places are two 
Sabbath days' journey distant from each other. My duties to the sultan are very heavy. I am 
obliged to visit him every day, early in the morning; and when he or any of his children, or any of 
the inmates of his harem, are indisposed, I dare not quit al-Qahira, but must stay during the 
greater part of the day in the palace. It also frequently happens that one or two royal officers fall 
sick, and I must attend to their healing. Hence, as a rule, I repair to al-Qahira very early in the 
day, and even if nothing unusual happens, I do not return to Mi\r until the afternoon. Then I am 
almost dying with hunger... I find the antechambers filled with people, both Jews and gentiles, 
nobles and common people, judges and bailiffs, friends and foes—a mixed multitude who await 
the time of my return. 

I dismount from my animal, wash my hands, go forth to my patients, and entreat them to bear 
with me while I partake of some slight refreshment, the only meal I take in the twenty-four hours. 
Then I go forth to attend to my patients, and write prescriptions and directions for their various 
ailments. Patients go in and out until nightfall, and sometimes even, I solemnly assure you, until 
two hours or more in the night. I converse with and prescribe for them while lying down from 
sheer fatigue; and when night falls, I am so exhausted that I can scarcely speak. 

In consequence of this, no Israelite can have any private interview with me, except on the 
Sabbath. On that day the whole congregation, or at least the majority of the members, come to 
me after the morning service, when I instruct them as to their proceedings during the whole week; 
we study together a little until noon, when they depart. Some of them return, and read with me 
after the afternoon service until evening prayers. In this manner I spend that day. 

The two major works will be described below, but something must be said of the two letters. The 
Arab ruler in Yemen, who, unlike the sultans in Egypt who were Sunnites, belonged to the 
sectarian Shiites, instituted a religious persecution, giving the Jews the choice of conversion to 
Islam or death. Not only did many succumb, but there arose among those Jews a pseudo-
Messiah, or a forerunner of the Messiah who, seeing in these events the darkness before the 
dawn, preached the imminent advent of the Messianic Age. In despair the Jews of Yemen turned 
to Maimonides, who probably in 1172 answered their request with the Iggeret Teiman (al-Risala 
al-Yamaniyya). It was addressed to R. Jacob b. Nethanel al-Fayyumi, with a request that copies 
be sent to every community in Yemen. Deliberately couched in simple terms, "that men, women, 
and children could read it easily," he pointed out that the subtle attack of Christianity and Islam 
which preached a new revelation was more dangerous than the sword and than the attractions of 
Hellenism. As for the pseudo-Messiah, he was unbalanced and he was to be rejected. These 
trials were sent to prove the Jews. 

The effect of the letter was tremendous. In gratitude for the message of hope, combined with the 
fact that Maimonides also used his influence at court to obtain a lessening of the heavy burden of 
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taxation on the Jews of Yemen, the Jews of Yemen introduced into the Kaddish a prayer for "the 
life of our teacher Moses b. Maimon" (Letter of Nahmanides to the rabbis of France, in: Kitvei 
Ramban, ed. by C. B. Chavel (1963), 341). 

This remarkable tribute, usually reserved for the exilarch, has an indirect connection with the third 
of his public (as distinct from his private) letters, the Ma'amar Tehiyyat ha-Metim ("On 
Resurrection"; 1191). Maimonides wrote the letter with the greatest reluctance. It was the direct 
result of his Mishneh Torah and constituted his reply to the accusation leveled against him that in 
this work he denied, or did not mention, the doctrine of personal resurrection which was a 
fundamental principle of faith among the Jews of his time. An objective study of his work does 
lend a certain basis to the allegation. It is true, as he indignantly protests, that he included this 
doctrine as the last of his famous Thirteen Principles of Judaism, but in his Mishneh Torah the 
undoubted emphasis is on the immortality of the soul and not on individual bodily resurrection. 
That the allegation was not based upon mere malice or envy of his work is sufficiently proved by 
the fact that anxious queries were addressed to him from the countries in which he was most 
fervently admired, Yemen and Provence, and Maimonides answered them. Abraham b. David of 
PosquiIres wrote: "The words of this man seem to me to be very near to him who says there is no 
resurrection of the body, but only of the soul. By my life, this is not the view of the sages" (Comm. 
to Yad, Teshuvah 8:2). Some Jews from Yemen however, unsatisfied, wrote to Samuel b. Ali the 
powerful and learned Gaon in Baghdad who sent a reply, which although couched in terms of 
respect to Maimonides, vigorously denounced his views. It would appear that the vehemence of 
this reply was connected with Samuel's desire to assert his authority as gaon over Egypt, which 
he thought was being usurped by Maimonides. On the other hand, Maimonides held the exilarch 
Samuel (of Josiah b. Zakkai's line), the successor of the exilarch Daniel b. Hisdai, in higher 
esteem than the gaon Samuel b. Ali. Thus the relations between Maimonides and the gaon 
remained strained, although there was never open hostility. Joseph ibn Sham'un, in Baghdad, 
who had also queried Maimonides' views on resurrection, sent a copy of Samuel's reply to 
Maimonides and with great reluctance Maimonides felt himself compelled to write his Ma'amar 
Tehiyyat ha-Metim in which he asserted and confirmed his belief in the doctrine. 

Maimonides was active as head of the community. He took vigorous steps to deal with the 
Karaites, and as a result brought about the supremacy of the Rabbanites in Cairo. On the one 
hand he emphatically maintained that they were to be regarded as Jews, with all the attendant 
privileges. They might be visited, their dead buried, and their children circumcised, their wine 
permitted; they were however not to be included in a religious quorum (Resp. ed. Blau, 449). Only 
when they flouted rabbinic Judaism was a barrier to be maintained. One was particularly to avoid 
visiting them on their festivals which did not coincide with the dates fixed by the rabbinic calendar. 
One of the inroads which they had caused in orthodox observance was with regard to ritual 
immersion for the niddah. Their view that an ordinary bath was sufficient had been widely 
adopted among the Rabbanites. Maimonides succeeded in restoring rabbinic practice in this 
matter, but generally his policy toward the Karaites was more lenient in his later years, and was 
continued by his son Abraham. (For an exhaustive treatment of this subject see C. Tchernowitz, 
Toledot ha-Posekim (1946), 197–208.) 

Maimonides made various changes in liturgical custom, the most radical of which was the 
abolition of the repetition of the Amidah in the interests of decorum. With the completion of the 
Guide Maimonides' literary work, apart from his extensive correspondence, came to an end. In 
failing health he nevertheless continued his work as head of the Jewish community and as court 
physician. (It is doubtful whether he actually held the appointment of nagid as is usually stated; 
see M. D. Rabinowitz, Introduction to Ma'amar Tehiyyat ha-Metim in Iggerot ha-Rambam, 220–7.) 

It was during this period however that he engaged in his correspondence with the scholars of 
Provence in general and with Jonathan of Lunel in particular. In some instances the border line 
between responsum and letter is not clearly defined (e.g., his letter to Obadiah the Proselyte, see 
below), but, as Kobler comments, the letters of Maimonides mark an epoch in letter writing. He is 
the first Jewish letter writer whose correspondence has been largely preserved. Vigorous and 
essentially personal, his letters found their way to the mind and heart of his correspondents, and 
he varied his style to suit them. But above all they reveal his whole personality, which is different 
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from what might be expected from his Mishneh Torah and the Guide. The picture of an almost 
austere and aloof intellectual above human passions and emotions derived from there is 
completely dispelled. 

Maimonides died on December 13, 1204. There were almost universal expressions of grief. 
Public mourning was ordained in all parts of the Jewish world. In Fostat mourning was ordained 
for three days and in Jerusalem a public fast and the Scriptural readings instituted concluded with 
the verse "the glory is departed from Israel, for the Ark of the Lord is taken" (I Sam. 4:22). His 
remains were taken to Tiberias for burial, and his grave is still an object of pilgrimage. 

 

(Article continues with other information on Maimonides and his works.) 

 

[Editorial Staff Encyclopaedia Judaica] 
Encyclopaedia Judaica: CDRom Edition.  Judaica Multimedia, 1997. 
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Maimondes on Tying Tzitzit:   
Mishneh Torah: Hilchot Tzitzit 1:11. 
 

 
Both the white strands of the tzitzit and those dyed techelet must be spun for the 
sake of being used for [the mitzvah of] tzizit. 
[Tzitzit] may not be made from wool which becomes attached to thorns when 
sheep graze among them, nor from hairs which are pulled off the animal, and not 
from the leftover strands of the woof which the weaver leaves over when he 
completes a garment.  Rather, they must be made from shorn wool or from flax. 
[Tzitzit] may not be made from wool which was stolen, which came from an a city 
condemned to be destroyed for idolatry, or which came from a consecrated 
animal.  If such wool was used, it is unacceptable.  If a person bows down to an 
animal, its wool is not acceptable for use for tzitzit.  If, however, one bows down 
to flax which is planted, it is acceptable, because it has been changed.  
 
 
 
Touger, Eliyahu.  Maimonides Mishneh Torah: The Laws Governing Tefillin, Mezuzah, and Torah 
Scrolls and The Laws of Tzitzit.  New York: Moznaim Publishing, 1990. 

 

t erp ,hmhm ,ufkv J o"cnrt erp ,hmhm ,ufkv J o"cnrt erp ,hmhm ,ufkv J o"cnrt erp ,hmhm ,ufkv J o"cnr 

ihtu ',hmhm oak vhuy ihfhrm ,kf, ihc ick ihc ,hmhmv hyujtttt 

'ovhbhc ihmcur itmvaf ohmuec zjtbv rnmv in tk i,ut ihaug 

drutva h,a hruhan tku 'vnvcv in ihak,bv ihnhbv in tku 
ihtu 'i,apv in ut rnm ka vzdv in tkt 'sdcv ;uxc rhhan 

ohase kan tku ,jsbv rhg kan tku kuzdv rnmn i,ut ihaug 

kct ',hmhmk kuxp vrnm vnvck vuj,anv 'kuxp vag otu 
/vb,ab hrva raf vz hrv guybv i,apk vuj,anv 
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Suggested Activity 7:  Daywear or prayer-wear? 

 
1.  When to Wear Tzitzit 
Strickman, H. Norman and Arthur M. Silver, trans.  Ibn Ezra’s Commentary on 

the Pentateuch: Numbers.  New York: Menorah Publishing, 1999. 
Touger, Eliyahu.  Maimonides Mishneh Torah: The Laws Governing Tefillin, 

Mezuzah, and Torah Scrolls and The Laws of Tzitzit.  New York: Moznaim 
Publishing, 1990. 

 
2.  Encyclopaedia Judaica: Tallit Katan 
“Tallit Katan.”  Encyclopaedia Judaica: CDRom Edition.  Judaica Multimedia, 

1997. 
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When to Wear Tzitzit 

 

 

Ibn Ezra to Numbers 15:39 
 
Now this commandment [to wear tzitzit] states that everyone who has a four-
cornered garment shall always cover himself with it during the day.  He shall not 
remove it so that he remembers the commandments.  Those who pray with a 
tallit during the time of prayers do so because they read in the shema, And it 
shall be unto you for a fringe (v. 39) and that they make them throughout their 
generations fringes (v. 30) 
 
However, I believe that one is more obligated to enwrap oneself in fringes when 
he is not in prayer than during the time of prayer, so that he remembers the 
commandments and does not err and tresass during the other hours of the day, 
for in the hour of payer he will not sin.   
 
 
Strickman, H. Norman and Arthur M. Silver, trans.  Ibn Ezra’s Commentary on the Pentateuch: 
Numbers.  New York: Menorah Publishing, 1999. 

Maimonides, Mishneh Torah: Hilchot Tzitzit 3:7, 8. 
 
7 …The obligation to wear tzizit applies during the day, but not at night: “And 
you shall see them.”  [The mitzvah applies only] during a time when one can 
see… 
 
8 A person is permitted to wear tzitzit at night, both during the weekdays and on 
the Sabbath, even though this is not the time when the mitzvah should be 
fulfilled, provided he does not recite a blessing…   
 
 
Trager, Eliyahu.  Maimonides Mishneh Torah: The Laws Governing Tefillin, Mezuzah, and Torah 
Scrolls and The Laws of Tzitzit.  New York: Moznaim Publishing, 1990. 
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Encyclopaedia Judaica: Tallit Katan 

TALLIT KATAN ("small tallit"; Yid. tales koten, arba kanfot, or arba kanfes; and tsidekel, from the 
Ger. Leibzudeckel), a rectangular garment of white cotton, linen, or wool with ziziyyot ("fringes") 
on its four corners. Whereas the ordinary tallit is worn only at the morning service, strictly 
observant Jews wear the tallit katan under their upper garment the whole day, so as constantly to 
fulfill the biblical commandment of zizit (Num. 15:39), a reminder to observe all the comandments 
of the Torah. The tallit katan is, therefore, often worn in a manner that it may be seen; if not, that 
at least the ziziyyot hang freely and are visible (Sh. Ar., OH 8:11). The minimum size of a tallit 
katan ought to be 3/4 ell long and 1/2 ell wide (15 in. X 10 in.). According to another opinion, it 
should be one square ell (20 in. X 20 in.). The tallit katan is put on in the morning, and the 
following benediction is said: "Blessed art Thou, O Lord our God, King of the universe, Who hast 
sanctified us by Thy commandments and commanded us [to wear] the zizit." The tallit katan must 
always be clean and, in reverence for its sanctity, should not be worn on the bare flesh but over 
an undershirt. If one of the ziziyot is torn, the whole tallit katan becomes ritually unfit (pesulah) 
until the torn zizit is replaced. 

 
 
 
[Editorial Staff Encyclopaedia Judaica] 
Encyclopaedia Judaica: CDRom Edition.  Judaica Multimedia, 1997. 
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Suggested Activity 8:  Married and Buried:  The Use of the Tallit in 

Lifecycle Events 
 
1.  Birth – Excerpt on Sandek wearing a tallit 
Diamant, Anita.  The New Jewish Baby Book.  Woodstock: Jewish Lights, 1994, 

104-105. 
 
2.  B’nei Mitzvah – Excerpt on Traditional Attire 
Weber, Vicki L..  The Rhythm of Jewish Time.  West Orange: Behrman House, 

1999, 64-65. 
 
3.  Wedding – Excerpt on the Chuppah 
Diamant, Anita.  The New Jewish Wedding.  New York: Fireside, 1985, 97-101. 
 
4.  Death – Excerpt on Burial Dress 
Isaacs, Ron and Kerry Olitzky.  Jewish Mourner’s Handbook.  Hoboken: Ktav, 

1991, 23-24. 
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Suggested Activity 11:  Creative Ritual Use 

 
1.  Birth – Excerpt on Involving Guests 
Diamant, Anita.  The New Jewish Baby Book.  Woodstock: Jewish Lights, 1994, 

106. 
 
2.  Birth – Excerpt on Wimpels 
Diamant, Anita.  The New Jewish Baby Book.  Woodstock: Jewish Lights, 1994, 

173-174. 
 
3.  Birth – Excerpt on Brit Banot 
Cardin, Nina Beth.  The Tapestry of Jewish Time.  Springfield: Behrman House, 

2000, 199-201. 
 
4.  Birth – Excerpt of Simchat Bat by Rabbi Nina Beth Cardin 
http://www.ritualwell.org/Rituals/ritual.html?docid=111 

 
5.  Birth – Excerpt from Awakening the Senses, a Brit Bat 
http://www.ritualwell.org/Rituals/ritual.html?docid=153 

 
6.  Excerpt from a Weaning Ceremony… 
http://www.ritualwell.org/Rituals/ritual.html?docid=951 

 
7.  Selected Excerpts from a Puberty Ritual 
Adelman, Penina.  Miriam’s Well: Rituals for Jewish Women Around the Year.  

New York:  Biblio Press, 1986. 
 
8.  Wedding – Excerpt on Wedding Gifts 
Diamant, Anita.  The New Jewish Wedding.  New York: Fireside, 1985, 146-147. 
 
9.  Death – Memory of Joe and Others by Laurie Gross 
http://www.ritualwell.org/Rituals/ritual.html?docid=993 
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Excerpt of Simchat Bat by Rabbi Nina Beth Cardin 

Entering the Baby into the Covenant 

All:  

We come together to welcome this child into the Covenant of Abraham, our 

father, and Sarah, our mother. God said: "I will maintain My Covenant between 

Me and you and your offspring to come as an everlasting Covenant throughout 

the ages, to be good to you and your offspring to come." In becoming a 

welcomed member of the Jewish people, this child becomes a link in the 

Covenant of the people of Israel.  

Parents:  

The tallit is an embracing symbol of the Covenant between God and the Jewish 
people, and we are reminded of the mitzvot by the tzitzit on its corners. Today, 
we envelop our daughter into the folds of a tallit as a symbol of her entry into our 
Covenant with God and K'lal Yisrael.  
 
 

Source: 

Published by the Women's League of Conservative Judaism.  

http://www.ritualwell.org/Rituals/ritual.html?docid=111 

© 2005 ritualwell.org.  
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Excerpt from Awakening the Senses, a Brit Bat 
 
We bring prayers and rituals that reflect the five senses, to awaken Rebecca to 
the world around her and to encourage her to experience life with her whole 
being. 
… 
2. Touch: 
Be embraced by the tallit, under which your parents were wed and now lovingly 
held by your grandparents, as your family and community embrace you. 
 
A Blessing on the Occasion of a Brit Bat  
By Laila Berner (adaptation) 
May the Shechinah spread her wings over you and protect you.  
May you know great joy, happiness, and fulfillment in your life.  
May you walk with your people Israel in pride, and may you understand that to be 
a Jew is a source of joy and meaning, and an important responsibility.  
May you honor your parents, recognizing that they have brought you into the 
world in  
love and in hope, and may you bring them great joy.  
May you go from strength to strength, yet always be able to accept your own 
weaknesses and those of others.  
May you judge yourself and others with fairness and compassion, and without 
harshness.  
May you have the confidence and self-esteem to move towards whatever goals 
you choose for yourself, and may you have the wisdom and courage to change 
your mind if your original goals are replaced by newer and better ones.  
May you allow yourself to dream your dreams and soar with flights of fancy and 
imagination.  
May you always keep a precious part of yourself as "child" even as you move to 
adulthood.  
May your ears be filled with music of every imaginable kind, and may the rhythms 
be of your own making, allowing yourself to march at your own pace.  
May you experience the inevitable moments of sadness and pain in a way that 
will give these moments meaning and add value to your life.  
May you live in a world blessed with peace and harmony, and may your future be 
as bright and as hopeful as the world's first rainbow.  
And let us all say: Amen.  
 
From the Brit Bat of Rebecca Yael Morrow-Spitzer, RRC files. 
 
 
 
Source: 
http://www.ritualwell.org/Rituals/ritual.html?docid=153 
© 2005 ritualwell.org.  
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Excerpt from A Weaning Ceremony for Joshua Reuben and Eli 
Nathaniel And For Me by Deborah Burg-Schnirman 
 
I am prepared and ready to hold on and to let go -- to fulfill the mitzah of rearing 
these children.  
 
I spend a little time nursing each of the boys separately with each wrapped in a 
family treasure: the fabric of our Chuppah canopy. Our huppah was created as a 
family heirloom that would connect each life cycle event: we have subsequently 
used it to wrap each boy for his brit, it is being used now, part of it will be 
transformed into tallitot for their B'nai Mitzvah, and who knows what else.  
During this time, I talk to Joshua and to Eli each about how they have grown and 
affirm that they too are ready to let go. I repeat our hopes for them: the words 
taken from their namings during their brit. 
 
 
 
Sources: 
http://www.ritualwell.org/Rituals/ritual.html?docid=951 
© 2005 ritualwell.org.  
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Memory of Joe and Others by Laurie Gross 

TZITZIT--a sign of life, prayer, action  
Knots, fringes, unraveling white threads  

I remember as a young child playing with the  

fringes on  

My father's tallit.  

Tzitzit--A tradition we pass on from one generation to the next  

This is how we tie them  

This is how we wear them....  

This is how we remember with them.  

The tallit wrapped around the body for burial  

The tzitzit  
At least one cut off an imperfect tallit buried.  
What happened to these cut of tzitzit?  
A question I found no answer to until  
At Cousin Joe's funeral  
The Rabbi gave to Joe's wife, son and daughter,  
Each a tzitzit from his tallit,  
"With this you will remember your husband and father  
his commitment to learning and living a Jewish life."  
What happens to these cut off tzitzit?  
We hold on to them for memories  
We hold on to them to feel connected  
We hold on to them to emulate  
We hold on to them to continue  
We hold on to them for commitment.  
Tzitzit-- A tradition we pass on from one generation to the next.  

 
Source: 
http://www.ritualwell.org/Rituals/ritual.html?docid=993 
© 2005 ritualwell.org.  
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Suggested Activity 12:  A Class Debate 

 
1.  Encyclopaedia Judaica: Tekhelet 
Feliks, Jehuda.  “Tekhelet.”  Encyclopaedia Judaica: CDRom Edition.  Judaica 

Multimedia, 1997. 
 
2.  Maimonides on Tekhelet: Mishneh Torah: Hilchot Tzitzit 2:1, 2, 4, 
9. 
Touger, Eliyahu.  Maimonides Mishneh Torah: The Laws Governing Tefillin, 

Mezuzah, and Torah Scrolls and The Laws of Tzitzit.  New York: Moznaim 
Publishing, 1990. 

 
3.  Top Ten Tekhelet FAQ's & Facts 
P’til Tekhelet:  The Association for the Promotion and Distribution of Tekhelet 
http://www.tekhelet.com 
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Encyclopaedia Judaica: Tekhelet 

 

TEKHELET ("blue"), argaman ("purple"), and tola'at shani ("crimson worm") are frequently 
mentioned together in the Bible as dyestuffs for threads and fabrics, including the curtains of the 
Tabernacle (Ex. 26: 1), the veil (Ex. 26:31), the veil for the tent (Ex. 26: 31) and the ephod (Ex. 
28:6). A thread of tekhelet had to be included in the fringes (Num. 15: 38). Princes and nobles 
wore garments of tekhelet (Ezek. 23:6) and it was used for the expensive fabrics in the royal 
palace (Esth. 1:6). The Tyrians were expert dyers with these materials (II Chron. 2:6; cf. Ezek. 
27:7). According to the talmudic aggadah the dwellers in Luz (a legendary locality) were experts 
in dyeing tekhelet (Sanh. 12a; Sot. 46b). Tekhelet was extracted from the hillazon—a snail found 
in the sea between the promontory of Tyre and Haifa (Shab. 26a; Sif. Deut. 354). Members of the 
tribe of Zebulun engaged in gathering it (Meg. 6a), and according to the Midrash it is this which is 
referred to in that tribe's blessing that their inheritance would include "the hidden treasures of the 
sands" (Deut. 33: 19). The baraita notes that the tekhelet multiplies like fish, i.e., by laying eggs, 
"and comes up once in 70 years, and with its blood tekhelet is dyed, and that is why it is 
expensive" (Men. 44a; cf. Sif., ibid.). The statement reflects the fact that the snail reaches the 
shore in shoals infrequently and the extraction of the dye is a very expensive process. For this 
reason "a garment made wholly of tekhelet" was considered expensive and rare (Men. 39a, etc.). 

The color of tekhelet was between green and blue and was thus described: "Tekhelet resembles 
the sea, the sea resembles grass, and grass resembles the heavens" (TJ, Ber. 1:5, 3a). It is like 
the color of the leek. Tekhelet was usually dyed on wool (Yev. 4b). The color was fast and 
withstood oxidization (Men. 42b–43a). The best dye was obtained when extracted from live snails 
(Shab. 75a) and to make it fast various materials were added (Men. 42b). In the time of the 
Mishnah another dye, kela ilan, extracted from the Indian indigo plant, was introduced into Erez  
Israel. This dye is very similar in color to tekhelet but is much cheaper. Thenceforth indigo was 
frequently used to counterfeit, and was sold as, tekhelet. Ways of testing to distinguish them were 
indeed suggested, but the baraita concluded that "There is no way of testing the tekhelet of zizit, 
and it should be bought from an expert" (Men. 42b). It is worthy of note that dyed zizit were 
discovered in the Bar Kokhba Caves. The testing of them by modern methods proved almost with 
certainty that they were in fact dyed with indigo—the aforementioned kela ilan. For all these 
reasons—the high cost of tekhelet, the difficulty of gathering the snails and extracting the dye, 
and because of the fear of counterfeiting with kela ilan—some tannaim permitted zizit made 
without a thread of tekhelet (Men. 4:1; cf. Men. 38a). It is probable, however, that many continued 
to fulfill the biblical precept. In the time of the amora Abbaye, Jews still engaged in dyeing with 
the tekhelet and Samuel b. Judah, a Babylonian amora who had resided in Erez Israel, explained 
the dyeing process to him. In the time of the savora Ahai the differences between tekhelet and 
kela ilan were tested (Men. 42b). The Midrash, however, notes that "nowadays we only possess 
white zizit, the tekhelet having been concealed" (Num. R. 17:5). 

Gershon Hanokh Leiner, the hasidic rabbi of Radzin, proposed in his books Sefunei Temunei Hol 
(1887) and Petil Tekhelet (1888) that the precept of the tekhelet in zizit be reintroduced. He came 
to the conclusion that tekhelet had been extracted from the cuttlefish, Sepia officinalis (vulgaris), 
which has a gland in its body that secretes a blue-black dye, and his suggestion was adopted by 
his followers. From the sources, however, it seems that the tekhelet dye was much lighter, nor do 
the descriptions of tekhelet in rabbinical literature fit this creature, which is common on the shores 
of Israel, its dye being neither expensive nor fast. It is also difficult to identify it with the hillazon. 
Hillazon in rabbinical literature is a land or sea snail (Sanh. 91a). Among the latter there are 
species in whose bodies is a gland containing a clear liquid, which when it comes into contact 
with the air becomes greenish: this is tekhelet which, after the addition of various chemicals, 
receives its purple color, the "royal purple" of literature. The Phoenicians in particular specialized 
in it, Phoenicia in Greek meaning the land of purple. Around Tyre and Ras-Shamra—the site of 
ancient Ugarit—large quantities of shells of the purple snail have been found. These belong to the 
species Murex trunculus and Murex brandaris, which are found along the length of the eastern 
shore of the Mediterranean and whose quantities change from time to time. A modern 



Unit 2: Tallit 
 

 

investigator extracted 1.4 gram of the purple dye from 12,000 such snails, thus explaining the 
high cost of the tekhelet and purple dyes. Isaac Herzog, in a study of tekhelet (unpublished 
dissertation: "The Dyeing of Purple in Ancient Israel," 1919), reached the conclusion that it was 
extracted from the snails Janthina pallida and Janthina bicolor that are found a considerable 
distance from the shore and only reach it at long intervals. This in his opinion explains the 
statement that the tekhelet comes up once in 70 years (Men. 44a). The dye extracted from these 
snails varies between violet blue and the blue of the heavens. Most investigators incline to the 
view that tekhelet and argaman were extracted from the Murex snails. 

[Jehuda Feliks] 
 
 
Encyclopaedia Judaica: CDRom Edition.  Judaica Multimedia, 1997. 
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P'til Tekhelet 
The Association for the Promotion  

and Distribution of Tekhelet  

Jerusalem, Israel    

Top Ten Tekhelet FAQ's & Facts 
   

 What is Tekhelet? 

Tekhelet is one of the colors mentioned in the Torah, traditionally associated with 

a shade of blue. It is mentioned frequently alongside gold, silver and silk as a 

precious commodity. There is a Biblical commandment to tie a thread of Tekhelet 

around the tzitzit (fringes) of cornered garments. In addition, Tekhelet is required 

in the garments of the High Priest, as well as for the coverings of the holy vessels. 

 What does Tekhelet come from? 

The Talmud describes Tekhelet as coming from a sea-creature called a chilazon. 

In a homiletic passage, the chilazon is characterized as "similar to the sea, being 

similar to [but not] a fish, and coming up from the sea once in seventy years 

[rarely]." Chilazon in modern Hebrew means "snail". Rabbinic, historical, 

archaeological and chemical evidence point to Murex trunculus snails as the 

source of Tekhelet.  

 How is Tekhelet produced? 

Murex snails possess a gland which contains the source of Tekhelet. 

Dibromoindigo, which originates from glandular secretions of a fresh snail, bonds 

chemically to wool when put into solution in a reduced state (vat dyeing). In the 

presence of sunlight, the dibromoindigo debrominates to indigo, leaving color-

fast blue wool.  

 Where do the snails live? 

Murex trunculus snails live along the coast of the Mediterranean Sea. In ancient 

Israel, the tribe of Zebulun, located on the North-East coast, was attributed with 

having the chilazon. Archaeological digs have since uncovered mounds of broken 

Murex shells and remains of the dyeing industry on the North-Eastern coast of 

Israel. Today, since Murex trunculus snails are a protected species in Israel, snails 

for Tekhelet are obtained and processed outside of Israel (Greece, Spain) where 

they are caught and sold for food.  

 Who does the dyeing? 

The dye extraction process is performed by workers under P'til Tekhelet's 
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supervision. The actual dyeing of wool with the Tekhelet is undertaken by P'til 

Tekhelet, (in Jerusalem and its environs) under the direction of its founder Rav 

Eliyahu Tavger, and in consultation with various Poskim. The wool is dyed 

expressly with the intent of the mitzvah, as dictated by halacha.  

 How many snails does it take to complete a set of tzitzit? 

One to make the dye and 29 to tie the tzitzit (just kidding). We estimate that it 

takes approximately 30 snails to produce a set of Tekhelet strings. However, this 

number may very well fluctuate based on season, port of origin, extraction 

technique, etc. Scientific investigation of these influences will hopefully produce 

more accurate information in the future.  

 How should I tie Tekhelet on my tzitzit? 

There are different opinions regarding how Tekhelet should be tied. Bear in mind 

that the technique chosen does not qualify/disqualify the mitzvah, except for 

certain minimal requirements. Today, Tekhelet is being tied following the 

opinions of various legal authorities including the Vilna Gaon, the Rambam, the 

Sefer HaChinuch, and Chabad.  

 Why should I wear Tekhelet? 

Wearing Tekhelet on tzitzit is a mitzvah prescribed by the Torah. It is a 

commandment which is intended for all generations, independent of location and 

unrelated to the existence of the Temple. It is only during the last century that we 

have had the means and privilege of embarking upon the restoration of Tekhelet, 

which has been denied to us for many centuries. Dare we let this opportunity pass 

us by?  

 How do I know this Tekhelet is really it? 

Archaeological discovery of mounds of Murex snails at coastal dyeing sites, as 

well as literary evidence from the ancient world of dyeing and chemical analysis 

of the Murex dye, are all strong evidence in support of this conclusion. More 

importantly, the growing number of Rabbinic personalities and halachic 

communities wearing Tekhelet today, lends further credence to its authenticity. 

The results of the "real" test, however, will only be validated by its acceptance in 

the years, if not generations to come.  

  

 

 
Source: 

http://www.tekhelet.com 
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Suggested Activity 14:  Tallit Styles 

 
1.  Hiddur Mitzvah: M’chilta Shirata, 3 
Lauterbach, Jacob Z.  Mekilta de-Rabbi Ishmael.  Philadelphia: Jewish 

Publication Society, 1949. 
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Hiddur Mitzvah: M’chilta Shirata, 3 
 

 
And I Will Glorify Him.  R. Ishmael says:  And is it possible for a man of flesh and 
blood to add glory to his Creator?  It simply menas:  I shall be beautiful before 
Him in observing the commandments.  I shall prepare before Him a beautiful 
lulav, a beautiful sukkah, beautiful fringes and beautiful phylacteries. 
 
 
Lauterbach, Jacob Z.  Mekilta de-Rabbi Ishmael.  Philadelphia: Jewish Publication Society, 1949. 

 

wd varp vrhav ,arp t,khfnwd varp vrhav ,arp t,khfnwd varp vrhav ,arp t,khfnwd varp vrhav ,arp t,khfn 

tkt ubuek ,uubvk osu rack rapt hfu rnut ktgnah hcr  /uvubtu  /uvubtu  /uvubtu  /uvubtu 
vtb ,hmhm vtb vfux vtb ckuk uhbpk vagt ,umnc uk vuubt 

/vtb vkp, 
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Suggested Activity 15:  Wrapping Ourselves 

 
Prayers for Donning a Tallit from: 
 
1.  Gates of Prayer for Shabbat and Weekdays 
 
2.  Siddur Sim Shalom for Shabbat and Festivals 
 
3.  Kol Haneshamah, Shabbat Vehagim 
 
4.  Artscroll Sabbath and Festival Siddur 
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Suggested Activity 16:  Why or Why Not?  A Panel Discussion 

 
1.  On Wearing Tallit and Tefillin by Dvora Weisberg 
Daughters of the King: Women and the Synagogue.  Ed. Susan Grossman and 

Rivka Haut.  Philadelphia: Jewish Publication Society, 1992, 282-283. 
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Unit 3: Magen David 

 
Resources 

 
1.  Encylopaedia Judaica: Magen David 
Scholem, Gershom.  “Magen David”  Encyclopaedia Judaica: CDRom Edition.  

Judaica Multimedia, 1997. 
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Encyclopaedia Judaica: Magen David 

Also:   Hexagram;  Seal of Solomon;  Shield of David;  Star of David 

MAGEN DAVID ("shield of David"), the hexagram or six-pointed star formed by two equilateral 
triangles which have the same center and are placed in opposite directions. 

From as early as the Bronze Age it was used—possibly as an ornament and possibly as a 
magical sign—in many civilizations and in regions as far apart as Mesopotamia and Britain. Iron 
Age examples are known from India and from the Iberian peninsula prior to the Roman conquest. 
Occasionally it appears on Jewish artefacts, such as lamps and seals, but without having any 
special and recognizable significance. The oldest undisputed example is on a seal from the 
seventh century B.C.E. found in Sidon and belonging to one Joshua b. Asayahu. In the Second 
Temple period, the hexagram was often used by Jews and non-Jews alike alongside the 
pentagram (the five-pointed star), and in the synagogue of Capernaum (second or third century 
C.E.) it is found side by side with the pentagram and the swastika on a frieze. There is no reason 
to assume that it was used for any purposes other than decorative. Theories interpreting it as a 
planetary sign of Saturn and connecting it with the holy stone in the pre-Davidic sanctuary in 
Jerusalem (Hildegard Lewy, in Archiv Orientln, vol. 18, 1950, 330–65) are purely speculative. 
Neither in the magical papyri nor in the oldest sources of Jewish magic does the hexagram 
appear, but it began to figure as a magical sign from the early Middle Ages. Among Jewish 
emblems from Hellenistic times (discussed in E. Goodenough, Jewish Symbols in the Greco-
Roman Period), both hexagram and pentagram are missing. 

The ornamental use of the hexagram continued in the Middle Ages, especially in Muslim and 
Christian countries. The kings of Navarre used it on their seals (10th and 11th centuries) and (like 
the pentagram) it was frequently employed on notarial signs in Spain, France, Denmark, and 
Germany, by Christian and Jewish notaries alike. Sometimes drawn with slightly curved lines, it 
appears in early Byzantine and many medieval European churches, as, for example, on a stone 
from an early church in Tiberias (preserved in the Municipal Museum) and on the entrance to the 
Cathedrals of Burgos, Valencia, and Lerida. Examples are also found on objects used in the 
church, sometimes in a slanted position; as on the marble bishop's throne (c. 1266) in the 
Cathedral of Anagni. Probably in imitation of church usage—and certainly not as a specifically 
Jewish symbol—the hexagram is found on some synagogues from the later Middle Ages, for 
example, in Hamelin (Germany, c. 1280) and Budweis (Bohemia, probably 14th century). In Arab 
sources the hexagram, along with other geometrical ornaments, was widely used under the 
designation "seal of Solomon," a term which was also taken over by many Jewish groups. This 
name connects the hexagram with early Christian, possibly Judeo-Christian magic, such as the 
Greek magical work The Testament of Solomon. It is not clear in which period the hexagram was 
engraved on the seal or ring of Solomon, mentioned in the Talmud (Git. 68a–b) as a sign of his 
dominion over the demons, instead of the name of God, which originally appeared. However, this 
happened in Christian circles where Byzantine amulets of the sixth century already use the "seal 
of Solomon" as the name of the hexagram. In many medieval Hebrew manuscripts elaborate 
designs of the hexagram are to be found, without its being given any name. The origin of this use 
can be clearly traced to Bible manuscripts from Muslim countries (a specimen is shown in 
Gunzburg and Stassoff, L'ornement hIbrasque (1905), pl. 8, 15). From the 13th century onward it 
is found in Hebrew Bible manuscripts from Germany and Spain. Sometimes parts of the masorah 
are written in the form of a hexagram; sometimes it is simply used, in a more or less elaborate 
form, as an ornament. Richly adorned specimens from manuscripts in Oxford and Paris have 
been reproduced by C. Roth, Sefarad, 12, 1952, p. 356, pl. II, and in the catalog of the exhibition 
"Synagoga," Recklinghausen, 1960, pl. B. 4. 

In Arabic magic the "seal of Solomon" was widely used, but at first its use in Jewish circles was 
restricted to relatively rare cases. Even then, the hexagram and pentagram were easily 
interchangeable and the name was applied to both figures. As a talisman, it was common in 
many of the magical versions of the mezuzah which were widespread between the tenth and 14th 
centuries. Frequently, the magical additions to the traditional text of the mezuzah contained 
samples of the hexagram, sometimes as many as 12. In magical Hebrew manuscripts of the later 
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Middle Ages, the hexagram was used for certain amulets, among which one for putting out fires 
attained great popularity (see Heinrich Loewe, Juedischer Feuersegen, 1930). 

The notion of a "shield of David" with magical powers was originally unconnected with the sign. It 
is difficult to say whether the notion arose in Islam, where the Koran sees David as the first to 
make protective arms, or from inner traditions of Jewish magic. From earlier times there is only 
one instance connecting the hexagram with the name David on a sixth-century tombstone from 
Taranto, southern Italy. There seems to have been some special reason for putting the hexagram 
before the name of the deceased. The oldest text mentioning a shield of David is contained in an 
explanation of a magical "alphabet of the angel Metatron" which stems from the geonic period 
and was current among the Hasidei Ashkenaz of the 12th century. But here it was the holy Name 
of 72 names which was said to have been engraved on this protective shield, together with the 
name MKBY, which the tradition of the magicians connected with Judah Maccabee. In cognate 
sources this tradition was much embellished. The name of the angel Taftafiyyah, one of the 
names of Metatron, was added to the 72 holy names, and indeed an amulet in the form of a 
hexagram with this one name became one of the most widespread protective charms in many 
medieval and later manuscripts. (From c. 1500 onward the name Shaddai was often substituted 
for the purely magical one.) This must have provided the transition to the use of the term "magen 
David" for the sign. What caused the substitution of the figure instead of the "great name of 72 
names" is not clear, but in the 16th century instructions can still be found stating that the shield of 
David should not be drawn in simple lines but must be composed of certain holy names and their 
combinations, after the pattern of those biblical manuscripts where the lines were composed of 
the text of the masorah. The oldest known witness to the usage of the term is the kabbalistic 
Sefer ha-Gevul, written by a grandson of Nahmanides in the early 14th century. The hexagram 
occurs there twice, both times called "magen David" and containing the same magical name as in 
the aforementioned amulet, demonstrating its direct connection with the magical tradition. 
According to other traditions, mentioned in Isaac Arama's Akedat Yizhak, the emblem of David's 
shield was not the image known by this name today, but Psalm 67 in the shape of the menorah. 
This became a widespread custom and the "menorah Psalm" was considered a talisman of great 
power. A booklet from the 16th century says: "King David used to bear this psalm inscribed, 
pictured, and engraved on his shield, in the shape of the menorah, when he went forth to battle, 
and he would meditate on its mystery and conquer." 

Between 1300 and 1700 the two terms, shield of David and seal of Solomon, are used 
indiscriminately, predominantly in magical texts, but slowly the former gained ascendancy. It was 
also used, from 1492, as a printers' sign, especially in books printed in Prague in the first half of 
the 16th century and in the books printed by the Foa family in Italy and Holland, who incorporated 
it in their coat of arms. Several Italian Jewish families followed their example between 1660 and 
1770. All these usages had as yet no general Jewish connotation. The official use of the shield of 
David can be traced to Prague, from where it spread in the 17th and 18th century through 
Moravia and Austria and later to southern Germany and Holland. In 1354, Charles IV granted the 
Prague community the privilege of bearing its own flag—later called in documents "King David's 
flag"—on which the hexagram was depicted. It therefore became an official emblem, probably 
chosen because of its significance as a symbol of the days of old when King David, as it were, 
wore it on his shield. This explains its wide use in Prague, in synagogues, on the official seal of 
the community, on printed books, and on other objects. Here it was always called magen David. 
Its use on the tombstone (1613) of David Gans, the astronomer and historian, was still 
exceptional, obviously in reference to the title of his last work Magen David. Except one 
tombstone in Bordeaux (c. 1726), no other example of its being used on tombstones is known 
before the end of the 18th century. A curious parallel to the development in Prague is the one 
case of a representation of the Synagogue as an allegorical figure, holding a flag bearing the 
magen David in a 14th-century Catalan manuscript of the Breviar d'amor by Matfre d'Ermengaud 
(Ms. of Yates Thompson 31 in the British Museum). 

The symbol early moved to other communities. Its use in Budweis has been mentioned above, 
and the Vienna community used it on its seal in 1655. In the following year it is found on a stone 
marking the boundary between the Jewish and the Christian quarters of Vienna (according to P. 
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Diamant) or between the Jewish quarter and the Carmelite monastery (according to Max 
Grunwald). Apparently they were both officially recognized symbols. When the Viennese Jews 
were expelled in 1670 they took the symbol to many of their new habitats, especially in Moravia, 
but also to the Ashkenazi community of Amsterdam, where it was used from 1671, first on a 
medallion permitting entrance to the graveyard. Later it became part of the community's seal. 
Curiously enough, its migration eastward was much slower. It never occurs on official seals, but 
here and there during the 17th and 18th centuries it appears as an ornament on objects for use in 
synagogues and on wood carvings over the Torah shrine (first in Volpa, near Grodno, 1643). 

The use of the hexagram as an alchemical symbol denoting the harmony between the 
antagonistic elements of water and fire became current in the later 17th century, but this had no 
influence in Jewish circles. Many alchemists, too, began calling it the shield of David (traceable 
since 1724). But another symbolism sprang up in kabbalistic circles, where the "shield of David" 
became the "shield of the son of David," the Messiah. Whether this usage was current in 
Orthodox circles too is not certain, though not impossible. The two kabbalists who testify to it, 
Isaiah the son of Joel Ba'al Shem (Jacob Emden, Torat ha-Kena'ot, p. 128) and Abraham Hayyim 
Kohen from Nikolsburg, combine the two interpretations. But there is no doubt that this messianic 
interpretation of the sign was current among the followers of Shabbetai Zevi. The famous amulets 
given by Jonathan Eybeschuetz in Metz and Hamburg, which have no convincing interpretation 
other than a Shabbatean one, have throughout a shield of David designated as "seal of MBD" 
(Messiah b. David), "seal of the God of Israel," etc. The shield of David was transformed into a 
secret symbol of the Shabbatean vision of redemption, although this interpretation remained an 
esoteric one, not to be published. 

The prime motive behind the wide diffusion of the sign in the 19th century was the desire to 
imitate Christianity. The Jews looked for a striking and simple sign which would "symbolize" 
Judaism in the same way as the cross symbolizes Christianity. This led to the ascendancy of the 
magen David in official use, on ritual objects and in many other ways. From central and Western 
Europe it made its way to Eastern Europe and to oriental Jewry. Almost every synagogue bore it; 
innumerable communities, and private and charitable organizations stamped it on their seals and 
letterheads. Whereas during the 18th century its use on ritual objects was still very restricted—a 
good specimen is a plate for mazzot (1770), reproduced on the title page of Monumenta Judaica, 
catalog of a Jewish exposition in Cologne, 1963—it now became most popular. By 1799 it had 
already appeared as a specific Jewish sign in a satirical anti-Semitic engraving (A. Rubens, 
Jewish Iconography, no. 1611); in 1822 it was used on the Rothschild family coat of arms when 
they were raised to the nobility by the Austrian emperor; and from 1840 Heinrich Heine signed his 
correspondence from Paris in the Augsburger Allgemeine Zeitung with a magen David instead of 
his name, a remarkable indication of his Jewish identification in spite of his conversion. From 
such general use it was taken over by the Zionist movement. The very first issue of Die Welt, 
Herzl's Zionist journal, bore it as its emblem. The magen David became the symbol of new hopes 
and a new future for the Jewish people, and Franz Rosenzweig also interpreted it in Der Stern 
der Erloesung (1921) as summing up his philosophical ideas about the meaning of Judaism and 
the relationships between God, men, and the world. When the Nazis used it as a badge of shame 
which was to accompany millions on their way to death it took on a new dimension of depth, 
uniting suffering and hope. While the State of Israel, in its search for Jewish authenticity, chose 
as its emblem the menorah, a much older Jewish symbol, the magen David was maintained on 
the national (formerly Zionist) flag, and is widely used in Jewish life. 

[Gershom Scholem] 
 
 
Encyclopaedia Judaica: CDRom Edition.  Judaica Multimedia, 1997. 

 



 
Unit 3: Magen David 

 
Suggested Activity 1:  Six-Pointed Star Museum 

 
1.  Star Museum Key 
 
2.  Star Museum Images 1-10 
Image Sources: 
Oegema, Gerbern S.  The History of the Shield of David: The Birth of a Symbol.  

Frankfurt am Main: Peter Lang, 1996. 
Plaut, W. Gunther.  The Magen David: How the Six-Pointed Star Became an 

Emblem for the Jewish People.  Washington, D.C.: B’nai B’rith Books, 1991. 
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Star Museum Key 
 
1.  Shrine of the Immaculate Conception, at the Catholic University of American 

in Washington D.C.  Built 1920-26. 
 
2.  Silver Roman Plate discovered in England.  Made between the 1st and 4th 

centuries.   
 
3.  The area above the Eagle on the Great Seal of the United States as it is found 

on a one-dollar bill.   
 
4.  Marble Episcopal Throne of the Cathedral of Anagni, Italy.  Carved in the 12th 

or 13th century. 
 
5.  Medieval Polish flag as depicted by a 14th century Franciscan friar on a map 

of Europe.   
 
6.  American Sheriff’s Badge 
 
7.  13th Century Page on How to Produce an Amulet. 
 
8.  19th Century illustration of the Banner of the Jewish Community in Prague. 
 
9.  Material for Yellow Badges produced by a Berlin Factory in 1941. 
 
10.  Photo of the flower Lilium Candidum.   
 
 
 
Sources for pictures: 
Oegema, Gerbern S.  The History of the Shield of David: The Birth of a Symbol.  Frankfurt am 

Main: Peter Lang, 1996. 
Plaut, W. Gunther.  The Magen David: How the Six-Pointed Star Became an Emblem for the 

Jewish People.  Washington, D.C.: B’nai B’rith Books, 1991. 























 
Unit 3: Magen David 

 
Suggested Activity 2:  Gunther Plaut’s Suprising Discovery 

 
1.  Gunther Plaut’s Search 
Plaut, W. Gunther.  The Magen David: How the Six-Pointed Star Became an 

Emblem for the Jewish People.  Washington, D.C.: B’nai B’rith Books, 1991, 
3. 
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Gunther Plaut’s Search 
 

It was 1945.  Allied troops were nearing the Rhine, preparing for the final 
assault on Nazi Germany.  The 104th Infantry Division of the American forces had 
entered a little city and found it in shambles.  What the air attacks had missed 
ground artillery had finished.  Only a few buildings remained standing, their 
roofless walls gaping blindly into the winter sky. 

A church was among them, and I stopped to look at its skeleton.  Its 
Gothic windows had been splintered; the innocent glass shattered like that of 
hundreds of synagogues throughout the land when, just over six years before, 
they had been victimized in the orgy of Kristallnacht (Crystal Night). 

Then came the surprise.  One window had remained intact.  Its sole 
design was what the Jews call the Magen David (Shield or Star of David), the 
same hexagram which formed a prominent part of my chaplain’s insignia.  By 
common acceptance it was the recognized symbol of Judaism, and Jews were 
forced to wear it as a badge throughout the Nazi realm.  That a window so 
decorated should be the lone “survivor” of the destruction seemed reassuring to 
a soldier returning to a land where his people had been defamed, devastated and 
destroyed.   

Yet at the same time the sight was startling: what was a Magen David 
doing on a church, and a German church at that?  Most certainly it was not an 
acknowledgment of the Jewish origins of Christianity.  What then?  At the time I 
did not know the answer; for me, the sign was thoroughly Jewish and in my 
experience always had been.  The Magen David in that German church aroused 
my interest:  If it was found in unfamiliar surroundings here, were there other 
places as well?  If so, When and how did we Jews adopt it as a national insigne?  
I promised myself that I would attempt to explore these questions once the war 
was over. 

 
 
 

Plaut, W. Gunther.  The Magen David: How the Six-Pointed Star Became an Emblem for the 
Jewish People.  Washington, D.C.: B’nai B’rith Books, 1991, 3. 
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Suggested Activity 4:  Compass Rosettes 

 
1.  Rosette Examples 
Plaut, W. Gunther.  The Magen David: How the Six-Pointed Star Became an 

Emblem for the Jewish People.  Washington, D.C.: B’nai B’rith Books, 1991. 
 
2.  Rosette Design Instructions 
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Rosette Design 
 

Classic Rosette: 
 
1. With a compass, make a circle on the paper. 
2. Keeping the compass at the same setting, place the point of the 

compass on the circumference of the circle and make an arc inside the 
circle, starting and ending with the pencil on the circle. 

3. Place the point of the compass on one of the places where the arc met 
the circle and repeat step 2. 

4. Repeat step 3 until you have completed six arcs and have created a 
six pointed rosette. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Six-Pointed Star: 
 

1. With a compass, make a circle on the paper. 
2. Keeping the compass at the same setting, place the point of the 

compass on the circumference of the circle and make a small mark 
with the pencil on the circle on both sides of the compass point.   

3. Place the point of the compass on one of the marks you have just 
made and repeat step 2. 

4. Repeat step 3 until you have made six evenly spaced small marks 
along the circumference of the circle. 

5. With a straight edge, connect the marks to make a six-pointed star. 
  



 
Unit 3: Magen David 

 
Suggested Activity 5:  The Word Magen in the Bible and in Prayer 

 
1.  II Samuel 22:2-3, 31 
 
2.  Psalm 18:3 
 
3.  Genesis 15:1 
 
4.  Avot v’Imahot 
 
5.  Traditional Blessing after the Haftarah Reading 
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II Samuel 22:2-3, 31 

 
2 He said: O LORD, my crag, my fastness, my deliverer!  3 O God, the rock 
wherein I take shelter: My shield, my mighty champion, my fortress and refuge!  

 
31 The way of God is perfect, The word of the LORD is pure. He is a shield to all 
who take refuge in Him. 
 

d-c:cf :c ktuna rpxd-c:cf :c ktuna rpxd-c:cf :c ktuna rpxd-c:cf :c ktuna rpx 

I·CJv¤x¡j¤t h¦rUm h¥vO¡td :h�3kJh¦y#k/p§nU h¦,¨s�dm§nU h3g#k©x v²u«v±h r·©nt«H³uc 

:h°b�9g¦J«�T x¨n̈j�¥n h3g¦J«�n hº¦xUb§nU h3C³D§G¦n h3g§J°h i¤r¤e±u h°B°d̈n 
 

tk:cf :c ktuna rpxtk:cf :c ktuna rpxtk:cf :c ktuna rpxtk:cf :c ktuna rpx 

:I�C oh¦x«�j©v k«f#k tUºv i¯d̈n vº!pUr#m v²u«v±h ,©r§n¦t I·F§r©S oh¦n̈T k¥t¨vtk 
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Psalm 18:3 
 

 

3 O LORD, my crag, my fortress, my rescuer, my God, my rock in whom I seek 
refuge, my shield, my mighty champion, my haven. 

d:jh :ohkhv, rpxd:jh :ohkhv, rpxd:jh :ohkhv, rpxd:jh :ohkhv, rpx 

h3g§J°h i¤r¤e±u h°B°d�¨n I·CJv¤x¡j�¤t h¦rUm h3k¥t h¦y#k/p§nU h¦,¨sUm§nU h3g#k©x v²u«v±hd 
:h�3C³D§G¦n 
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Genesis 15:1 

 
1 Some time later, the word of the LORD came to Abram in a vision. He said, 
"Fear not, Abram, I am a shield to you; Your reward shall be very great." 
 

t:uy :,hatrc rpxt:uy :,hatrc rpxt:uy :,hatrc rpxt:uy :,hatrc rpx 

r«·nt9k v®z£j�©N�/C oº¨r#c©tJk¤t v²Iv±hJr/c§s v²h¨v v.K¥t¨v oh¦r!c§S©v | r©j©tt 

:s«�t§n v9C§r©v W§r�!f§G Qº!k i¯d̈n h3f«b�¨t o¨r#c©t t¨rh¦TJk©t 
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Avot v’Imahot 
 

 

 

Praised be our God, the God of our fathers and our mothers: God of Abraham, 
God of Isaac, and God of Jacob; God of Sarah, God of Rebekah, God of Leah 
and God of Rachel; great, mighty, and awesome God, God supreme. Ruler of all 
the living, Your ways are ways of love. You remember the faithfulness of our 
ancestors, and in love bring redemption to their children’s children for the sake of 
your name. You are our Sovereign and our Help, our Redeemer and Shield. We 
praise You, Adonai, Shield of Abraham, Protector of Sarah. 

 
 

'o¨v§¨r#c©t h¥vO¡t 'Ub¥,In¦t±u 'Ubh�¥,Ic£t h¥vOt¯u Ubh�¥vO¡t ²h±h v̈T©t QUr!C 

'v¨t9k h¥vOt 'v¨e#c¦r h¥vOt 'v¨r̈a h¥vOt 'c«eBg³h h¥vOt¯u 'ëj#m°h h¥vO¡t 

oh¦s¨x£j k¥nID 'iIh#k.g k¥t 't¨rIB©v±u rIC°D©v kIs²D©v k¥t¨v  /k¥j̈r h¥vOt¯u 
v!kUtD th3c¥nU ',Iv¨n¦t±u ,Ic̈t h¥s§x©j r9fIz±u 'k«F©v v¯bIe±u 'oh3cIy 

:v!c£v©t#C In§J i/g©n#k o¤¥vh¯b#c h¯b#c3k 

:v¨r̈a ,¨rz.g±u o¨v¨r#c©t i¯d¨ni¯d¨ni¯d¨ni¯d¨n '²h±h v̈T©t QUr!C :i¯d¨ni¯d¨ni¯d¨ni¯d¨nU /gh�¦JInU r̄zIg Q.k�¤n    
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Traditional Blessing after the Haftarah Reading 
 

 

 

Blessed are You Adonai our God, Ruler of the universe, Rock of all creation, 
righteous One of all generations, the faithful God whose word is deed, whose 
every command is just and true. 
You are the faithful One, Adonai our God, and faithful is Your word.  Not one 
word of Yours goes forth without accomplishing its task, O faithful and 
compassionate God and Ruler.  Blessed are You Adonai, the faithful God. 
Show compassion for Zion, the locus of our life, and save Your people Israel 
speedily in our day.  Blessed are You, Adonai, the builder of Jerusalem. 
Gladden us, Adonai our God, through Elijah Your prophet, and through the 
kingdom of the House of David Your anointed.  May Elijah come quickly and 
gladden our hearts.  A stranger shall not sit on David’s throne, nor shall others 
usurp his glory, because You have sworn by Your Holy Name that his light shall 
never be extinguished.  Blessed are You, Adonai, the Shield of David. 
For te Torah, for the privilege of worship, for the prophets, and for this Sabbath 
that You, Adonai our God, have given us for holiness and rest, for honor and 
glory, we thank and bless You.  May Your name be blessed for ever by every 
living being.  Blessed are You Adonai, who sanctifies the Sabbath. 

 
 

vrypvv hrjt ,ufrc 

k!f#C eh¦S/m 'oh¦n!kIg¨v k!F rUm 'o!kIg¨v Q.k�¤n Ubh�¥vO¡t ²h±h v¨T©t QUr!C 

uh¨r!c§S k!F¤J 'o¯H©e§nU r9C©s§n©v 'v¤G«g±u r¥nIt¨v i¨n¡t®B©v k¥t¨v ',IrIS©v 

s¨j¤t r!c̈s±u 'Wh�¤r!c§S oh°b¨n¡t®b±u 'Ubh�¥vO¡t ²h±h tUv v¨T©t ïn¡t®b /e¤s�.m²u ,¤n¤t 

QUr!C /v¨T¨t i¨n£j©r±u i¨n¡t®b Q.k�¤n k¥t h3F 'o¨eh¥r cUJ²h tO rIj̈t Wh�¤r!c§S¦n 

/uh¨r!c§S k!f#C i¨n¡t®B©v k¥t¨v '²h±h v¨T©t 

v¨r¥v§n3C /gh�¦JIT J.p�®b ,/cU�kBg/k±u 'Ubh�¯H©j ,h9C th¦v h3F iIH3m k/g o¥j©r 

/¨vh�®b!c#C iIH3m ©j�¥N©G§n '²h±h v¨T©t QUr!C /Ubh�¥n²h#c 

'W�¤jh¦J§n s°u¨S ,h9C ,Uf#k©n#cU 'W�¤S#c/g th3c²B©v Uv�²H3k¥t#C Ubh�¥vO¡t ²h±h Ub�¥j§N©G 

oh¦r¥j£t sIg Uk£j±b°h tO±u r²z c¥J�¯h tO It§x3F k/g 'Ub�9C3k k¯d²h±u t«c²h v¨r¥v§n3C 

/s.g²u o!kIg#k Ir̄b v.C#f°h tv¤J 'IK ¨T#g�/C§J°b W§J§s¨e o¥J#c h3F 'IsIc#F ,¤t 

/s°u¨S i¯d¨ni¯d¨ni¯d¨ni¯d¨n '²h±h v̈T©t QUr!c 

¨T�©,²b¤J 'v®Z©v ,!C©A©v oIh k/g±u 'oh¦th3c±B©v k/g±u 'v¨sIcBg¨v k/g±u 'v¨rIT©v k/g 

²h±h k«F©v k/g /,¤r�¨©t#p¦,#kU sIc!f#k 'v¨jUb§n3k±u v¨Aªs§e3k 'Ubh¥vO¡t ²h±h Ub�!k 

h©j k!F h3p#C W§n¦J Q©r!C§,°h 'Q̈,It oh3f§r!c§nU 'Q!k oh¦sIn Ub§j�³b£t 'Ubh�¥vO¡t 

/,!C©A©v J¥S©e§n '²h±h v¨T©t QUr!C /s.g²u o!kIg#k sh¦n¨T 
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Suggested Activity 6:  Is the Magen David a Symbol? 

 
1.  Is the Magen David a Symbol? 
Scholem, Gershom.  The Messianic Idea in Judaism.  London: George Allen & 

Unwin Ltd, 1971, 259. 
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Is the Magen David a Symbol?  Gershom Scholem 
 
 
None of the marks of a true symbol…apply to it.  It express no “idea,” awakens 
no primeval associations which have become entwined with the roots of our 
experiences, and it does not spontaneously comprise any spiritual reality.  It calls 
to mind nothing of biblical or rabbinical Judaism; it arouses no hopes… 
 
 
 
Scholem, Gershom.  The Messianic Idea in Judaism.  London: George Allen & Unwin Ltd, 

1971, 259. 
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Suggested Activity 7:  Magical Powers Jigsaw 

 
1.  David’s Shield 
Plaut – page 39. 
Scholem – page 265. 
 
2.  Women’s Childbirth Amulet 
Plaut – page 41. 
 
3.  Sabbatean Symbol 
Plaut – pages 43-44. 
Scholem – page 272. 
 
4.  Warding off Demons 
Scholem – pages 266-267. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Plaut, W. Gunther.  The Magen David: How the Six-Pointed Star Became an 

Emblem for the Jewish People.  Washington, D.C.: B’nai B’rith Books, 1991. 
Scholem, Gershom.  “Magen David”  Encyclopaedia Judaica: CDRom Edition.  

Judaica Multimedia, 1997. 
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Suggested Activity 8:  A Timeline of Symbolic Evolution 

 
1.  Symbolic Timeline 
 
2.  Timeline Resources 
 
Bar Kochba Coin 
Plaut  - pages 26-27. 
 
Seal of Solomon 
Plaut – pages 37-38. 
 
Medieval European Flags 
Plaut – pages 19-20. 
 
Prague Community Flag 
Plaut – pages 51-53. 
 
Jewish Printer Logos 
Plaut  - pages 66-67. 
 
City Border Marker 
Plaut  - page 62. 
 
First Zionist Congress 
Oegema  - pages 115-117. 
 
French Protest Over Military Burial 
Plaut  - pages 34-35. 
 
Yellow Badges 
Plaut – pages 99-101. 
 
 
 
 
Oegema, Gerbern S.  The History of the Shield of David: The Birth of a Symbol.  

Frankfurt am Main: Peter Lang, 1996. 
Plaut, W. Gunther.  The Magen David: How the Six-Pointed Star Became an 

Emblem for the Jewish People.  Washington, D.C.: B’nai B’rith Books, 1991. 
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Symbolic Timeline 
 
 
 
135  Bar Kochba Coin 
 
 
 
13th c. Seal of Solomon 
 
 
 
14th c.   Medieval European Flags 
   
 

 
Prague Community Flag 

 
 
 
16th c. Jewish Printer Logos 
 
 
 
1656  City Border Marker 
 
 
 
1897  First Zionist Congress 
 
 
 
1917  French Protest Over Military Burial 
 
 
 
1939  Yellow Badges 
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Suggested Activity 9:  Micrography Magen David 

 
1.  Psalm 121 
 
2.  Sample Micrography Star 1: 13th c. France 
Oegema, Gerbern S.  The History of the Shield of David: The Birth of a Symbol.  

Frankfurt am Main: Peter Lang, 1996. 
 
3.  Sample Micrography Star 2: 18th c. Germany 
Plaut, W. Gunther.  The Magen David: How the Six-Pointed Star Became an 

Emblem for the Jewish People.  Washington, D.C.: B’nai B’rith Books, 1991. 
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Psalm 121 

 
1A song for ascents. I turn my eyes to the mountains; from where will my help 
come? 2 My help comes from the LORD, maker of heaven and earth. 3 He will not 
let your foot give way; your guardian will not slumber; 4 See, the guardian of Israel 
neither slumbers nor sleeps! 5 The LORD is your guardian, the LORD is your 
protection at your right hand. 6 By day the sun will not strike you, nor the moon by 
night. 7 The LORD will guard you from all harm; He will guard your life. 8 The 
LORD will guard your going and coming now and forever. 

tfe :ohkhv, rpxtfe :ohkhv, rpxtfe :ohkhv, rpxtfe :ohkhv, rpx 

o3g¥n h¦r±z.gc :h�¦r±z.g t«c²h i°h©t¥n oh·¦r̈v¤vJk¤t h³bh9g t¨¬¤t ,IkBg�©N�/k rh¦Jt 

:W�¤r§n«�J oUb²hJk©t W·.k±d©r yIN/k i¥T°hJk©td :.¤r�¨t²u o°h©n¨J v¥G«g v·²u«v±h 
W#K3m v²u«v±h W·¤r§n«J v²u«v±hv :k�¥t¨r§G°h r¥nIJ i·¨Jh°h tO±u oUb²h tO v¯B¦vs 

W§r̈n§J°h v²uv�±hz :v!k±h�!K/C ©j¥r²h±u v!F.F³hJt�O J¤n¤A©v o¨nIhu :W�®bh¦n±h s³hJk/g 

v¨T/g�¥n W·¤tIcU W§,t9mJr̈n§J�°h v²uv�±hj :W�¤J#p³bJ,¤t r«n§J°h g·¨rJk!F¦n 

:o�!kIgJs/g±u 
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Suggested Activity 10:  Nazi Era Badges of Persecution 

 
1.  Sample Poster 
Plaut, W. Gunther.  The Magen David: How the Six-Pointed Star Became an 

Emblem for the Jewish People.  Washington, D.C.: B’nai B’rith Books, 1991. 
 
 





 
Unit 3: Magen David 

 
Suggested Activity 12:  Star of Redemption Text Study 

 
1.  Encylopaedia Judaica: Franz Rosenzweig 
Schwarzschild, S. and R. Hirsch.  “Rosenzweig, Franz”  Encyclopaedia Judaica: 

CDRom Edition.  Judaica Multimedia, 1997. 
 
2.  Star of Redemption Introduction 
Trepp, Leo.  A History of the Jewish Experience.  Behrman House, 2000, 507-

509. 
 
3.  Star of Redemption Chart 
From earlier edition of Trepp’s A History of the Jewish Experience.   
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Encyclopaedia Judaica: Rosenzweig, Franz 

 

ROSENZWEIG, FRANZ (1886–1929), German Jewish theologian. Born in Kassel, Rosenzweig 
was the son of cultured parents whose adherence to Judaism was minimal and largely motivated 
by reactions to anti-Semitism. Rosenzweig entered university in 1905, studying a variety of 
disciplines, in a number of cities. Eventually he concentrated on philosophy, history, and classics. 
Friedrich Meinecke the historian had a great personal and intellectual influence on Rosenzweig. 
During this period, several of Rosenzweig's friends and relatives converted to Christianity, and he 
too contemplated conversion, arguing that he and his friends were Jews in name only—culturally, 
they were already Christians. However, he refrained from converting, because, like his parents, 
he regarded conversion as a socially cowardly act. In 1912, in Leipzig, he ran into a distant 
relative, Eugen Rosenstock-Huessy, who was on his way to becoming an unconventional but 
significant Protestant theologian. Out of his own highly literate and passionate faith, Rosenstock 
urged Rosenzweig to defend his nominal Jewishness or convert. After an intensive discussion on 
the night of July 7, 1913, Rosenzweig decided to convert, making only the reservation that he 
would become a Christian not as "a pagan" but "as a Jew," i.e., not by rejecting his Jewish origin 
but by recapitulating the consummation of Judaism in Christianity. He enacted this resolution by 
attending High Holiday services in a small Orthodox synagogue in Berlin, and he came out of this 
experience reversing his decision: he now declared that he knew himself to be a Jew; that the 
Jew does not need to seek God, for he is already with God; and that he intended henceforth to 
recover Judaism for himself and, possibly, for others like him. The circumstances under which 
this "return" to Judaism occurred continued to influence Rosenzweig's life and religious views to 
the end. He conducted an erudite and lengthy correspondence on Judaism and Christianity with 
Rosenstock while the two were soldiers during World War II, stationed far away from one another 
(see his collected letters, Briefe, ed. by E. Rosenzweig and E. Simon (1935), and E. Rosenstock-
Huessy (ed.), Judaism Despite Christianity, 1969). Rosenstock's central notion, that revelation, 
the incursion of the divine into history, is the point around which men organize their world and 
experiences, not only became the chief thesis of Rosenzweig's first Jewish theological essay, 
Atheistische Theologie ("Atheistic Theology," in Kleinere Schriften (1937); see Goldy and Hoch, 
in: Canadian Journal of Theology, 14 (1968), 79ff.) but also the cornerstone of his later 
theological magnum opus. The Jewish liturgy, the calendar of the Jewish year, etc., became the 
building blocks of his theological edifice. To intensify his knowledge of Judaism, Rosenzweig 
went to Berlin where he fell under the spell of Hermann Cohen, then teaching at the liberal 
rabbinical seminary, having retired from the University of Marburg. Here he also made his first 
acquaintance with, among others, Martin Buber, who was to become his close friend and 
colleague. In 1917 his Das aelteste Systemprogramm des deutschen Idealismus was published. 
In this work, Rosenzweig identifies as Schelling's a manuscript written in Hegel's hand, which 
constituted Schelling's only attempt to formulate a unified system of idealism. Out of his prewar 
doctoral dissertation grew the important two-volume study Hegel und der Staat, published in 
1920. By this time, however, his interest in general philosophy and German history had taken 
second place to his Jewish concerns. As a soldier during the war he experienced some of the 
"Jewish authenticity" of the Eastern European Jewish populace; he studied a great deal and 
wrote essays about the needed reforms in general as well as Jewish education. He then also 
contracted an illness which is believed to have been the cause of his eventual fatal disease. 
During these years a close personal and intellectual relationship developed between him and 
Cohen, although their philosophical positions were far apart—Cohen being a classical neo-
Kantian rationalist, and Rosenzweig being oriented toward "life-philosophy" and existentialism. 
Rosenzweig also differed sharply with Cohen's somewhat hyperbolic German patriotism. 

Der Stern der Erloesung 
The most important product of the war years was his major work Der Stern der Erloesung ("The 
Star of Redemption," 1921, 19302, 19543; English translation by W. W. Hallo, 1971), which in 
August of 1918 he began to write on postcards sent home from his military stations and 
completed in February 1919 after his return. In this difficult work he tries to formulate a "new 
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thinking" (see his essay "Das neue Denken," in Kleinere Schriften), to outline a history of culture, 
and propose a philosophical theology of Judaism and Christianity. The three parts of this work 
can be summarized: 

BOOK 1 
The experience of "the fear of death" is completely private and cannot be conceptualized; thus it 
destroys philosophy's pretension that it is able to unify the cosmos and all experience. 
Rosenzweig regards the world as manifold, as being constituted of three elements—man, the 
universe, and God—and he rejects philosophy's attempt to reduce these three elements to one 
basic element on the grounds that this does not conform to reality. While in the "pagan" world 
view these three elements are independent and unrelated, according to the biblical view they 
interact through the processes of creation, revelation, and redemption. Revelation—which 
becomes possible once philosophy has been assigned its limited place—is initiated by God as 
the process of relating, first God to man, and then man to God, and through his life to the world. 
"Truth," then, is not any set of abstract principles. Following Hegel's and Rosenstock's emphasis 
on "subjectivity," Rosenzweig maintains that truth is subjective, is arrived at by the individual on 
the basis of his own personal existence, and can be verified only in the life of the individual. 

BOOK 2 
Revelation so understood is clearly not an historical event but the continuous entry into 
relationship with man on the part of God. It takes a verbal form, and its content is not any kind of 
addition to the previously existing stuff of the universe but simply God's identification of Himself to 
man in love. This divine love evokes a response of love in man, which is expressed also in man's 
relationships with his neighbor. (The three "pagan" elements comprise one triangle, their 
revelatory relations another, and when superimposed one upon the other they form "the star of 
redemption.") Following a Kantian distinction, Rosenzweig distinguishes between "laws" (Gesetz), 
which are universal, and "commandments" (Gebot), which are personal. Though revelation does 
not comprise "laws," "commandments" are born out of the love relationship, which when carried 
out, change life. (In his later argument with Buber in "The Builders" (in On Jewish Learning 
(1955), 72–92), Rosenzweig broadens this conception by holding that the Jew must open himself 
up to the halakhah as an at least potential channel of the love commandments. What a man 
"cannot yet" accept, may, in the course of time and with real effort, become possible and, 
therefore, incumbent upon him.) 

BOOK 3 
Men's desire, in prayer, action, and hope, for the repetition and permanent reality of the 
revelatory experience in community is the search for the kingdom of God. The people of Israel 
entered into this kingdom of eternity from the outset. The Jew is naturally born a Jew, and the 
continuity of the Jewish people is biological—thus biology, in the spirit of Judah Halevi, is a 
theological value. The Jew lives eternity essentially through the religious calendar and liturgy. 
Israel is thus outside the stream of history, in which the nations of the world are still flowing 
toward "the end of days." It is the risky business of Christianity to carry its own members and the 
rest of mankind toward the consummation in which God will be "all in all." Christians are, 
therefore, always converts to Christianity, which is superimposed upon their pagan origin and 
base. The language of the world of redemption, attained or envisioned, is liturgical chorus. 
Judaism and Christianity are both partial truths in history, equally valid for their respective 
communities (i.e., "the doctrine of the two covenants"), and both will be superseded by the 
absolute truth in the "end of days." (It must be added, however, that the truth of Sinai still seems 
to hold primacy in Rosenzweig's view; see S. Schwarzschild, in: Conservative Judaism, 11 
(1956–57), 41–58.) 

After World War I 
Settled again in civilian life, Rosenzweig determined to devote himself to the pedagogical task of 
turning himself and as many fellow-Jews as he could influence into real Jews. He moved to 
Frankfort on the Main, where, with the help of an intellectually and Jewishly variegated group of 
men, including the orthodox rabbi N. Nobel, Martin Buber, Eduard Strauss, Richard Koch, Erich 
Fromm, Ernst Simon, G. Scholem, N. Glatzer, and others—men who were to become immensely 
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influential—he organized the Freies Juedisches Lehrhaus ("Free Jewish House of Learning"). 
This was conducted along the educational lines he had formulated in various essays: regardless 
of their respective levels of academic qualification, in Jewish studies teachers and students were 
tyros together, trying to move from the periphery of European culture where they found 
themselves toward the center of authentic Jewish sources. Thus an emphasis on the classic texts 
was combined with the empathy which existed among the self-consciously "homeless" Jewish 
intellectuals. 

In 1921 progressive paralysis set in; he soon lost, almost completely, his mobility and his power 
of speech. After July 1922 he was confined to his home, but not only did he live for seven years, 
he even continued his intellectual and literary activities. His confinement contributed to his 
increasing observance of Jewish law. His colleagues and friends visited him at home and held 
services there. Rabbi Leo Baeck bestowed a rabbinical teacher's title on him. Rosenzweig's wife, 
with the help of a specially constructed machine, deciphered his thoughts and wishes. He 
concentrated on talmudic studies and listened to much recorded music, and he conducted an 
active and wide correspondence until his death. 

The main literary products of Rosenzweig's years of confinement are translations from Hebrew 
into German. These are of value not only in literary terms but also for their philosophical and 
theological implications, which he often spelled out himself. Thus his German renderings of 
liturgical poems by Judah Halevi are accompanied not only by a lengthy introduction which deals 
with the philosophy and problems of translation but also by many, often extended, footnotes that 
discuss the religious and theological subject matter of individual poems (Sechzig Hymnen und 
Gedichte des Jehuda Halevi, 1924; Zweiundneunzig Hymnen und Gedichte, 1927; Zionslieder mit 
der Verdeutschung von F. Rosenzweig und seinen Anmerkungen, 1933). In 1924 he and Martin 
Buber began a new translation of the Bible. By the time of Rosenzweig's death they had reached 
the Book of Isaiah (Die Schrift, 10 vols., 1925). Buber completed the project in the 1950s in Israel. 
Essays which the two wrote in connection with this undertaking, dealing with the principles of their 
translation and specific problems encountered in it, were gathered and published in Berlin under 
the title Die Schrift und ihre Verdeutschung (1936). The chief principle underlying Rosenzweig's 
translating activity is the notion that all human languages, like all groupings of mankind, are 
diverse developments from one single source; it must be possible, therefore, by tracing 
languages sufficiently far back, to find a common etymological root which will supply the basis for 
the proper translation of any expression in one language into its counterpart in any other. The 
intentional result of this methodology is that the Bible translation reads like strongly Hebraized 
German, forcing the reader into shocked attention rather than pious passivity. The translators 
also tried to reproduce in German what they believed to be the originally intended and 
traditionally preserved oral quality of the biblical texts. In accordance with their theological 
doctrine that the God of the Bible enters into unpredictable relations with men and is encountered 
only in this fashion, they rendered His traditionally unpronounceable name in the pronominal form 
appropriate to the grammatical occurrence, "You," "He," etc. In general Rosenzweig's views of 
the Bible must be regarded as "post-critical." Fully conversant with so-called Bible criticism, he 
held that the important question to be asked about the Bible is not concerned with its origins but 
with its fate, not what the authors had in mind but what the reader gets out of it; in other words, 
the Bible read as history in the synagogue is carried forward by the contemporary reader's 
understanding. He symbolized this view by suggesting that the "R" (redactor) of the Bible critics 
ought to be read as "(Moses) rabbenu" ("(Moses) our teacher"). Whereas in the critical reading, 
divine anthro pomorphisms are primitive remnants, in his they are quasi-Platonic paradigms of 
human features. Rosenzweig's view of the Jewish people as an entity outside history made his 
posture toward Zionism ambivalent. On the one hand, he favored the Zionist thrust toward self-
authentication and self-extrication from European acculturation; on the other hand, the trend 
toward political Zionist activity and goals clashed with his belief that Jewish redemption could 
come about only with the eschatological dissolution of exile and alienation. 

In Jewish religious circles Rosenzweig's thought has exerted a significant influence. One reason 
for this is that the men who were associated with him and who long survived him, carried his 
imprint through their own, often noteworthy, intellectual careers. Another is the fact that, in 
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different ways, the problems which Rosenzweig faced in his generation still persist in the later 
20th century—e.g., the recovery of Jewish authenticity and literacy, and the relationship between 
Judaism and Christianity and between the secular environment and the Jewish religion.  

[Steven S. Schwarzschild] 
 
The publication of Martin Buber's Briefwechsel aus sieben Jahrzehnte (Heidelberg, 1975) by 
Grete Schaeder, consisting of correspondence between Rosenzweig and Martin Buber in 1922, 
reveal the intimate relationship which existed between these two scholars while Buber was writing 
his monumental Ich und Du, and the influence of Rosenzweig on Buber's dialogical thinking. 
Rivka Horwitz, in her study Buber's Way to I and Thou (1978), analyzes the new material 
uncovered in the archives and throws new light on the relationship between Buber and 
Rosenzweig. 

Rosenzweig criticizes Buber's dialogical philosophy as it is also based on I—It, a notion which 
appears idealistic to Rosenzweig. 

Rosenzweig thinks the counterpart to I—Thou should be He—It, for building it around the human 
I—the human mind—is an idealistic mistake that should be rejected. He prefers the divine He, 
whose world man is searching. The world is God's world; He is the Creator of the world. There is 
ample proof that Buber accepted Rosenzweig's criticism with regard to Ich und Du, although not 
immediately, as it would have demanded a drastic change in the book, but in his later writing—not 
only in the Bible translation where the Tetragrammaton is translated Er, He, but also in his own 
philosophy in the coming years. Buber then wrote about the Creator next to the Eternal Thou. It is 
now clear that by dialogue with Buber the philosophy of Rosenzweig played a more important role 
than previously thought in forming and molding the dialogical theory of our time.  

[Richard Hirsch] 
 
Encyclopaedia Judaica: CDRom Edition.  Judaica Multimedia, 1997. 
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Suggested Activity 14:  Flag Proclamation 

 
1.  Flag Proposals 
Flags of the World Website 
http://www.crwflags.com/fotw/flags/il!1948.html 
 
2.  Proclamation Adopting the Zionist Flag as the State Flag of Israel, 
1948 
Israel Ministry of Foreign Affairs 
http://www.israel-
mfa.gov.il/MFA/History/Modern%20History/Israel%20at%2050/The%20Flag%20
and%20the%20Emblem 
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Flag Proposals for the State of Israel Submitted in 1948 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
Source of Images: 
Flags of the World Website 
http://www.crwflags.com/fotw/flags/il!1948.html 
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Proclamation Adopting the Zionist Flag as the State Flag of Israel, 
1948 
 
 
Provisional State Council 
Proclamation of the Flag of the State of Israel  

The Provisional Council of State hereby proclaims that the flag of the State of 
Israel shall be as illustrated and described below:  

The flag is 220 cm. long and 160 cm. wide. The background is white and on it are 
two stripes of dark sky-blue, 25 cm. broad, over the whole length of the flag, at a 
distance of 15 cm. from the top and from the bottom of the flag. In the middle of 
the white background, between the two blue stripes and at equal distance from 
each stripe is a Star of David, composed of six sky-blue stripes, 5.5 cm. broad, 
which form two equilateral triangles, the bases of which are parallel to the two 
horizontal stripes. 

25 Tishrei 5709 (28 October 1948) 
Provisional Council of State 
Joseph Sprinzak, Speaker 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Source: 
Israel Ministry of Foreign Affairs 
http://www.israel-
mfa.gov.il/MFA/History/Modern%20History/Israel%20at%2050/The%20Flag%20and%20the%20E
mblem 
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Suggested Activity 15:  From Destruction to Hope 

 
1.  The Magen David: Both Destruction and Hope 
Oegema, Gerbern S.  The History of the Shield of David: The Birth of a Symbol.  

Frankfurt am Main: Peter Lang, 1996, 132. 
Scholem, Gershom.  The Messianic Idea in Judaism.  London: George Allen & 

Unwin Ltd, 1971, 281. 
 



Unit 3: Magen David 
 

 

The Magen David: Both Destruction and Hope 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 

Gerbern Oegema: 
 
After the destruction of the Temple the seed of a lily was sown in the earth.  
During the dispersion of the Jewish people the seed absorbed the juice of many 
cultures without losing its essence.  In medieval Europe it began to grow in the 
secrecy of books and synagogues.  At the time the liberation and emancipation 
of the Jews began, the flower showed itself to the surrounding world.  Then, with 
a brutality never seen before, it was trampled to death.  But its leaves and petals 
were not broken or had gone up in the air.  The lily was back in its own, fertile 
soil, the land of Israel.  Only there it could blossom like a rose in the desert.  
Only there its symbol resembled the real lily. 
 
 
Oegema, Gerbern S.  The History of the Shield of David: The Birth of a Symbol.  Frankfurt am 

Main: Peter Lang, 1996, 132. 

 

Gershom Scholem: 
 

But far more than the Zionists have done to provide the Shield of David with the 
sanctity of a genuine symbol has been done by those who made it for millions 
into a mark of shame and degradation.  The yellow Jewish star, as a sign of 
exclusion and ultimately of annihilation, has accompanied the Jews on their path 
humiliation and horror, of battle and heroic resistance.  Under this sign they were 
murdered; under this sign they came to Israel.  If there is a fertile soil of historical 
experience from which symbols draw their meaning, it would seem to be given 
here.  Some have been of the opinion that the sign whidch marked the way to 
annihilation and to the gas chambers should be replaced by a sign of life.  But it 
is possible to think quite the opposite: the sign which in our own days has been 
sanctified by suffering and dread has became worthy of illuminating the path to 
life and reconstruction.  Before ascending, the path led down into the abyss; 
there the symbol received its ultimate humiliation and there it won its greatness.  
 
 
Scholem, Gershom.  The Messianic Idea in Judaism.  London: George Allen & Unwin Ltd, 1971, 

281. 
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Unit 4: Menorah 

 
Resources 

 
1.  Encylopaedia Judaica:  Menorah 
Strauss, Heinrich.  “Menorah”  Encyclopaedia Judaica: CDRom Edition.  Judaica 

Multimedia, 1997. 
 
2.  Anchor Bible Dictionary:  Lampstand 
Anchor Bible Dictionary.  Ed. David Noel Freedman.  New York: Doubleday, 

1992. 
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Encyclopaedia Judaica: Menorah 

MENORAH ("candelabrum"), the name given to the seven-branched candelabrum which, 
according to the Bible, was a prominent feature of the Tabernacle erected by the people of Israel 
in the wilderness, as well as in the Jerusalem Temple. In archaeological finds in Erez Israel and 
Syria dating from the Middle Bronze Period onward, lamps have been uncovered in the form of a 
deep bowl, with seven spouts on its rim for inserting wicks. At the high place (bamah) discovered 
at Nahariyyah, several bowls, similar to those of the Middle Bronze Period, have been found. 
Some lamp bowls have a clay, stone, or metal stand, thereby transforming them into menorot. At 
Taanach such a menorah has been unearthed, consisting of a small bowl with seven spouts, set 
on a stand whose circumference, narrowing in the middle to form a grip, broadens out at the 
bottom into a base for placing it on the ground. 

The Tabernacle 
Among the vessels of the Tabernacle mentioned in the Priestly Code, reference is made to a 
menorah of gold, whose form is given in two parallel passages (Ex. 25:31–40; 37:17–24). A 
pattern of this menorah was, it is related, shown by God to Moses at Mount Sinai (Ex. 25:40), as 
He also showed him the pattern of the Tabernacle and all its furniture (Ex. 25:9). Six branches, 
three on each side, curved upward from the menorah's central shaft, which stood on a base (Ex. 
25:31; Num. 8:4) whose precise shape cannot be determined. The shaft and each of the 
branches were ornamented respective ly with four and three carvings of cups made like almond-
blossoms, each subdivided into a knop and a flower. Under every two branches that were of one 
piece a knop was carved on the central shaft, making a total of three knops "for the six branches 
going out of the menorah" (Ex. 25:35). These three knops were probably an integral part of the 
cups on the central shaft and not, as some (A. R. S. Kennedy, S. R. Driver, and others) hold, in 
addition to its four cups. The fourth cup was at the top of the central shaft, above the places 
where the branches joined it. The uppermost cups of the branches were similarly at their top, with 
all of them—as well as that of the central shaft—ending at the same height. The flowers on these 
uppermost cups served as receptacles for the seven lamps. 

The entire menorah was carved from one ingot of gold, "beaten work" (Ex. 25:31), and its 
vessels, also of gold and including the lamps, were carved separately (Ex. 25:37–38). The 
menorah was placed in front of the veil (parokhet) "on the side of the Tabernacle toward the 
south... over against the table" (Ex. 26:35; 40:24). When the lamps burnt they gave "light over 
against it" (Ex. 25:37) "in front of the menorah" (Num. 8:2–3), that is, the spouts of the lamps and 
the wicks faced northward, so that their shadow was cast on to the wall. The measurements of 
the menorah are not given in the Bible but the Talmud stated that its height was 18 handbreadths, 
which are three short cubits (Men. 28b; Rashi to Ex. 25:35). The use to which the Tabernacle 
menorah was put is described in the Priestly Code. The lamps (nerot) are said to have burned 
from evening to morning (Lev. 24:3), were lit at dusk and trimmed in the morning by the high 
priest (Ex. 30:7–8), and hence are called ner tamid (a perpetual lamp; Ex. 27:20; Lev. 24:2), that 
is, they were lit according to a fixed routine and for the nighttime only. This is specifically 
mentioned in connection with the lamp in the sanctuary at Shiloh (I Sam. 3:3). However, in the 
Second Temple (see below) three of the lamps burnt throughout the day, the rest being lit in the 
evening (Jos., Ant., 3:199). 

The First Temple 
In the Temple built by Solomon there were ten menorot of gold, five along the northern and five 
along the southern wall of the Heikhal (the hall; I Kings 7:49; II Chron. 4:7). These were 
ornamented with carvings of flowers and furnished with appliances of gold for tending the lamps (I 
Kings 7:49–50), the number of which on each menorah is not stated. Some scholars hold that the 
passage listing the golden vessels made by Solomon for the house of the Lord (I Kings 7:48–50) 
is a later addition; but this view should be rejected. All the vessels of gold in Solomon's Temple, 
including the ten menorot, were cut in pieces at the end of Jehoiachin's reign by the Chaldeans 
who entered the Heikhal during their siege of Jerusalem (II Kings 24:13). Hence neither vessels 
of the Heikhal nor menorot are mentioned in the description of the Temple in Ezekiel's vision 
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(Ezek. 41:1–4), for this description is apparently based largely on the actual appearance of the 
Temple in Jerusalem after the exile of Jehoiachin. 

The menorot in Solomon's Temple may have had branches, and these may have numbered 
seven on each menorah. For the Heikhal, which Solomon built and which measured 40 by 20 
cubits (I Kings 6:2, 17), was too large for only ten lamps to give it adequate illumination. Hence it 
is probable that each of the ten menorot had not one but several lamps, arranged on a central 
shaft and on branches, and that they numbered seven. Further support for the similarity between 
the menorot of Solomon and the one in the Tabernacle is to be found in the fact that the former, 
too, were ornamented with carvings of flowers (7:49), resembling the latter which had "cups made 
like almond-blossoms" and flowers. Moreover, the menorot in Solomon's Temple were made of 
pure gold (ibid., loc. cit. zahav sagur, apparently the equivalent expression for zahav tahor used 
in the Priestly Code; see Ex. 25:31, 39; et al.; see Metals). The vessels of the menorah in the 
Tabernacle consisted of lamps, tongs, snuff-dishes, and oil vessels (Ex. 25:37–39; Num. 4:9); the 
first three are among those mentioned in connection with the menorot in Solomon's Temple (1 
Kings 7:49–50). 

In addition to the vessels in the Heikhal, there were others in Solomon's Temple treasuries whose 
collection was started already in the days of David (II Sam. 8:10–11), and which were left as 
objects consecrated to God but not used in worship. The passage in the Book of Chronicles 
enumerating the gifts prepared for the Temple by David before his death refers to the menorot of 
gold and silver in the Temple treasuries (I Chron. 28:15; and cf. 28:12). When the First Temple 
was destroyed the Chaldeans removed from it all these vessels, among which menorot are again 
included (Jer. 52:19), but they were not those of the Heikhal. No actual specimen of the menorah 
in the Tabernacle nor of one with a different number of branches has up to the present been 
uncovered in archaeological finds. Only reproductions of the menorah of the Second Temple are 
extant (see below). 

Although according to the critical views the Priestly Code's account of the subject is legendary 
tradition, the artistic and architectonic elements of its description are undoubtedly based on an 
actual art style and derived from reality. Many scholars of the Wellhausen school held that the 
Tabernacle menorah was a literary projection of the one in the Second Temple. Their theory 
proceeds from that school's basic view that the Priestly Code was compiled at the beginning of 
Second Temple times, and hence its need to explain the entire Tabernacle as an imaginary 
reflection of the Second Temple. If, however, it is maintained that the Priestly Code was 
committed to writing earlier and is the production of the Jerusalem pre-Exilic priesthood, it must 
necessarily be held that the menorah described in it reflects a historic situation preceding the 
Second Temple. That the menorot in Solomon's Temple provided the pattern for the menorah in 
the Tabernacle is, indeed, not impossible. 

The Second Temple 
According to rabbinic legend, when the Temple was about to be destroyed the menorah was 
hidden away and it was later brought back by the exiles (see L. Ginzberg, Legends of the Jews, 4 
(1913), 321; 6 (1928), 410–1). In reality, however, the menorah of the Tabernacle, as a hallowed 
emblem mentioned in the Pentateuch, had an influence on the interior of the Second Temple, in 
which from the outset one menorah as in the Tabernacle, and not ten, as in the Temple of 
Solomon, was placed. The menorah in the Temple of necessity had to conform to that in the 
Pentateuch, which became its archetype. The force that the menorah of the Tabernacle had in 
Second Temple times as a hallowed and binding emblem can be seen from the claim, 
incorporated by the Chronicler in Abijah's speech, that the people of Judah, keeping the 
commandments of the Lord, every night lit the lamps of the menorah of gold (II Chron. 13:11). 
Elsewhere, however, the Chronicler repeats the evidence of the Book of Kings by stating 
specifically that in the First Temple there were ten menorot and not one (see above). This 
contradiction between the enduring and binding validity of the menorah mentioned in the 
Pentateuch and the ten menorot in Solomon's Temple was met by the Sages with the above-
mentioned statement that the menorah made by Moses was used during the entire existence of 
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the First Temple, where all the menorot were placed on the south side, five on its right side and 
five on its left, and that of Moses in the middle (Men. 98b). 

The golden menorah which stood in the Second Temple in the early stage of its history (it is 
referred to by Ben Sira—26:17) was removed in 169 B.C.E. by Antiochus Epiphanes IV (I Macc. 
1:21). Judah Maccabee made new Temple vessels, including the menorah, after the cleansing of 
the Temple (I Macc. 4:49–50; II Macc. 10:3). According to the Talmud the first one was made of 
iron overlaid with tin (or with wood): "When they grew richer they made it of silver; when they 
grew still richer, they made it of gold" (RH 24b, Av. Zar. 43b); according to Josephus (Ant., 
12:238), however, it was made of gold from the outset. It was seen by Pompey and his men when 
they entered the Temple (ibid., 14:7) and remained in Herod's Temple until its destruction (Jos. 
Wars, 5:216–7). After the destruction of the Temple it was borne by the Romans in Titus' 
triumphal procession (ibid., 7:148–9) and depicted with the other vessels on the wall of the 
triumphal arch called after him (see below). Elsewhere, however (ibid., 6:387–8), Josephus 
relates that during the siege of Jerusalem by Titus one of the priests went out and handed over to 
him two lamps of gold similar to the lamp in the Temple. On the erroneous assumption that the 
reference is to the menorah, some maintain that there were in the Second Temple several copies 
of the menorah of the Heikhal, one of which was carried in the triumphal procession (see below). 
In the Second Temple three of the lamps of the menorah burnt throughout the day, the rest being 
lit in the evening (Jos., Ant., 3:199). The Talmud states that the priest who entered used to clean 
and trim the lamps except its two eastern ones which he found burning, and that its western lamp 
burnt continuously, and from it the priest relit the menorah at dusk (Tam. 3, 9; 6, 1; Sifra, Emor, 
13, 7; Sif. Num. 59; Yoma 33a; et al.). If the western lamp was extinguished it was interpreted as 
boding ill for the future (Yoma 39b). Josephus (Apion, 1:22) similarly reports in the name of 
Hecataeus that on the Temple menorah there was a light which was never extinguished by night 
or by day. According to some, the western lamp mentioned by the sages refers to the second of 
the two easterly lamps, according to others, to the middle lamp, designated as "western" because 
its spout faced westward, that is, toward the inner sanctum, the Holy of Holies (see Rashi to 
Shab. 22b, and to Men. 98b; Maim. Yad, Beit ha-Behirah, 3, 8). According to the latter 
interpretation the tradition of the sages accords with Josephus' statement (Ant., 3:199) that three 
lamps burnt throughout the day, that is, the two eastern and the western lamps.  

[Menahem Haran] 
 

Menorah on the Arch of Titus 
The most important testimony for the form of the Temple menorah is the candelabrum on the 
Arch of Titus in Rome, which ought to be considered in conjunction with Josephus' description. 
Only three sides of each octagon of the arch are visible. They show reliefs within a threefold 
frame: in the middle shield of the upper cone two eagles face each other and hold a garland in 
their beaks; the other shields have different types of sea-monsters. The upper part of the 
menorah is, by and large, in accordance with biblical tradition and archaeological evidence. The 
hanging leaf-ornament of the middle shaft shows the oriental (Persian) origin (cf. the pillars of 
Persepolis). The problem of the Arch of Titus menorah is, however, its pedestal, which consists of 
two octagonal casings, a smaller above the larger, giving a cone-shaped form. Though its 
proportions are rather large, it does not necessarily cast doubt on the fidelity of the sculptor, since 
this was a peculiarity of Roman—and later Christian—artists. What does make this representation 
of the pedestal suspect is that according to all Jewish sources (cf. Men. 28b) and archaeological 
finds the Menorah stood on three legs, usually lion's paws. These paws are particularly distinct in 
the Nirim Mosaic (see below). The Bible speaks of the yerekh of the candelabrum (Ex. 25:31), 
which Rashi explains as a plate with three legs (see S. Shefer (ed.), Enziklopedyah le-Inyenei ha-
Mishkan..., 1 (1965), 126ff.), and so it appears in the wall painting of Dura-Europos and perhaps 
on the coin of Mattathias Antigonus, the only ancient coin depicting a menorah. The few extant 
specimens of this coin are, however, badly preserved, one only showing, besides the plate, a 
rudimentary foot. 

This divergence between the Arch of Titus and the sources has given rise to a lively controversy 
beginning with Relandus' De Spoliis... (1716) which maintained, on the basis of the biblical 
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prohibition of depicting animals, that the pedestal of the menorah on the Arch of Titus could not 
be an authentic reproduction. In point of fact, as E. Cohn-Wiener pointed out, there is a difference 
in style between the lower and upper parts of the menorah. The upper part, dating from the time 
of the later Hasmonean kings (see above), shows characteristics of late Hellenistic style, whereas 
the pedestal is typical of a later Roman style. Important too, is the evidence of Josephus, who 
must have seen the menorah often, both in Jerusalem and in Rome, and who has proved reliable 
in matters such as these, e.g., the Masada excavations. Whether his description supports or 
contradicts the authenticity of the Arch of Titus menorah depends on the interpretation of the 
relevant words used by him. According to W. Eltester (in bibl. cf. Michel-Bauernfeind's edition of 
Josephus, Wars, 2, 2, 1969), the words translated from Greek, "the central shaft arose firmly from 
the pedestal," seems to confirm the Arch of Titus representation which indeed gives this 
impression of weight and firmness. Another interpretation would be that the central shaft 
"stretched" out of its pedestal, that it was of one piece with it. This would not only be in 
accordance with the biblical injunction of Numbers 8:4 (cf. Ex. 25:31, 36; 37:17, 22), but also with 
Josephus' statement preceding the above quotation that the menorah was different from those in 
general use. These were put together from separate parts (cf. Pliny, Nat. Hist. 34, 6, 11). 

Various suggestions have been made to solve the difficulty. Chief Rabbi Isaac Herzog, after 
summing up all other proposals, suggested that the original pedestal had been broken in the 
transport from Jerusalem to Rome and was replaced by the work of a Roman artist. Another 
hypothesis is that of W. Wirgin (IEJ 11, 1961, no. 3) who suggests that in order to carry the 
menorah in the triumphal procession without mishap, a Roman artist built a box-shaped covering 
from relief plates—well known from Roman censers—around the base to give it greater stability. 
A third suggestion is that the menorah on the Arch of Titus had as its model another menorah, 
perhaps one given as a gift to Rome by Herod. In fact Josephus (Wars, 6:388) relates that after 
the capture of Jerusalem, a priest handed to Titus "two lampstands similar to those deposited in 
the Temple." The Talmud (Hag. 26b, 27a) also mentions duplicates and triplicates of all Temple 
vessels in case the original ones were defiled. The Jerusalem Talmud (Hag. 3:8; 79d) and the 
Tosefta (Hag. 3:35) report the cleansing of the menorah on the Sabbath which provoked the 
derision of the Sadducees. This would not have been done had there been a duplicate but in any 
case it does not solve the problem of the Arch of Titus, since the duplicate would have been an 
exact replica of the original. 

Reproductions of the Temple Menorah 
Though the menorah of the Arch of Titus was widely known—the medieval pilgrims' guide 
Mirabilis Urbis Romae mentions the arcus septem lucernarum—it was not copied in late antiquity 
or the Middle Ages. While church candelabra and manuscript illustrations have animal feet, only 
one example of the Arch of Titus type is known: the Gothic candelabrum in Sta. Maria i Vulturella 
near Rome (see bibl. P. Bloch). 

Several sketches of the menorah have been preserved from the time of the Second Temple in 
Jason's Tomb, Jerusalem (see Rahmani, in: Atiqot, 1964, Plate XII no. l and 2), and in the two 
pieces of plaster excavated in the Jewish Quarter of the Old City of Jerusalem in 1969, an 
artisan's sketch; three feet or triangle-basis are visible, but with knobs on them, a feature not 
corroborated by any other ancient literary or archaeological source (reproduced in Jerusalem 
Post, Weekend Magazine, 5/XII/1969; see Avigad, in Qadmoniot, 3, 1970, 28–29). 

The Later History of the Menorah 
Vespasian deposited the menorah together with the other booty in the special Peace Temple 
which he erected after the Jewish War (Jos. Wars 7:148–50; ARN1 41, 133). The subsequent 
fate of the candelabrum is uncertain. Procopius of Caesarea, the sixth-century Byzantine 
historian, in his introduction to the history of the Gothic War, reports that the "treasures of the 
Jews" were carried in Belisarius' triumphal procession in Constantinople (Byzantium) after his 
victory over the Vandals, who had taken them to Carthage after their sack of Rome in 455. 
Procopius goes on to relate that a Jew had warned a high official at Justinian's court not to keep 
the sacred vessels in Byzantium, as they had manifestly brought ill luck to Rome and Carthage, 
whereupon the Emperor had sent them hurriedly to Jerusalem, where they were deposited in one 
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of the churches. As the result of the Persian and Arab invasions of the seventh century, their fate 
once more became unknown. This story has little credibility; no other source, such as the reports 
of the pilgrims, can be adduced in its support, nor is the menorah mentioned explicitly in this 
story. 

On the other hand, medieval sources speak of the presence of the candelabrum in 
Constantinople. The seventh-century apocalypse Milhemet Melekh ha-Mashi'ah ("War of the King 
Messiah") mentions Temple vessels deposited in the palace library of Emperor Julian. The 
learned emperor Constantine Porphyrogenitus (905–59) reports that a Heptalychnos, i.e., a 
seven-branched candelabrum, was lit for solemn processions. The imperial palace is said to have 
included a "Dome of the Seven-branch Candelabrum" It is not clear whether all these reports 
refer to the original menorah or a later copy. If the one or the other was really in Constantinople 
during the Middle Ages, it must have shared the fate of other ancient masterpieces when the 
town was sacked in 1204 in the course of the Fourth Crusade. It may appear odd that no 
reference to it is found in later medieval chronicles. 

[Heinrich Strauss] 
 

In Kabbalah 
From the early days of Kabbalah, the menorah appears as a symbol of the structure of the 
Sefirot. As far as is known, it was Asher b. David, in his Perush Shem ha-Meforash (published in 
Ha-Segullah (1932) pamphlet 2ff.), who first explained the menorah in kabbalistic symbolic terms 
as reflecting the world of the Sefirot. He was followed by Bahya b. Asher and especially by 
Menahem Recanati and others. There is little difference between the interpretations of Recanati 
and Asher b. David. The basic idea is that the menorah, despite the fact that it is composed of 
branches, bowls, etc., is not a combination of parts but is one solid whole made from "one bar." 
Similarly, the world of the Sefirot, despite its multiplicity, is a unity. The seven branches symbolize 
the seven lower Sefirot. Asher b. David and, following him, Recanati, placed special emphasis on 
the middle branch, which is equal to the Sefirah Tiferet ("glory"), which is called the "middle line." 
This Sefirah is directed toward the "attraction of the body" of man, in contrast to the other lower 
Sefirot which are directed toward the arms and legs. The middle branch, which stands on the 
menorah itself, toward which all the other branches face, therefore naturally stands for the 
"middle line." This Sefirah is imbued with abundance flowing from above which is transferred from 
it to the others. The oil which is put in the branches and is the force for the light of the menorah 
signifies the dynamic stream influenced by the Ein-Sof. This stream is the inner soul of all the 
Sefirot which operate within every Sefirah. For the same reason—these kabbalists maintain—the 
Torah calls the seven lower Sefirot "lights" and days of the week according to Genesis. The oil as 
a symbol of the streaming of abundance from above is a commonplace idea in kabbalistic 
literature. There were kabbalists who explained that the oil and the light indicate the three higher 
Sefirot. 

According to the view of several kabbalists that Divine Providence is exercised through the 
Sefirot. Recanati interprets the saying of Zechariah (4:10): "These seven are the eyes of God," to 
mean that God governs by means of the seven Sefirot symbolized by the seven branches of the 
menorah. 

The Zohar itself gives no details of the symbolic significance of the parts of the menorah. In the 
Tikkunei Zohar the symbolism differs from that of the kabbalists mentioned above. In one place 
the menorah symbolizes an angelic power outside that of the Sefirot. The wick stands for the last 
Sefirah, Malkhut, equated with the Shekhinah; the oil is the Sefirah Yesod ("foundation"); and the 
light is the Sefirah Tiferet (Tikkunei Zohar, Introd., 146, ed. R. Margulies). 

In a 14th-century kabbalistic manuscript Psalm 67 is interpreted as signifying the menorah and 
the counting of the Omer (Vatican Ms. no. 214). A reproduction of the text of the psalm in the 
form of a menorah has since become widespread among oriental Jews and appears both in 
prayer books and in the form of amulets on walls in homes and, especially, synagogues. 

[Efraim Gottlieb] 
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THE MENORAH IN ART 
After the destruction of the Temple the menorah became "the most important Jewish pictorial 
motif, and from an implement it became an emblem." Out of 1,207 reproductions in the third 
volume of Goodenough's standard work, Jewish Symbolism in the Greco-Roman World (see 
bibliography), no less than 182 are representations of the menorah. This number has 
considerably increased through later findings. Here only a short review of the various kinds of 
archaeological remnants together with the most important examples can be given (the numbers 
refer to Goodenough). 

Synagogues 
ACTUAL MENORAH. Upper part of brass menorah from En-Gedi (Barag-Porat, in Qadmoniot 3, 
1970, 97–100, back-cover; see below). 

STONE FRAGMENTS AND CAPITALS 
Stone screen from Ashkelon (575, 576), from El Hamma (629), stones from Eshtemoa and 
Naveh (615, 618); Capitals in Capernaum (478), Beit Jibrin (542), and Caesarea (997, 998); on a 
column in Gaza mosque Djami-el-Kebir (584); and on stones in Pergamon (877), Priene (878), 
and Ostia. 

MOSAIC FLOORS 
In Beth Alpha (639); Hammath-Tiberias (in both these and many others are two menorot right and 
left of the Ark); and Maon (Nirim, see above; the Nirim menorah is reproduced on the Israel 50 
lira banknote). 

PAINTINGS 
The only preserved example is in Dura-Europos, and it is a conical base with three feet near Ark 
(602). It appears twice in narrative paintings: Aaron in the Temple (Goodenough vol. 11, color-
plate X), and Moses giving water to the tribes (color-plate XII). 

On Tombs 
SCULPTURES. 
 In Bet She'arim, a menorah on the head of a warrior (56). 

ON DOORS OF TOMBS 
Ibelin: YMHEY 17 (1953), nos. 3 and 4; Kefar Yassif (44); Kefar Tamra, near Shefar Am (Haifa 
Municipal Museum), which shows the menorah on the top of a date tree. 

FRESCO AND SARCOPHAGUS IN THE TORLONIA CATACOMB, ROME 
(817, 818) 
In the catacombs the menorah is often the only indication of Jewishness. 

SARCOPHAGI IN VIGNA RANDANINI CATACOMB, ROME (789) 
(Now in the Museo di Terme.) The menorah is in a medallion, borne by two winged Victorias; on 
gentile sarcophagi such medallions show the head of the buried person or a Medusa. Here the 
menorah is the distinctive emblem of Judaism on an artifact common to other religions as well. 

LEAD SARCOPHAGI IN THE ISRAEL MUSEUM, JERUSALEM 
The same type as made for pagans, Christians, and Jews. On the Jewish sarcophagi (from Bet 
She'arim) menorot—in contradistinction to the ornaments—are pressed on the three sarcophagi 
(see bibl. Katz reproductions nos. 104, 120). 

TOMBSTONES 
Frequently in catacombs (e.g. Randanini and Monteverde in Rome:33 example in Goodenough). 

OSSUARIES 
Ossuaries (rare): menorah (220, not certain): Hanukkah lamp (198). 
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Varia 
GLASS-BOTTLES 
Glass-Bottles: 391, 411, 424, 428, 961. 

GOLD-GLASSES 
From catacombs (963–974), with peculiar techniques: between two layers of glass is the golden 
design (mostly ritual objects, Ark, lions). 

LAMPS 
Bronze. K. Katz, From the Beginning, pl. 109, p. 126: Reifenberg Collection, now on loan to Israel 
Museum; ceramic lamps: with various numbers of holders for oil lamps, but very frequently with a 
menorah design (more than 40 reproductions in Goodenough). 

AMULETS, SEALS, RINGS, CORNELIANS 
On these small artifacts too, the menorah is the most frequent symbol indicating the Jewishness 
of the owner (1012–1027). A good example is a glass amulet (third-sixth centuries) showing a 
menorah among other ritualia (Hechal Shlomo Museum). 

The Middle Ages 
Representations of the menorah are found frequently in medieval manuscripts, Jewish and 
Christian, of both Spanish and Franco-German origin, depicted alongside other Temple vessels. 
Earlier even, and of particular importance in this context, is the one in the Codex Amiatinus (Italy, 
c. 500, see bibl. H. Strauss and P. Bloch), which no doubt still reflects an older, classical-oriental 
tradition (cf. Strauss, in Erez Yisrael, 6, 1960, 126/7; Roth, Warburg-Courtauld 16, 1953, 37–38). 
B. Narkiss, Hebrew Illuminated Manuscripts (1969), reproduces (and describes in detail) five 
medieval manuscripts with menorah representations: Plate 1: Bible (Leningrad), probably from 
Egypt (Introduction, 23); Plate 6: Cervera Bible (Portugal, ibid., and note 53); Plate 16: Farhi Bible 
(Spain-Provence, Introduction, 23); Plate 23: British Museum (11639, Franco-German, ibid., 28, 
note 95); and Plate 24: Pentateuch (French, ibid., 26; note 96). In the British Museum plate, 
Aaron is twice depicted lighting the menorah (ibid., 114a and 122b), the differences in style 
suggesting two artists. The frequency of this representation may be connected with the fact that it 
is based on Numbers 8:2–3 and with its ample treatment by the Midrash. All five examples reflect 
faithfully and impressively their local background: the first three, the influence of the iconoclastic 
Islamic art, including the playful one of the Reconquista in no. 2: the burning lights turned toward 
the center and the variant of the oil flowing in the same direction; while the last two show the 
influence of the late Gothic French environment with their wealth of figures and drolleries. 
Numerous seven-branched candelabra may also be found in medieval French, German, and 
Italian churches. 

A hitherto unpublished menorah with its appurtenances (Ex. 25, 38) painted in gold and color, is 
contained in a Spanish 14th-century Bible-manuscript on parchment, which was shown in an 
exhibition of the Jewish National and University Library (Jerusalem April–May 1970, Catalogue 
No. 6). This menorah has three feet with rather rare knobs (as in the recently excavated piece of 
plaster from the Old City of Jerusalem, see above), and snuffdishes like goblets with coats of 
arms: the tongs hang from the outer branches of the candelabrum and are shown in perspective 
before and behind the branches. It is apparently the work of an artist of the late Middle Ages, 
already accustomed to perspective. It frequently appears as an emblem also on book plates 
showing Hanukkah lamps, printers' marks, and community seals. 

Modern Times 
In modern times the menorah has continued to be used as a religious symbol, particularly in 
synagogue art: wall-paintings, stained glass windows, mosaics, and—in spite of the talmudic 
prohibition (see below)—as a seven-branched metal candelabrum. In imitation of the ancient 
mosaics, some synagogues place a menorah to the right and the left of the Ark. The menorah  
representations in modern American synagogues reveal the problem of expressing ancient 
symbols in terms of modern art. In many cases little is left of the original tree-and-branches 
motive, but in some this has been preserved, in spite of modern simplicity. Independently of the 
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synagogue, Benno Elkan created several tree-shaped bronze menorot, of which one stands in 
Westminster Abbey, London, and another in the vicinity of the Knesset building in Jerusalem. 
Marc Chagall incorporated a lighted menorah and olive leaves (Deut. 33:24) in his Tribe of Asher 
window (Hadassah Synagogue, Jerusalem). The Warsaw Ghetto memorial (1963) embodies two 
outsize menorot flanked by lions. The U.S. Jewish artist Ben Shahn, who is responsible for the 
mosaic in the Ohev Shalom synagogue in Nashville, Tenn. (Kampf, ibid., 134–6), has produced 
as its sketch a menorah (with shofar) in tempera (Ben Shahn, 1966, no. 116) and another one as 
the colored frontispiece of a Passover Haggadah illustrated by him (1965). Jankel Adler has a 
menorah—together with several ritualia—in his "Jewish Still-Life" painted in the 1930s. In 
literature Stefan Zweig devoted his short story Der begrabene Leuchter ("The Buried 
Candelabrum; 1937) to the saga of the menorah. The Arch of Titus menorah was adopted as the 
official symbol of the State of Israel, expressing the idea of Judaea Resurrecta, 2,000 years after 
the last Hasmonean prince had used the same symbol on his coins. 

According to the Talmud it was forbidden to make an exact copy of the seven-branched 
candelabrum (RH 24b; Av. Zar. 43b; Men. 28b), and this prohibition is largely observed to the 
present day. On the other hand, the discovery of the upper part of a small bronze menorah during 
the excavations of a synagogue of the Byzantine period at En-Gedi (see above) shows that this 
prohibition was not always observed. It is possible that the bar of brass connecting the seven 
branches on their upper end which is also found in mosaic, stone-and-oil-lamp-representations of 
the same time (Bet Alfa, Ashkelon, oil lamp from Syria: Good-enough 3, p. 941) may have 
invalidated the above prohibition. J. Gutmann suggests that since the prohibition is found in a 
baraita in the Babylonian Talmud only, it was not accepted in Palestine. Gregorovius reports 
(History of the City of Rome... 2, 2, 3) that in the time of King Theodoric (c. 500) the Jews of 
Rome used to assemble in their synagogue on Sabbaths and festivals to the light of a gilded 
seven-branched candelabrum. The Hanukkah lamp, having eight branches, did not violate the 
talmudic law. 

[Heinrich Strauss] 
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Suggested Activity 1:  Constructing the Tabernacle Menorah 

 
1.  Exodus 25:31-40 
 
2.  Drawings of Tabernacle Menorah 
Levine, Moshe.  The Tabernacle: Its Structure and Utensils.  London: Soncino, 

1968. 
Scherman, Nosson.  The Torah: Haftaros and Five Megillos with a Commentary 

Anthologized from the Rabbinic Writings.  Brooklyn: Mesorah, 1993. 
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Exodus 25:31-40 

 
31 You shall make a lampstand of pure gold; the lampstand shall be made of 
hammered work; its base and its shaft, its cups, calyxes, and petals shall be of 
one piece. 32 Six branches shall issue from its sides; three branches from one 
side of the lampstand and three branches from the other side of the lampstand. 33 

On one branch there shall be three cups shaped like almond-blossoms, each 
with calyx and petals, and on the next branch there shall be three cups shaped 
like almond-blossoms, each with calyx and petals; so for all six branches issuing 
from the lampstand. 34 And on the lampstand itself there shall be four cups 
shaped like almond-blossoms, each with calyx and petals: 35 a calyx, of one piece 
with it, under a pair of branches; and a calyx, of one piece with it, under the 
second pair of branches, and a calyx, of one piece with it, under the last pair of 
branches; so for all six branches issuing from the lampstand. 36 Their calyxes and 
their stems shall be of one piece with it, the whole of it a single hammered piece 
of pure gold. 37 Make its seven lamps -- the lamps shall be so mounted as to give 
the light on its front side -- 38 and its tongs and fire pans of pure gold. 39 It shall be 
made, with all these furnishings, out of a talent of pure gold. 40 Note well, and 
follow the patterns for them that are being shown you on the mountain. 
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Suggested Activity 2:  Lampstand or Lamp? Defining Menorah 

 
1.  Definition of Ner, Menorah 
Brown, F., S. Driver, and C. Briggs.  The Brown-Driver-Briggs  Hebrew and 

English Lexicon.  Peabody: Hendrickson, 2001. 
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Suggested Activity 3:  Tracking the Menorah 

 
(Biblical Citations are not provided for this activity.  Give students the 
list of texts and hand out Bibles.) 
 
1.  Tabernacle Menorah 
Exodus  25:31-40 
  26:31-35 
Numbers  3:27-32 
  4:9-10 
 
2.  First Temple 
I Chronicles 28:11-19 
I Kings  7:48 
Jeremiah  52:17-19 
II Kings  24:11-13 
 
3.  Second Temple 
Ginzberg, Louis.  Legend of the Jews Vol. 1.  Philadelphia: Jewish Publication 

Society, 2003, 644-645. 
 
I Maccabees  1:21 
I Maccabees 4:49-50 
 
4.  Arch of Titus 
Copy excerpt from Encyclopaedia Judaica article. 
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Suggested Activity 4:  Locating the Divine in the Tree of Light 

 
1.  Genesis 12:6-7 
 
2.  Joshua 24:25-28 
 
3.  Judges 4:4-5 
 
4.  2 Samuel 5:22-25 
 
5.  Job 14:7-9 
 
6.  Exodus 15:16-18 
 
7.  Images of Seven-Branched Trees: 
Carving from Stone Bowl.  Susa, Elam 2300 BCE 
Coin of Bar Kochba 135 CE 
Yarden, L.  The Tree of Light: A Study of the Menorah.  Ithaca: Cornell University 

Press, 1971. 
Mesopotamian Vase.  Before 3000 BCE 
Meyers, Carol L.  The Tabernacle Menorah: A Synthetic Study of a Symbol from 

the Biblical Cult.  Missoula: Scholars Press, 1976 
 
8.  Jeremiah 1:11 
 
9.  Numbers 17 
 
10.  The Menorah and the Tree:  Carol Meyers 
Meyers, Carol L.  The Tabernacle Menorah: A Synthetic Study of a Symbol from 

the Biblical Cult.  Missoula: Scholars Press, 1976 
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Genesis 12:6-7 

 
6 Abram passed through the land as far as the site of Shechem, at the terebinth 
of Moreh. The Canaanites were then in the land. 7 The LORD appeared to Abram 
and said, "I will assign this land to your heirs." And he built an altar there to the 
LORD who had appeared to him. 
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Joshua 24:25-28 

 
25 On that day at Shechem, Joshua made a covenant for the people and he made 
a fixed rule for them. 26 Joshua recorded all this in a book of divine instruction. He 
took a great stone and set it up at the foot of the oak in the sacred precinct of the 
LORD; 27 and Joshua said to all the people, "See, this very stone shall be a 
witness against us, for it heard all the words that the LORD spoke to us; it shall 
be a witness against you, lest you break faith with your God." 28 Joshua then 
dismissed the people to their allotted portions. 
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o.f!c v¨,±h�¨v±u Ub·¨N3g r.C¦S r¤J£t vº²u«v±h h¥r§n¦tJk!F ,¥t v!g§n�¨J th¦vJh�3F 

Jh¦t oº!g¨vJ,¤t /gªJIv±h j/K©J±h³ujf :o�.fh¥v�Ot9C iUJ£j�/f§TJi�.P vº¨s9g#k 

:I�,!k£j�³b#k 
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Judges 4:4-5 

 
4 Deborah, wife of Lappidoth, was a prophetess; she led Israel at that time. 5 She 
used to sit under the Palm of Deborah, between Ramah and Bethel in the hill 
country of Ephraim, and the Israelites would come to her for decisions. 
 
 

v-s:s :ohypua v-s:s :ohypua v-s:s :ohypua v-s:s :ohypua rpxrpxrpxrpx 

,9g!C k¥t¨r§G°hJ,¤t v¨y#p«�J th¦v ,I·sh3P/k ,¤J¥t vº¨th3c±b v¨A¦t v¨rIc§sUs 

k¥tJ,h�9C ih9cU v¨n̈r�¨v ih9C v¨rIc§S r¤n«TJ,©j�©T ,.c¤JIh th¦v±uv :th�¦v©v 

:y�!P§J¦N/k k¥t¨r§G°h h¯b#C ¨vh.k¥t UkBg�³H³u o°h·¨r#p¤t r©v#C 
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II Samuel 5:22-25 

 
22 Once again the Philistines marched up and spread out over the Valley of 
Rephaim. 23 David inquired of the LORD, and He answered, "Do not go up, but 
circle around behind them and confront them at the baca trees. 24 And when you 
hear the sound of marching in the tops of the baca trees, then go into action, for 
the LORD will be going in front of you to attack the Philistine forces." 25 David did 
as the LORD had commanded him; and he routed the Philistines from Geba all 
the way to Gezer. 
 

vf-cf:v :c vf-cf:v :c vf-cf:v :c vf-cf:v :c ktuna rpxktuna rpxktuna rpxktuna rpx 

s°u¨S k©t§J°H³udf :oh�¦t!p§r e¤n9g#C UJ§y�²B°H³u ,I·kBg�/k oh¦T§J3k#P sIg Up¦x«H³ucf 

kUN¦n o¤v!k ¨,t!cU oº¤vh¥r£j�©tJk¤t c¥x¨v v·.kBg�©, tO r¤nt«H³u vº²u«vh�/C 

oh¦t!f#C©v h¥Jt¨r#C v¨s!g#m kIeJ,¤t [WBg�§n¨J�#F] WBg�§n¨J�#C h¦vh°usf :oh�¦t!f#C 

G/g³H³uvf :oh�¦T§J3k#p v¯b£j�©n#C ,IF©v#k Whº®b!p#k v²u«v±h t!m²h z¨t h3F .·¨r¡j¤T z¨t 

:r®z�²d W£t�«CJs/g g/c®D¦n ohº¦T§J3k#PJ,¤t Q³H³u v·²u«v±h Uv²U3m r¤J£t�/F iº9F s°u¨S 
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Job 14:7-9 

 
7 There is hope for a tree; If it is cut down it will renew itself; Its shoots will not 
cease. 8 If its roots are old in the earth, And its stump dies in the ground, 9 At the 
scent of water it will bud And produce branches like a sapling. 
 

y-z:sf :cuht rpxy-z:sf :cuht rpxy-z:sf :cuht rpxy-z:sf :cuht rpx 

Uc·¨y§r°h oh¦r̈v o¤r®Z¦nj :v�¨r̈E/C ,Ux#F ih¥t±u JU·c#k h3k#C¦n Ubh3k²h oIr!gz 
:Uk«�C§j³h h°b!gJk/g�±u oI·,²h s«A¦n Uk±z±d°hy :rU�mJUe#C¦j v¤x§j©n h3k#C¦n�U 
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Exodus 15:16-18 

 
16 Terror and dread descend upon them; Through the might of Your arm they are 
still as stone -- Till Your people cross over, O LORD, Till Your people cross 
whom You have ransomed. 17 You will bring them and plant them in Your own 
mountain, The place You made to dwell in, O LORD, The sanctuary, O LORD, 
which Your hands established. 18 The LORD will reign for ever and ever! 
 

jh-zy:uy :,una rpxjh-zy:uy :,una rpxjh-zy:uy :,una rpxjh-zy:uy :,una rpx 

r«cBg�³hJs/g i.c·¨t!F Un§S°h WBgI�r±z k«s±d3C s©jº/p²u v¨,¨nh¥t o¤vh9kBg k«P¦Tzy 

ºW§,�!k£j�³b r©v#C In9g¨Y¦,±u In¥t3c§Tzh :̈,h�°b¨e UzJo/g r«cBg�³hJs�/g vº²u«v±h W§N/g 

QO§n°h | v²Iv±hjh :Wh�¤s²h UbBbI�F h²b«s£t J¨s§E¦n v·²Iv±h ¨T#k/g!P W§T#c¦J#k iIf¨n 

:s�.g²u o!k«g#k 
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Jeremiah 1:11 

 
11 The word of the LORD came to me: What do you see, Jeremiah? I replied: I 
see a branch of an almond tree. 
 

th:t :vhnrh rpxth:t :vhnrh rpxth:t :vhnrh rpxth:t :vhnrh rpx 

k¥E©n r©n«t�²u Uv·²h§n§r°h v¤t«r v¨T©tJv�¨n r«ºnt9k h/k¥t v²u«v±hJr/c§s h¦v±h³uth 
:v�¤t«r h°b£t s¥ëJ 
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Numbers 17 

 

zh :rcsnc rpxzh :rcsnc rpxzh :rcsnc rpxzh :rcsnc rpx 

i¥v«F©v i«r£v�©tJi.C r²z!g#k¤tJk¤t r«n¡tc :r«�nt9K v¤J«nJk¤t v²Iv±h r9C©s±h³ut 

:UJ�¥s¨e h3F v¨t#k·¨vJv¥r±z J¥t¨vJ,¤t±u vº!p¥r§¬©v ih9C¦n ,«T§j©N©vJ,¤t o¥r²h±u 
oh¦j/p h9gªE¦r o¨,«t UG!g±u o¨,«J#p³b#C v.K¥t¨v oh¦t¨Y©j�©v ,IT§j©n ,¥td 

h¯b#c3k ,It#k Uh§v°h±u UJ·¨S§e°H³u v²Iv±hJh�¯b#p3k odch¦r§e¦vJh�3F ©jº9C±z¦N/k hUP3m 

Uch¦r§e¦v r¤J£t ,¤Jºj±B©v ,IT§j©n ,¥t i¥v«F©v r²z!g#k¤t j©E°H³us :k�¥t¨r§G°h 
r¤J£t i/g©n#k k¥t¨r§G°h h¯b#c3k iIr!F°zv :©j�9C±z¦N/k hUP3m oUg§E©r±h�³u oh·3pªr§¬©v 

h¯b#p3k ,¤r«y§e rh¦y§e©v#k tUºv i«r£v�©t g©r®Z¦n tO r¤J£t r²z Jh¦t c©r§e°hJt�O 

:I�k v¤J«nJs³h#C v²Iv±h r.C¦S r¤J£t�/F Iº,¨sBg/f±u j©r«e#f v®h§v�°hJtO±u v·²Iv±h 
r«·nt9k i«r£v�©tJk�/g±u v¤J«nJk/g ,º¨r¢j¨N�¦n k¥t¨r§G°hJh�¯b#C ,©sBgJk!F Ubv°H³uu 

v¤J«nJk/g v¨s9g�¨v k¥v̈E¦v#C h¦v±h³uz :v�²Iv±h o/gJ,¤t o¤T¦n£v o¤T©t 

:v�²Iv±h sIc#F t¨r̄H³u i·²b!g�¤v Uv¨X3f v¯B¦v±u sº9gIn k¤v«tJk¤t Ub#p°H³u i«ºr£v�©tJk�/g±u 
v¤J«nJk¤t v²Iv±h r9C©s±h³uy  :s�9gIn k¤v«t h¯b#PJk¤t i«ºr£v�©t±u v¤J«n t«c²H³uj 

Uk#P°H�³u g³d·¨r#F o¨,«t v.K/f£t�³u ,t«ºZ©v v¨s9g�¨v QIT¦n UN«r¥vh :r«�nt9K 

¨vh.k!gJi¤,±u v¨T§j©N©vJ,¤t j©e i«r£v�©tJk�¤t v¤J«n r¤nt«H³uth :o�¤vh¯b#PJk/g 

o·¤vh9kBg r9P/f±u v¨s9g�¨vJk¤t v¨r¥v§n Q9kIv±u ,¤r«ºy§e oh¦G±u ©j9C±z¦N©v k/g¥n J¥t 

r.C¦S | r¤J£t�/F i«r£v�©t j©E°H³uch :;®d�²B©v k¥j¥v v²Iv±h h¯b#p3K¦n ;.m¤E©v t!m²hJh�3F 

,¤r«ºy§E©vJ,�¤t i¥T°H³u o·!g!C ;®d®B©v k¥j¥v v¯B¦v±u kº¨v¨E©v QITJk¤t .¨r²H³u v¤J«n 

:v�!p¯D©N©v r/m!g�¥T³u oh·°H©j�©v ih9cU oh¦,¥N©vJih9C s«nBg�³H³udh :o�!g¨vJk/g r9P/f±h³u 
s/c#K¦n ,I·t¥n g/c§JU ;.k¤t r¨G!g v!g!C§r©t vº!p¯D©N/C oh¦,¥N©v Uh§v�°H³ush 

s·9gIn k¤v«t j©,.PJk¤t vº¤J«nJk¤t i«r£v�©t c̈J²H³uuy :j©r«�eJr/c§SJk/g oh¦,¥N©v 

h¯b#CJk¤t | r9C©Szh :r«�nt9K v¤J«nJk¤t v²Iv±h r9C©s±h³uzy  :v̈r�!mrg�®b v!p¯D©N©v±u 
,h9c#k o¤v¥th�¦G±bJk!F ,¥t¥n c¨t ,h9c#k v¤Y©n v¤Y©n o¨T¦t�¥n j©e±u k¥t¨r§G°h 
,¥t±ujh :Uv�¥Y©nJk/g c«T#f¦T Iºn§JJ,¤t Jh¦t ,I·Y©n r¨G!g oh¯b§J oº¨,«c£t 

:o�¨,Ic£t ,h9C Jt«r#k sº¨j¤t v¤Y©n h3F h·°u9k v¥Y©nJk/g c«T#f¦T i«ºr£v�©t o¥J 

:v¨N�¨J o.f!k s9g²U¦t r¤J£t ,Uºs9g�¨v h¯b#p3k s·9gIn k¤v«t#C o¨T§j³B¦v±uyh 
,IBdk§TJ,¤t h/k!g�¥n h¦,«F¦J£v�³u j·¨r#p°h Uv¥Y©n ICJr©j#c¤t r¤J£t Jh¦t¨v v²h¨v±uf 

k¥t¨r§G°h h¯b#CJk¤t v¤J«n r9C©s±h³utf :o�.fh9kBg o°bh3K©n o¥v r¤J£t kº¥t¨r§G°h h¯b#C 

,h9c#k s¨j¤t th¦G²b#k v¤Y©n s¨j¤t th¦G²b#k v¤Y©n o¤vh¥th�¦G±bJk�!F | uh!k¥t Ub§T°H³u 
v¤J«n j³B³H³ucf :o�¨,IY©n QI,#C i«r£v�©t v¥Y©nU ,I·Y©n r¨G!g oh¯b§J oº¨,«c£t 

v¤J«n t«c²H³u ,¨r¢j�¨N�¦n h¦v±h³udf :,�ªs9g�¨v k¤v«t#C v·²Iv±h h¯b#p3k ,«Y©N©vJ,¤t 

.�9m²H³u j©r.p t�9m«H³u h·°u9k ,h9c#k i«r£v�©tJv¥Y©n j©r!P v¯B¦v±u ,Uºs9g�¨v k¤v«tJk¤t 

vº²u«v±h h¯b#p3K¦n ,«Y©N©vJk!FJ,¤t v¤J«n t9m«H³usf :oh�¦s¥e§J k«n±d°H³u .hº3m 

:Uv�¥Y©n Jh¦t Uj§e°H³u Ut§r°H³u k·¥t¨r§G°h h¯b#CJk!FJk�¤t 
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1 The LORD spoke to Moses, saying: 2 Order Eleazar son of Aaron the priest to 
remove the fire pans -- for they have become sacred -- from among the charred 
remains; and scatter the coals abroad. 3 Remove the fire pans of those who have 
sinned at the cost of their lives, and let them be made into hammered sheets as 
plating for the altar -- for once they have been used for offering to the LORD, 
they have become sacred -- and let them serve as a warning to the people of 
Israel. 4 Eleazar the priest took the copper fire pans which had been used for 
offering by those who died in the fire; and they were hammered into plating for 
the altar, 5 as the LORD had ordered him through Moses. It was to be a reminder 
to the Israelites, so that no outsider -- one not of Aaron's offspring -- should 
presume to offer incense before the LORD and suffer the fate of Korah and his 
band. 6 Next day the whole Israelite community railed against Moses and Aaron, 
saying, "You two have brought death upon the LORD's people!" 7 But as the 
community gathered against them, Moses and Aaron turned toward the Tent of 
Meeting; the cloud had covered it and the Presence of the LORD appeared. 8 

When Moses and Aaron reached the Tent of Meeting, 9 the LORD spoke to 
Moses, saying, 10 "Remove yourselves from this community, that I may annihilate 
them in an instant." They fell on their faces. 11 Then Moses said to Aaron, "Take 
the fire pan, and put on it fire from the altar. Add incense and take it quickly to the 
community and make expiation for them. For wrath has gone forth from the 
LORD: the plague has begun!" 12 Aaron took it, as Moses had ordered, and ran to 
the midst of the congregation, where the plague had begun among the people. 
He put on the incense and made expiation for the people; 13 he stood between 
the dead and the living until the plague was checked. 14 Those who died of the 
plague came to fourteen thousand and seven hundred, aside from those who 
died on account of Korah. 15 Aaron then returned to Moses at the entrance of the 
Tent of Meeting, since the plague was checked. 16 The LORD spoke to Moses, 
saying: 17 Speak to the Israelite people and take from them -- from the chieftains 
of their ancestral houses -- one staff for each chieftain of an ancestral house: 
twelve staffs in all. Inscribe each man's name on his staff, 18 there being one staff 
for each head of an ancestral house; also inscribe Aaron's name on the staff of 
Levi. 19 Deposit them in the Tent of Meeting before the Pact, where I meet with 
you. 20 The staff of the man whom I choose shall sprout, and I will rid Myself of 
the incessant mutterings of the Israelites against you. 21 Moses spoke thus to the 
Israelites. Their chieftains gave him a staff for each chieftain of an ancestral 
house, twelve staffs in all; among these staffs was that of Aaron. 22 Moses 
deposited the staffs before the LORD, in the Tent of the Pact. 23 The next day 

,Uºs9g�¨v h¯b#p3k i«r£v�©t v¥Y©nJ,¤t c¥J̈v v¤J«nJk¤t v²u«v±h r¤nt«H³uvf 

G/g³H³uuf :U,�ªn²h tO±u h/k!g�¥n o¨,«BUk§T k/f§,U h¦r·¤nJh¯b#c3k ,It#k ,¤r¤n§J¦n#k 

kº¥t¨r§G°h h¯b#C Ur§nt«�H³uzf  :v�¨G!g i9F I,«t v²Iv±h v²U3m r¤J£t�/F v·¤J«n 

c¥r̈E©v | c¥r̈E©v k«Fjf :Ub§s�!c̈t Ub!KdF Ub§s/c̈t Ub#g³u²D i¥v r«·nt9k v¤J«nJk¤t 

 :/g«�u±d3k Ub§n©T o¦t©v ,U·n²h v²Iv±h i/F§J¦nJk¤t 
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Moses entered the Tent of the Pact, and there the staff of Aaron of the house of 
Levi had sprouted: it had brought forth sprouts, produced blossoms, and borne 
almonds. 24 Moses then brought out all the staffs from before the LORD to all the 
Israelites; each identified and recovered his staff. 25 The LORD said to Moses, 
"Put Aaron's staff back before the Pact, to be kept as a lesson to rebels, so that 
their mutterings against Me may cease, lest they die." 26 This Moses did; just as 
the LORD had commanded him, so he did. 27 But the Israelites said to Moses, 
"Lo, we perish! We are lost, all of us lost! 28 Everyone who so much as ventures 
near the LORD's Tabernacle must die. Alas, we are doomed to perish!" 
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The Menorah and the Tree: Carol Meyers 
 
 
“The notion of God’s omnipotence and omnipresence was not emotionally 
convincing, and in cult and prayer the proximity of God was sought.  And insofar 
as minds are metaphoric by nature, God’s nearness could be expressed 
symbolically to provide the necessary emotional reassurance.  Hence the life 
theme of the tree motif of the menorah, in entering the cosmic sphere, can be 
seen as performing the function within the tabernacle shrine of establishing the 
center of the center, bringing the organizing principle of God’s presence in the 
cosmos into visible focus in the midst of the people. 

 
 
 
Meyers, Carol L.  The Tabernacle Menorah: A Synthetic Study of a Symbol from the Biblical Cult.  

Missoula: Scholars Press, 1976, 175.   
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Suggested Activity 5:  Menorah Midrashim 

 
1.  Midrash Rabbah Numbers 14:9 
 
2.  Midrash Rabah Exodus 36:3 
 
3.  Midrash Rabbah Numbers 15:6 
 
4.  Midrash Rabbah Exodus 36:1 
 
 
 
 
*  All translations of Midrash found in the resources are from: 
Midrash Rabbah.  Ed. H. Freedman and Maurice Simon.  London: Soncino 

Press, 1939. 
 
 



Unit 4: Menorah 
 

 

Midrash Rabbah Numbers 14:9 
 

 
One young bullock, one ram, one he-lamb, etc. (Numbers 7:75). What was the 
purpose of these three kinds of burnt-offering?  To symbolize the three crowns 
which the Holy One, blessed be He, gave to Israel as a reward for this, viz. he 
crown of the Torah, the crown of the priesthood, and the crown of royalty. ‘The 
crown of Torah’ was the ark, of which it is written, And shalt make upon it a 
crown of gold round about (Ex 25:11).  ‘The crown of the priesthood’ was the 
golden altar, of which it is written, And thou shalt make unto it a crown of gold 
round about (Ex 30:3).  ‘The crown of royalty’ was the table, of which it is written, 
And made thereto a crown of gold round about (Ex 37:11).  One male of the 
goats for a sin-offering (Numbers 7:76) was in allusion to the crown of a good 
name.  This represents good deeds; as we have learned: Not study, but its 
practical application, is the prinicipal thing.  For good deeds make atonement for 
a man, as we have learned: Repentance and good deeds are like a shield 
against punishment.  And this crown is symbolized by the candlestick, thus 
bearing out the text which says, For the commandment is a lamp, and the Torah 
is light (Prov 6:23).  Why was the Torah called a light?  Because it enlightens 
man as to how he should act.  And since the Torah teaches a man how he shall 
do the will of the Omnipresent, the reward of study is great. 
 
 

y inhx sh varp rcsnc vcr arsny inhx sh varp rcsnc vcr arsny inhx sh varp rcsnc vcr arsny inhx sh varp rcsnc vcr arsn    
ohr,f wd sdbf vnk ukt vkug hbhn vaka wudu rec ic sjt rp 

,ufkn r,fu vbuvf r,fu vru, r,f ,tz kg ktrahk v"cev i,ba 
vbuvf r,f chcx cvz rz uhkg ,hagu cu,fa iurtv vz vru, r,f 
vz ,ufkn r,f chcx cvz rz uk ,hagu uc cu,fa cvzv jczn vz 

cuy oa sdbf wudu ohzg rhga 'chcx cvz rz uk aghu cu,fa ijkav 
hpk vagnv tkt rehg tuv arsnv tk ibhb,s vnf vagnv tuv 

ohagnu vcua, ibhb,s tuvvf ostv kg rpfn tuv vagnva 
ohhek vrubnv sdbf tuv r,f u,utu ,ubgrupv hbpc xhr,f ohcuy 
vru,v ,treb vnk 'rut vru,u vumn rb hf (h hkan) rntba vn 

,t ,snkn vru,va hpku vagh vn ostv ,t vrhtn thva rut 
/kusd sunk,v rfa lfhpk ouenv iumr vagh smhf ostv 
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Midrash Rabbah Exodus 36:3 
 

 
Another explanation of ‘A leafy olive tree’.  Just see how the words of the Torah 
give forth light to a man when he studies them; but he who does not occupy 
himself with the Torah and does not know it, stumbles.  It can be compared to 
one who stands in a dark place; as soon as he starts walking, he stumbles 
against a stone; he then strikes a gutter, falls into it, and knocks his face on the 
ground – and all because he has no lamp in his hand.  It is the same with the 
ordinary individual who has no Torah in him; he strikes against sin, stumbles, and 
dies…What is the lamp of God?  The Torah, as it says, For the commandment is 
a lamp, and the teaching is light (Prov 6:23).  Why is the commandment ‘a lamp’?  
Because it one performs a commandment it is as if he kindled a light before God 
and as if he had kindled his own soul… 

d inhx uk varp ,una vcr arsnd inhx uk varp ,una vcr arsnd inhx uk varp ,una vcr arsnd inhx uk varp ,una vcr arsn 

exuga vgac ostk ihrhtn vru, hrcs lthv vtr ibgr ,hz t"s d 
snuga hnk kan 'kafb tuv gsuh ubhtu exug ubhta hn kfu 'ivc 

ahev uc kpub chc tmn 'vc kafbu ict tmn lkvk tc vkhptc 

///hrcs ushc ihta yuhsv lf 'rb ushc vhv tka vnk 'gerec uhbp 

 
vumn rb hf (u hkan oa) rntba vru, uz v"cev ka urb uzhtu 

  uktf tuv ,umn vauga hn kf tkt vumn rb hf uvn 'rut vru,u 
(f hkan oa)rntba rb ,treba uapb vhjnu v"cev hbpk rb ehksn 

  osta ohngp vcrv tkt rut vru,u uvnu 'ost ,nab wv rb 
 ,uagk lk vn rnut ufu,ca grv rmhu vumn ,uagk uckc ccjn 

  rmhu 'lhbck i, ohrjtk i,ub v,ta sg 'lhxfb ,t rxjnu vumn 

  vzv rbv vn vumn rb hf ch,f vn vtr vumnk i, uk rnut cuy 

rut ubnhv ihehksn ihecxu ihbhure ohpkt ;kt ukhpt ekus tuvaf 

rntb lfk 'uhxfb ,t rxjn ubht vumnk i,ha hn kf lf 'unuenc 

 /rut vru,u vumn rb hf 
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Midrash Rabbah Numbers 15:6 
 

 
What is it that is written just before this passage?  It says, And it came to pass on 
the day that Moses had made an end of setting up the tabernacle…that the 
princes of Israel…offered (Num 7:1), and after that: Speak unto Aaron, and say 
unto him: When thou lightest the lamps.  This bears on what Scripture says: O 
fear the Lord, ye His holy ones; for there is no want to them that fear Him (Ps 
24:10).  You find that eleven tribes brought offerings, and the tribe of Ephraim 
brought an offering; in fact, all the princes brought offerings except the prince of 
Levi.  Who was the prince of Levi?  It was Aaron; for it says, And thou shalt write 
Aaron’s name upon the rod of Levi (Num 27:18).  Now Aaron did not bring an 
offering with the other princes, and so he thought: Woe is me!  Perhaps it is on 
my account that the Holy One, blessed be He, does not accept the tribe of Levi?  
The Holy One, blessed be He, therefore said to Moses:  Go and tell Aaron:  Do 
not be afraid!  You have in store for you an honor greater than this!”  For this 
reason it says, Speak unto Aaron, and say unto him: When thou lightest the 
lamps.  The offerings shall remain in force only as long as the Temple stands, but 
the lamps shall always give light in front of the candlestick, and all the blessings 
with which I have charged you to bless My children shall never be abolished. 

u inhx uy varp rcsnc vcr arsn 
van ,ukf ouhc hvhu (z rcsnc) wtba ihbgv in vkgnk ch,f vn u 
,urbv ,t l,ukgvc irvt kt rcs lf rjtu ktrah hthab uchrehu 

ruxjn iht hf uhause wv ,t utrh (sk ohkv,) cu,fv rnta vz 
chrev ohrpt ycau uchrev ohyca t"h vkgnk tmun ,t 'uhtrhk 
vz huk ka uthab vhv hnu huk ka uthabn .uj uchrev ohthabv kfu 
irvtu huk vyn kg c,f, irvt oa ,tu (zh rcsnc) rntba irvt 

iht hkhcac tna hk hut rnut vhvu ohthabv og chrev tk 
uk runt lk vank v"cev uk rnt huk ka uyca kcen v"cev 
kt rcs rntb lfk ieu,n v,t uzn vkusdk trh,, kt irvtk 

e"nvca inz kf ,ubcrev ',urbv ,t l,ukgvc uhkt ,rntu irvt 
kfu urhth vrubnv hbp kun kt okugk ,urbv kct ohdvub ov ohhe 

 /okugk ihkyc ibht hbc ,t lrck lk h,,ba ,ufrcv 
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Midrash Rabbah Exodus 36:1 
 

 
...For this reason does it say, A leafy tree, fair with goodly fruit; for just as oil 
gives forth light, so did the Temple give light to the whole world, as it says, And 
nations shall walk at thy light (Isa 60:3).  Our forefathers were accordingly called 
‘A leafy olive tree’ because they gave light to all (with their faith).  It was on this 
account that God said to Moses:  That they bring unto thee pure olive oil beaten 
for the light (Num 27:20). 
 

t inhx t inhx t inhx t inhx uk varp ,una vcr arsnuk varp ,una vcr arsnuk varp ,una vcr arsnuk varp ,una vcr arsn 

lf rhtn inava oaf 'rtu, hrp vph ibgr ,hz rntb lfk/// 
'lrutk ohud ufkvu (x vhgah) rntba okugv kfk rhtn e"nvhc 

lfk '[o,buntc] kfk ohrhtn ova ibgr ,hz ubh,uct utreb ifk 

 /lz ,hz ina lhkt ujehu vank v"cev rnt 
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Suggested Activity 6:  Adding a Branch:  From Menorah to 

Chanukiyah 
 
1.  I Maccabees 4:36-59 
 
2.  The Rabbis’ Reason for Chanukah.  Babylonian Talmud Shabbat 
21b 
 
 
 
*  All translations from the Apocrypha found in the resources are from the NRSV: 
The Holy Bible: New Revised Standard Version.  New York: Oxford University 

Press, 1989. 
 
**  All translations from the Babylonian Talmud found in the resources are from 

the Soncino translation. 
The Babylonian Talmud.  London: Soncino Press, 1990. 
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I Maccabees 4:36-59 
 
36 Then Judas and his brothers said, "See, our enemies are crushed; let us go up 
to cleanse the sanctuary and dedicate it." 37 So all the army assembled and went 
up to Mount Zion. 38 There they saw the sanctuary desolate, the altar profaned, 
and the gates burned. In the courts they saw bushes sprung up as in a thicket, or 
as on one of the mountains. They saw also the chambers of the priests in ruins. 
39 Then they tore their clothes and mourned with great lamentation; they 
sprinkled themselves with ashes 40 and fell face down on the ground. And when 
the signal was given with the trumpets, they cried out to Heaven. 41 Then Judas 
detailed men to fight against those in the citadel until he had cleansed the 
sanctuary. 42 He chose blameless priests devoted to the law, 43 and they cleansed 
the sanctuary and removed the defiled stones to an unclean place. 44 They 
deliberated what to do about the altar of burnt offering, which had been profaned. 
45 And they thought it best to tear it down, so that it would not be a lasting shame 
to them that the Gentiles had defiled it. So they tore down the altar, 46 and stored 
the stones in a convenient place on the temple hill until a prophet should come to 
tell what to do with them. 47 Then they took unhewn stones, as the law directs, 
and built a new altar like the former one. 48 They also rebuilt the sanctuary and 
the interior of the temple, and consecrated the courts. 49 They made new holy 
vessels, and brought the lampstand, the altar of incense, and the table into the 
temple. 50 Then they offered incense on the altar and lit the lamps on the 
lampstand, and these gave light in the temple. 51 They placed the bread on the 
table and hung up the curtains. Thus they finished all the work they had 
undertaken. 52 Early in the morning on the twenty-fifth day of the ninth month, 
which is the month of Chislev, in the one hundred forty-eighth year, 53 they rose 
and offered sacrifice, as the law directs, on the new altar of burnt offering that 
they had built. 54 At the very season and on the very day that the Gentiles had 
profaned it, it was dedicated with songs and harps and lutes and cymbals. 55 All 
the people fell on their faces and worshiped and blessed Heaven, who had 
prospered them. 56 So they celebrated the dedication of the altar for eight days, 
and joyfully offered burnt offerings; they offered a sacrifice of well-being and a 
thanksgiving offering. 57 They decorated the front of the temple with golden 
crowns and small shields; they restored the gates and the chambers for the 
priests, and fitted them with doors. 58 There was very great joy among the people, 
and the disgrace brought by the Gentiles was removed. 59 Then Judas and his 
brothers and all the assembly of Israel determined that every year at that season 
the days of dedication of the altar should be observed with joy and gladness for 
eight days, beginning with the twenty-fifth day of the month of Chislev. 
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The Rabbis’ Reason for Chanukah: Babylonian Talmud Shabbat 21b 
 

 
What is [the reason of] Hanukkah?  For our Rabbis taught:  On the twenty-fifth of 
Kislev [commence] the days of Hanukkah, which are eight, on which a 
lamentation for the dead and fasting are forbidden.  For when the Greeks entered 
the Temple, they defiled all the oils therein, and when the Hasmonean dynasty 
prevailed against and defeated them, they made search and found only one 
cruse of oil which lay with the seal of the High Priest, but which contained 
sufficient for one day’s lighting only; yet a miracle was wrought therein and they 
lit [the lamp] therewith for eight days.  The following year these [days] were 
appointed a Festival with [the recital of] Hallel and thanksgiving. 

c/tf ;s ,cac/tf ;s ,cac/tf ;s ,cac/tf ;s ,ca 

'iubht thbn, vfubjs hnuh uhkxfc v"fc :ibcr ub,s ?vfubj htn 

kfhvk ohbuuh uxbfbafa /iuvc ,ubg,vk tksu iuvc spxnk tks 

htbunaj ,hc ,ufkn vrcdafu 'kfhvca ohbnav kf utny 

jbun vhva ina ka sjt lp tkt utmn tku uesc 'oujmbu 
uc vagb 'sjt ouh ehksvk tkt uc vhv tku 'kusd ivf ka un,ujc 

ohnh outagu ougce ,rjt vbak /ohnh vbuna ubnn uehksvu xb 
 /vtsuvu kkvc ohcuy 
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Suggested Activity 7:  Prohibiting Recreation 

 
1.  Do Not Copy the Menorah: Babylonian Talmud, Rosh Hashanah 
24a-b 
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Do Not Copy the Menorah: Babylonian Talmud, Rosh Hashanah 24 
a-b 
 

 
A man may not make a house in the form of the Temple, or a porch in the form of 
the Temple hall, or a court corresponding to the Temple court, or a table 
corresponding to the table, or a candlestick corresponding to the candlestick, but 
he may make one with five, or six or eight lamps, but with seven he should not 
make, even of other metals. 
 

c-t/sf ;s vbav atrc-t/sf ;s vbav atrc-t/sf ;s vbav atrc-t/sf ;s vbav atr 

sdbf rmj 'okut ,hbc, vrsxft 'kfhv ,hbc, ,hc ost vagh tk 

vanj ka vaug kct /vrubn sdbf vrubn 'ijka sdbf ijka 'vrzg 

hbhn rta ka ukhpt 'vagh tk J vgca kau /vbuna kau vaa kau 
/,uf,n 
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Suggested Activity 8:  Messianic Menorah 

 
1.  The Messianic Tree of Zechariah’s Vision 
Yarden, L.  The Tree of Light: A Study of the Menorah.  Ithaca: Cornell University 

Press, 1971, 43 
 
2. Arborescent Messsiah 
Meyers, Carol L.  The Tabernacle Menorah: A Synthetic Study of a Symbol from 

the Biblical Cult.  Missoula: Scholars Press, 1976, 151-153. 
 
3.  Refer back to Midrash Rabbah Numbers 15:6 in Activity 5 
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Suggested Activity 9:  The Sefirot Menorah 

 
1.  The Ten Sefirot 
Green, Arthur.  A Guide to the Zohar.  Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2004. 
 
2.  Sefirot Menorah 
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The Sefirot Menorah 
 
 
 
 
 
Hod      Gevurah        Binah       Keter     Hokhmah     Hesed    Netsah 

 
 
 
 

Tif’eret 
 
 
 

Yesod 
 
 
 

Malkhut 
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Suggested Activity 10:  Chanukiyah Design 

 
1.  “Designing a Hanukkah Menorah.”  Noam Zion 
Zion, Noam and Barbara Spectre.  A Different Light: The Big Book of Hanukkah.  

Jerusalem: Shalom Hartman Institute, 2000, 215-217. 
 
2.  Chanukiyot 
Tin lamp, Germany, 19th c. 
Brass lamp, Poland, 17th c. 
“Hanukkah Lamps.”  Encyclopaedia Judaica: CDRom Edition.  Judaica 
Multimedia, 1997. 
Brass Menorah, London, 20th c. 
Circular Stone Menorah, Persia, 19th c. 
Hanging Menorah, Germany, 18th c. 
Zion, Noam and Barbara Spectre.  A Different Light: The Big Book of Hanukkah.  

Jerusalem: Shalom Hartman Institute, 2000. 
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Suggested Activity 11:  Mixing Menorahs: The Torah and Haftarah 

Portions for Chanukah 
 
1.  Excerpt of Torah portion for Chanukah 
 
2.  Haftarah portion for Shabbat Chanukah 
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Excerpt of Torah portion for Chanukah 
Numbers 8:1-4 

 
1 The LORD spoke to Moses, saying: 2 Speak to Aaron and say to him, "When 
you mount the lamps, let the seven lamps give light at the front of the 
lampstand." 3 Aaron did so; he mounted the lamps at the front of the lampstand, 
as the LORD had commanded Moses. -- 4 Now this is how the lampstand was 
made: it was hammered work of gold, hammered from base to petal. According 
to the pattern that the LORD had shown Moses, so was the lampstand made. 
 
 

 
 

s-t:j :rcsnc rpxs-t:j :rcsnc rpxs-t:j :rcsnc rpxs-t:j :rcsnc rpx 

uh·!k¥t ¨T§r©n�¨t±u i«ºr£v�©tJk�¤t r9C©Sc :r«�nt9K v¤J«nJk¤t v²Iv±h r9C©s±h³ut 

G/g³H³ud :,I�r̄B©v ,/g#c¦J Urh¦t²h vº¨rIb§N©v h¯b#P kUnJk¤t ,«ºr̄B©vJ,¤t W§,�OBg�©v#C 

v²Iv±h v²U3m r¤J£t�/F ¨vh·¤,«r�¯b v!krg�¤v vº¨rIb§N©v h¯b#P kUnJk¤t i«ºr£v�©t i9F 

V¨j§r3PJs/g V!f¥r±hJs/g cº¨v²z v¨J§e¦n v¨r«b§N©v v¥GBg�©n v®z±us :v�¤J«nJ,¤t 

v¨G!g i9F vº¤J«nJ,¤t v²Iv±h v¨t§r¤v r¤J£t v¤t§r©N/F tu·¦v v¨J§e¦n 

:v�¨r«b§N©vJ,¤t 
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Haftarah portion for Shabbat Chanukah 
Zechariah 4:1-7 

 
1 The angel who talked with me came back and woke me as a man is wakened 
from sleep. 2 He said to me, "What do you see?" And I answered, "I see a 
lampstand all of gold, with a bowl above it. The lamps on it are seven in number, 
and the lamps above it have seven pipes; 3 and by it are two olive trees, one on 
the right of the bowl and one on its left." 4 I, in turn, asked the angel who talked 
with me, "What do those things mean, my lord?" 5 "Do you not know what those 
things mean?" asked the angel who talked with me; and I said, "No, my lord." 6 

Then he explained to me as follows: "This is the word of the LORD to 
Zerubbabel: Not by might, nor by power, but by My spirit -- said the LORD of 
Hosts. 7 Whoever you are, O great mountain in the path of Zerubbabel, turn into 
level ground! For he shall produce that excellent stone; it shall be greeted with 
shouts of 'Beautiful! Beautiful!'" 
 

z-t:s :vhrfz rpxz-t:s :vhrfz rpxz-t:s :vhrfz rpxz-t:s :vhrfz rpx 

r¤nt«H³uc :I�,²b§A¦n rIg¯hJr¤J£t Jh¦t#F h°b¥rh3g±h³u h·3C r9c«S©v Q¨t#k©N©v c̈J²H³ut 

V!KdF c¨v²z ,©rIb§n v¯B¦v±u | h¦,h¦t¨r [r©n«t�²u] r©n«th²u v·¤t«r v¨T©t v¨n hº/k¥t 

,Ir̄B/k ,Iºe!mU�n v!g#c¦J±u v!g#c¦J ¨vhº.k!g ¨vh¤,«�r̄b v!g#c¦J±u V¨Jt«rJk/g V!K´d±u 
s¨j¤t±u vº!K´D©v ih¦nh¦n s¨j¤t ¨vh·.k!g oh¦,h̄z o°h³b§JUd :V�¨Jt«rJk/g r¤J£t 

v.K¥t v¨n r«·nt9k h3C r9c«S©v Q¨t#k©N©v k¤t rº©n«t�²u i/g©t²us :V�!kt«n§GJk/g 

v¨N¥v v¨n ¨T#g©s²h tIk£v hº/k¥t r¤nt«H³u h3C r9c«S©v Q¨t#k©N©v i/g³H³uv :h�°b«s£t 

vº²u«v±hJr/c§S v®z r«ºnt9k h/k¥t r¤nt«H³u i/g³H³uu :h�°b«s£t tO r©n«t�²u v.K·¥t 

v²u«v±h r©n̈t hº¦jUr#CJo¦t h3F ©j«ºf#c tO±u k°h©j#c tO r«·nt9k k.c!Cªr±zJk¤t 

i.c¤t¨vJ,¤t th3mIv±u r«·Jh¦n#k k.c!Cªr±z h¯b#p3k kIs²D©vJr�©v v¨T©tJh�¦nz :,I�t!c#m 

:V�!k i¥j i¥j ,ItªJ§T vº¨Jt«r�¨v 
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Suggested Activity 12:  Light of a Nation 

 
1.  “In Search of an Appropriate National Symbol.” 
Zion, Noam and Barbara Spectre.  A Different Light: The Big Book of Hanukkah.  

Jerusalem: Shalom Hartman Institute, 2000, 218-226. 
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Suggested Activity 13:  Chanukiyah Basics 

 
1.  “Lighting a Chanukiyah.” 
Olitzky, Kerry and Isaacs, Ronald.  The How-To Handbook for Jewish Living.  

Hoboken: Ktav, 1993, 73-75. 
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Suggested Activity 14:  Temple Tour: The Depiction of the Menorah 

in Our Communal Space 
 
1.  Temple Tour Observation Sheet 
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Temple Tour Observation Sheet 
 

1. Where did you find a menorah? 
 
 
 
 
2. How is it being used? 
 
 
 
 
3. Do you think its use or appearance relates to any of the texts or images 

we have studied?  Which ones, and how? 
 
 
 
 
4. What symbolism do you see in this example of a menorah? 

 
 
 
 

Temple Tour Observation Sheet 
 

1. Where did you find a menorah? 
 
 
 
 
2. How is it being used? 
 
 
 
 
3. Do you think its use or appearance relates to any of the texts or images 

we have studied?  Which ones, and how? 
 
 
 
 
4. What symbolism do you see in this example of a menorah? 
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Unit 5: Sefer Torah 

 
Resources 

 
1.  Encylopaedia Judaica: Sefer Torah 
Rothkoff, Aaron, and Louis I. Rabinowitz.  “Sefer Torah.”  Encyclopaedia Judaica: 

CDRom Edition.  Judaica Multimedia, 1997. 
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Encyclopaedia Judaica: Sefer Torah 

Also:   Scroll of the Law;  Torah Scroll 

SEFER TORAH (pl. Sifrei Torah; scroll of the law), scroll containing the Five Books of Moses 
written on parchment according to strict rules and used mainly for reading at public worship (see 
Torah Reading). The Sefer Torah is normally written by a specialist known as a sofer ("scribe"). 

The Writing of the Scroll 
The tools and materials used by the scribe are parchment, quill, ink, stylus and ruler, and tikkun 
("guide")—a book with the Torah text. The Torah is written on parchment manufactured from 
specified sections of the hide of a kosher animal. The hide consists of three layers, but only the 
flesh side of the inner layer and the outer side of the hairy layer may be used for Torah 
parchment (Shab. 79b). The method of cleaning and softening the hide, which must be of the 
best quality, has changed throughout the centuries. During talmudic times, salt and barley flour 
were sprinkled on the skins which were then soaked in the juice of gallnuts (Meg. 19a). There is, 
however, a reference to the use of dogs' dung for this purpose (Yal. Ex. 187). Nowadays the 
skins are softened by soaking them in clear water for two days after which the hair is removed by 
soaking the hides in limewater for nine days. Finally, the skins are rinsed and dried and the 
creases ironed out with presses. The processor must make a verbal declaration when soaking 
the skins that his action is being performed for the holiness of the Sefer Torah. Whereas reeds 
were used as pens in the days of the Talmud, quills are used today, the quill of the turkey feather, 
which is sturdy and long lasting, being preferred. The sofer cuts the point of the feather to give it a 
flat surface, which is desirable for forming the square letters, and then slits it lengthwise. 

The ink must be black, durable, but not indelible. During talmudic times a viscous ink was made 
by heating a vessel with the flame of olive oil, and the soot thus produced on the sides of the 
vessel was scraped off and mixed with oil, honey, and gallnuts (Shab. 23a). Ink is now made by 
boiling a mixture of gallnuts, gum arabic, and copper sulfate crystals. Some scribes also add 
vinegar and alcohol. To ensure that the letters will be straight and the lines equally spaced, 43 
thin lines are drawn across the width of the parchment with a stylus and ruler. Two additional 
longitudinal lines are drawn at the end of the page to ensure that all the lines end equally. To 
enhance the appearance of the printing on the parchment a four inch margin is left at the bottom, 
a three inch margin at the top, and a two inch margin between the columns. 

Although there is no law regulating the number of pages or columns a Torah must have, from the 
beginning of the 19th century a standard pattern of 248 columns of 42 lines each was 
established. Each column is about five inches wide since by tradition there must be space 
enough to write the word MhyTHeQml (Gen. 8:19), the longest occurring in the Torah, three 
times. 

Before the sofer begins his daily work, he performs ritual ablution in a mikveh. To avoid mistakes 
talmudic soferim copied from another scroll, and according to one tradition there was a copy of 
the Torah kept in the Temple which scribes used as the standard (Rashi to MK 3:4, TJ, Shek. 4:3, 
48a). Before commencing, the scribe tests the feather and ink by writing the name "Amalek" and 
crossing it out (cf. Deut. 25:19). He then makes the declaration, "I am writing the Torah in the 
name of its sanctity and the name of God in its sanctity." The scribe then looks into the tikkun, 
reads the sentence aloud, and proceeds to write it. Before writing the name of God the sofer 
repeats, "I am writing the name of God for the holiness of His name." 

The Torah is written in the square script known as Ketav Ashuri, of which there are two different 
types: the Ashkenazi, which resembles the script described in the Talmud (Shab. 104a), and the 
Sephardi, which is identical with the printed letters of the Hebrew alphabet currently used in 
sacred texts. The thickness of the letters vary and it is often necessary for the sofer to make 
several strokes to form a letter. The scribe holds the feather sideways to make thin lines, and flat, 
so that the entire point writes, to make thick lines. Particular care must be given to those letters 
that are similar in appearance (e.g., dalet and resh) so that they can be easily distinguished. Each 
letter must be complete, with the exception of the "split vav" in the word shalom in Numbers 
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25:12. Although Hebrew is read from right to left, each individual letter in the Sefer Torah is 
written from left to right. Six letters are written particularly small (e.g., the alef in the first word of 
Lev. 1:1) and 11 letters are written very large (e.g., the bet in the first word of Gen. 1:1). There 
must be a space between the letters, a greater space between the words, and a nine letter gap 
between the portions. A four line separation is made between each of the Five Books of Moses. 

Seven of the 22 letters of the alphabet have special designs on the upper left hand corner of the 
letter called tagin. Shaped somewhat like the letter zayin, three such tagin are placed above the 
letter, touching it lightly. The center tag is slightly higher than the two on the ends. The Torah 
contains no vowels or punctuation marks. However, there are a number of dots over several 
words (e.g., Deut. 29:28; see Tikkun Soferim). There are two shirot or songs in the Torah which 
are written in unique fashion. Shirat ha-Yam (Ex. 15:1–19) has a nine letter gap in the middle of 
each sentence, and these gaps are so spaced that they appear like "half bricks set over whole 
bricks" (Meg. 16b; Shab. 103b). Shirat Ha'azinu (Deut. 32:1–43) also contains a nine letter 
separation in the middle of each sentence, but these blank spaces form a single space down the 
center of the entire column. 

After the copying of the Torah has been completed, the sheets of parchment are sewn together 
with giddin, a special thread made of tendon tissue taken from the foot muscles of a kosher 
animal. Every four pages are sewn together to form a section or yeri'ah. These sections of 
parchment are sewn on the outer side of the parchment, with one inch left unsewn both at the 
very top and bottom. To reinforce the giddin, thin strips of parchment are pasted on the top and 
bottom of the page. After connecting the sheets the ends are tied to wooden rollers, called azei 
hayyim, by inserting the giddin in holes in the rollers. The ez hayyim consists of a center pole, 
with handles of wood and flat circular rollers to support the rolled-up scroll. Besides serving as a 
means of rolling the scroll, the azei hayyim also prevent people from touching the holy parchment 
with their hands. In oriental and some Sephardi communities, the flat rollers are not employed 
since the Torah scrolls are kept in an ornamental wooden or metal case (tik). 

[Aaron Rothkoff] 
 

Invalid and Disqualified Scrolls 
Mistakes in the Torah scroll can generally be corrected, since the ink can be erased with a knife 
and pumice stone. However, a mistake in the writing of any of the names of God cannot be 
corrected since the name of God may not be erased, and such faulty parchments must be 
discarded. When a mistake is found in a Sefer Torah, the wimple is tied round the outside of its 
mantle as a sign that it should not be used until the mistake has been corrected. According to the 
Talmud a Sefer Torah which has less than 85 correct letters is to be discarded (Yad. 3:5; Shab. 
116a). This number is the number of letters in Numbers 10:35–36, which is sometimes regarded 
as a separate book (hence the references to seven instead of five books of the Torah: Gen. R. 
64:8; Lev. R. 11:3). However, it was later laid down that too extensive corrections rendered the 
scroll unsightly and therefore invalid (for this and other details see Haggahot). If a scroll is beyond 
repair, it is placed in an earthenware urn and buried in the cemetery. 

It was customary to bury such scrolls alongside the resting place of a prominent rabbi (Meg. 26b). 
The Mishnah (Git. 4:6) permits the purchase of a Sefer Torah from a non-Jew at its market value 
and the Talmud (ibid., 45b) even records that Rabban Simeon b. Gamaliel permitted the 
purchase of those written by a non-Jew. Another tradition, however, laid it down that a scroll 
written by a non-Jew must be stored away, while one written by a heretic must be burned since it 
is feared that he may have maliciously altered the text (ibid.). 

The Duty to Possess a Sefer Torah 
It is regarded as a positive biblical commandment for every Jew to possess a Sefer Torah, the 
word "song" in Deuteronomy 31:19, "now therefore write ye this song for you," being interpreted 
to apply to the Torah as a whole. Even if he has inherited one from his father he is still obliged to 
have one of his own (Sanh. 21b). He may write it himself, or have it written on his behalf by a 
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sofer, or purchase one, but "he who writes it himself is regarded as though it had been given to 
him on Mt. Sinai" (Men. 30a). 

On the basis of the statement of the Talmud (ibid.) to the effect that he who corrects even one 
letter in a Sefer Torah is regarded as though he had himself written it, a custom has developed 
which both gives every Jew a portion in a Sefer Torah and symbolically regards him as having 
fulfilled the command of writing one. The sofer writes only the outlines of the words in the first and 
last passages of the Sefer Torah and they are completed at a ceremony known as Siyyum ha-
Torah ("the completion of the Torah"). Those present are honored by each being invited to fill in 
one of the hollow letters, or formally authorize the sofer to do so. 

Sanctity of the Sefer Torah 
The Sefer Torah is the most sacred of all Jewish books. A valid Sefer Torah must be treated with 
special sanctity and great reverence (Yad, Sefer Torah 10:2). Its sanctity is higher than that of all 
other scrolls of the books of the Bible, and therefore, though one Sefer Torah may be placed on 
top of another, or on the scroll of another book, another scroll must not be placed on it (Meg. 
27a). 

It is obligatory to stand in the presence of a Sefer Torah (Mak. 22b; Kid. 33b) both when the ark is 
opened to reveal the scrolls and when it is being carried, and it is customary to bow reverently or 
kiss it when it passes. The bare parchment must not be touched with the hand. So insistent were 
the rabbis on this that they declared "He who touches a naked Sefer Torah will be buried naked," 
although the statement was modified to mean either "naked of good deeds" or "naked of the 
reward for good deeds" which he would otherwise have had from reading it (Shab. 14a). For this 
reason the yad ("pointer") is used for reading and the Sephardim cover the outside of the 
parchment with silk for the same reason. 

It was forbidden to sell a Sefer Torah except to provide the means for marrying, studying (Meg. 
27a), and for the ransom of captives. Should a Sefer Torah accidentally fall to the ground, the 
whole congregation is obliged to fast for that day. It was permitted and even enjoined to disregard 
the Sabbath in order to save not only the Sefer Torah but even its case from destruction (Shab. 
16:1), and should it be burnt one had to rend one's garment (MK 25a); if one saw it torn one had 
to rend the garment twice, "once for the writing and once for the parchment" (ibid. 26a, cf. the 
statement of Hananiah b. Teradyon when he was being burnt at the stake wrapped in a scroll, "I 
see the parchment burning but the letters soar aloft" (Av. Zar. 18a)). The Sefer Torah must not be 
carried about unless for religious purposes, and even for the purpose of reading from it at 
services held at a temporary place of worship, such as a shivah, it may not be taken there unless 
it is read on at least three occasions. When it is transferred to a permanent site it is usually done 
with full ceremonial. The Sefer Torah is carried through the streets under a canopy and the 
procession is accompanied by songs and dances. 

Among the Sephardim before the reading of the law, and among the Ashkenazim at its 
conclusion, the Sefer Torah is ceremoniously held aloft (Hagbahah), its writing exposed to the 
congregation, who recite "and this is the Torah which Moses set before the children of Israel 
(Deut. 4:44), according to the commandment of the Lord by the hand of Moses." One must make 
every effort to acquire a beautiful Sefer Torah (Shab. 133b). Unless it is corrected, a text of the 
Sefer Torah that is in error may be kept only 30 days (Ket. 19b). 

Other Uses 
In addition to its main use for reading the scriptural portions in synagogue (see Reading of the 
Torah), the Sefer Torah is used on a large number of ceremonial occasions. According to the 
Mishnah (Sanh. 2:4) it accompanied the king in battle, and on the occasions of public fasts for 
drought the ark with the Sifrei Torah was taken out into the public square and the supplications 
and exhortations were recited in front of it (Ta'an. 2:1). It also played a central role in the 
ceremony of Hakhel. 
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During the Middle Ages the solemnity of taking an oath was enhanced by the vower making it 
while grasping a Sefer Torah. For the same reason three leading members of the congregation 
stand round the hazzan while he is reciting Kol Nidrei on the eve of the Day of Atonement. 

In modern times it is extensively used. Seven Sifrei Torah are taken out for the circuits with the 
four species on Hoshana Rabba, and on the next day (in the Diaspora two days later) the 
sevenfold circuit of the synagogue with all the Sifrei Torah is the central part of the ceremonial of 
Simhat Torah. The custom of the worshippers joyfully dancing with the Sefer Torah on this 
occasion is widespread. 

[Louis Isaac Rabinowitz] 
 
 
Encyclopaedia Judaica: CDRom Edition.  Judaica Multimedia, 1997. 
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Suggested Activity 2:  Torah Synectics 

 
1.  “Synectics: A Model to Develop Creativity” 
Joyce, Bruce and Marsha Weil.  Models of Teaching.  Englewood Cliffs:  

Prentice-Hall, 1972. 



























 
Unit 5: Sefer Torah 

 
Suggested Activity 5:  “Torah” in the Torah 

 
1.  Translating “Torah” 
Adapted from a lesson by Jocee Hudson, 2005. 
 
2.  Definition of torah 
Brown, F., S. Driver, and C. Briggs.  The Brown-Driver-Briggs  Hebrew and 

English Lexicon.  Peabody: Hendrickson, 2001. 
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Translating “Torah” 
 
Exodus 12:49 
There shall be one torah for the citizen and for the stranger who dwells among 
you. 
 
 
Leviticus 6:18 
Speak to Aaron and his sons thus: This is the torah of the sin offering: the sin 
offering shall be slaughtered before Adonai, at the spot where the burnt offering 
is slaughtered: it is most holy. 
 
 
Deuteronomy 31:26 
Take this book of torah and place it beside the Ark of the Covenant of Adonai 
your God, and let it remain there as a witness against you. 
 
 
Isaiah 2:3 
And the many peoples shall go and say: “Come, Let us go up to the Mount of 
Adonai, To the House of the God of Jacob; That He may instruct us in His ways, 
And that we may walk in His paths.” For torah shall come forth from Zion, The 
word of Adonai from Jerusalem. 
 
 
Proverbs 6:20 
My son, keep your father’s commandment; Do not forsake your mother’s torah. 
 
 
Nehemiah 8:1 
The entire people assembled as one man in the square before the Water Gate, 
and they asked Ezra the scribe to bring the scroll of the torah of Moses with 
which Adonai had charged Israel. 
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Suggested Activity 6:  The Dichotomy of Oral and Written 

 
1.  Deuteronomy 31:19 
 
2.  Joshua 1:8 
 
3.  Ezekiel 3:1 
 
4.  Nehemiah 8 
 
5.  2 Chronicles 17:9 
 
6.  Introduction to Oral World and Written Word. 
Niditch, Susan.  Oral World and Written Word.  Louisville, KY: Westminster John 

Knox Press, 1996. 
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Deuteronomy 31:19 

 
19 Therefore, write down this poem and teach it to the people of Israel; put it in 
their mouths, in order that this poem may be My witness against the people of 
Israel. 
 

yh:tk :ohrcs rpxyh:tk :ohrcs rpxyh:tk :ohrcs rpxyh:tk :ohrcs rpx 

k¥t¨r§G°hJh�¯b#CJ,¤t V¨s§N/k±u ,t«ºZ©v v¨rh¦A©vJ,¤t o.f!k Uc§,3F v¨T/g±uyh 
:k�¥t¨r§G°h h¯b#c3C s9g#k ,t«Z©v v¨rh¦A©v h3KJv®h§v�¦T i/g©n#k o·¤vh3p#C V¨nh¦G 
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Joshua 1:8 

 
8 Let not this Book of the Teaching cease from your lips, but recite it day and 
night, so that you may observe faithfully all that is written in it. Only then will you 
prosper in your undertakings and only then will you be successful. 

 

j:t :gauvh rpxj:t :gauvh rpxj:t :gauvh rpxj:t :gauvh rpx 

i/g©n#k v!k±hº/k²u o¨nIh IC ¨,h°d̈v±u Wh3P¦n v®Z©v v¨rIT©v r.p¥x JUn²hJt�Oj 

:kh�3F§G©T z¨t±u W.f¨r§SJ,¤t ©jh3k#m©T z¨tJh3F I·C cU,!F©vJk!f#F ,IºGBg�/k r«n§J¦T 
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Ezekiel 3:1 

 
1 He said to me, "Mortal, eat what is offered you; eat this scroll, and go speak to 
the House of Israel." 

t:d :ktezjht:d :ktezjht:d :ktezjht:d :ktezjh rpx rpx rpx rpx 

v!K°d§N©vJ,¤t kIf¡t kI·f¡t t!m§n¦TJr¤J£t ,¥t o¨s¨tJi.C hº/k¥t r¤nt«H³ut 

:k�¥t¨r§G°h ,h9CJk¤t r9C©S Q9k±u ,t«ºZ©v 
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Nehemiah 8 

j :vhnjb rpxj :vhnjb rpxj :vhnjb rpxj :vhnjb rpx 

o°h·¨N©vJr/g�©J h¯b#p3k r¤J£t cIºj§r¨vJk¤t sº¨j¤t Jh¦t#F o!g¨vJk!f Up§x�¨t¯H³ut 

v²u«v±h v²U3mJr¤J£t vº¤J«n ,©rIT r.p¥xJ,¤t th3c̈v#k rº9p«X©v t¨r±z.g#k Ur§nt«�H³u 
Jh¦t¥n k¨v¨E©v h¯b#p3k v¨rIT©vJ,�¤t i¥v«F©v t¨r±z.g th3c²H³uc :k�¥t¨r§G°hJ,¤t 

IcJt¨r§e°H³ud :h�3gh3c§A©v J¤s«j/k s¨j¤t oIh#C /g«·n§J3k ih3c¥n k«f±u vº¨A¦tJs/g±u 
s®d®b oIºH©v ,h3m£j�©nJs/g rIt¨vJi¦n o°h©N©vJr/g�©J h¯b#p3k | r¤J£t cIj§r̈v h¯b#p3k 

:v�¨rIT©v r.p¥xJk¤t o!g¨vJk!f h¯b±z¨t±u oh·°bh3c§N©v±u oh¦J²B©v±u oh¦J²b£t�¨v 

Ik#m¤t s«nBg�³H³u ¸r!c̈S/k UG!g r¤J£t .9gJk©S±d¦nJk/g r9p«X©v t¨r±z.g s«nBg�³H³us 

Ikt«n§¬¦nU I·bh¦n±hJk/g v²h¥GBg�©nU v²H¦e#k¦j±u v²H¦rU�t±u v²h²bBg�³u g©n¤J±u v²h§,¦T©n 

j©T#p°H³uv      :o�!KªJ§n v²h§r/f±z v²b¨S/C§J©j±u oªJ̈j±u v²H3F#k©nU k¥t¨Jh�¦nU v²h¨s#P 

Us§n�!g Ij§,3p#fU v·²h¨v o!g¨vJk!F k/g¥nJh�3F oº!g¨vJk!f h¯bh9g#k r.p¥X©v t¨r±z.g 

o!g¨vJk!f UbBg�³H³u kI·s²D©v oh¦vO¡t¨v v²u«v±hJ,¤t tº¨r±z.g Q¤r!c±h³uu :o�!g¨vJk!f 

/gUJ̄h±uz :v!m§r�¨t o°h/P©t v²u«vh/k Uu£j�©T§J°H³u Us§E°H³u oº¤vh¥s±h k/g«n#C i¥n¨t | i¥n̈t 

s!c²zI�h v²h§r³zBg t¨yh3k§e v²h¥GBg�©n v²H¦sI�v | h©,#C©J cUE/g ih¦n²h | v²h#c�¥r¥J±u h°b!cU 
:o�¨s§n!gJk/g o!g¨v±u v·¨rIT/k o!g¨vJ,¤t oh°bh3c§n oº°H°u#k©v±u v²ht!k#P i²b¨j 

:t�¨r§e¦N/C Ubh3c²H³u k.fº¤G oIG±u J·¨r«p§n oh¦vO¡t�¨v ,©rI,#C r.p¥X/c Ut§r§e°H³uj 

o°H°u#k©v±u r9p«X©v | i¥v«F©v t¨r±z.g±u t¨,¨J§r¦T©v tUv v²h§n¤j±b r¤nt«H³uy 

oº.fh¥v�O¡t v²u«vh/k tUvJJ�«s¨e oIH©v o!g¨vJk!f#k o!g¨vJ,¤t oh°bh3c§N©v 

h¥r#c¦SJ,¤t o!g§n¨J#F oº!g¨vJk!F oh3fIc h3F U·F#c¦TJk©t±u Uk#C©t§,�¦TJk©t 

Uj#k¦J±u oh¦E©T§n©n U,§JU oh°B©n§J©n Uk#f¦t Uf#k o¤v!k r¤nt«H³uh :v�¨rIT©v 

,³u§s¤jJh�3F Ucº9m!g¥TJk©t±u Ubh·¯b«s£t�/k oIH©v JIs̈eJh�3F Iºk iIf²b ih¥t#k ,Ib¨n 

oIH©vJh�3F UXº©v r«nt9k o!g¨vJk!f#k oh¦J§j©n o°H°u#k�©v±uth :o�.f±Zdg�¨n th¦v v²u«v±h 
,Iºb¨n j/K©J#kU ,IT§J3k±u k«f¡t�.k o!g¨vJk!f Uf#k�¯H³uch :Uc�9m!g�¥TJk©t±u J·«s̈e 

:o�¤v!k Ugh¦sIv r¤J£t ohº¦r!c§S/C Ubh3c¥v h3F v·!kIs±d v¨j§n¦G ,IGBg�/k±u 
oº°H°u#k�©v±u oh°b£v«�F©v o!g¨vJk!f#k ,Ic̈t�¨v h¥Jt¨r Up§x¤t�®b h°b¥A©v oIH/cUdh 
cU,!F Ut#m§n°H³ush :v�¨rIT©v h¥r#c¦SJk¤t kh3F§G©v#kU r·9p«X©v t¨r±z.gJk¤t 

d¨j.C ,IFªX/C k¥t¨r§G°hJh�¯b#c Uc§J�¯h r¤J£t vº¤J«nJs³h#C v²u«v±h v²U3m r¤J£t v·¨rIT/C 

o¤vh¥r�!gJk!f#C kIe Urh3cBg�³h±u Ugh¦n§J³h r¤J£t�³uuy :h�3gh3c§A©v J¤s«j/C 

x©s£v h9kBg�³u i¤nº¤J .9gJh9kBg�³u ,°h³zJh9kBg Uth3c̈v±u r¨v¨v Ut#m ̧r«nt9k o/k¨JUrh3cU 
¸Uth3c²H³u o!g¨v Ut#m¯H³uzy :cU�,!F/F ,«Fªx ,GBg�/k ,«·c!g .9g h9kBg�³u ohº¦r̈n§, h9kBg�³u 
oh·¦vO¡t�¨v ,h9C ,Ir#m©j#cU oº¤vh¥,«r#m©j#cU ID³DJk/g Jh¦t ,IFªx o¤v!k UGBg�³H³u 

k¨v¨E©vJk!f UGBg�³H³uzh :o°h�¨r#p¤t r/g©J cIj§r3cU o°hº©N©v r/g©J cIj§r3cU 
/gUJ̄h h¥nh¦n UG!gJt�O h3F ̧,IFªX/c Uc§J�¯H³u ,IFªx | h3c§A©vJi¦n oh3c̈A©v 

:s«�t§n v!kIs±D v¨j§n¦G h¦v§T³u tU·v©v oIH©v s/g kº¥t¨r§G°h h¯b#C i9F iUbJi3C 

s/g iIºJt¦r�¨v oIH©vJi¦n oIºh#C | oIh oh¦vO¡t�¨v ,©rIT r.p¥x#C t¨r§e°H³ujh 
 :y�!P§J¦N/F ,¤r.mBg h°bh¦n§A©v oIH/cU ohº¦n²h ,/g#c¦J d̈jJUGBg�³H³u iI·r£j�©t¨v oIH©v 
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1 the entire people assembled as one man in the square before the Water Gate, 
and they asked Ezra the scribe to bring the scroll of the Teaching of Moses with 
which the LORD had charged Israel. 2 On the first day of the seventh month, Ezra 
the priest brought the Teaching before the congregation, men and women and all 
who could listen with understanding. 3 He read from it, facing the square before 
the Water Gate, from the first light until midday, to the men and the women and 
those who could understand; the ears of all the people were given to the scroll of 
the Teaching. 4 Ezra the scribe stood upon a wooden tower made for the 
purpose, and beside him stood Mattithiah, Shema, Anaiah, Uriah, Hilkiah, and 
Maaseiah at his right, and at his left Pedaiah, Mishael, Malchijah, Hashum, 
Hashbaddanah, Zechariah, Meshullam. 5 Ezra opened the scroll in the sight of all 
the people, for he was above all the people; as he opened it, all the people stood 
up. 6 Ezra blessed the LORD, the great God, and all the people answered, 
"Amen, Amen," with hands upraised. Then they bowed their heads and 
prostrated themselves before the LORD with their faces to the ground. 7 Jeshua, 
Bani, Sherebiah, Jamin, Akkub, Shabbethai, Hodiah, Maaseiah, Kelita, Azariah, 
Jozabad, Hanan, Pelaiah, and the Levites explained the Teaching to the people, 
while the people stood in their places. 8 They read from the scroll of the Teaching 
of God, translating it and giving the sense; so they understood the reading. 9 

Nehemiah the Tirshatha, Ezra the priest and scribe, and the Levites who were 
explaining to the people said to all the people, "This day is holy to the LORD your 
God: you must not mourn or weep," for all the people were weeping as they 
listened to the words of the Teaching. 10 He further said to them, "Go, eat choice 
foods and drink sweet drinks and send portions to whoever has nothing 
prepared, for the day is holy to our Lord. Do not be sad, for your rejoicing in the 
LORD is the source of your strength." 11 The Levites were quieting the people, 
saying, "Hush, for the day is holy; do not be sad." 12 Then all the people went to 
eat and drink and send portions and make great merriment, for they understood 
the things they were told. 13 On the second day, the heads of the clans of all the 
people and the priests and Levites gathered to Ezra the scribe to study the words 
of the Teaching. 14 They found written in the Teaching that the LORD had 
commanded Moses that the Israelites must dwell in booths during the festival of 
the seventh month, 15 and that they must announce and proclaim throughout all 
their towns and Jerusalem as follows, "Go out to the mountains and bring leafy 
branches of olive trees, pine trees, myrtles, palms and other leafy trees to make 
booths, as it is written." 16 So the people went out and brought them, and made 
themselves booths on their roofs, in their courtyards, in the courtyards of the 
House of God, in the square of the Water Gate and in the square of the Ephraim 
Gate. 17 The whole community that returned from the captivity made booths and 
dwelt in the booths -- the Israelites had not done so from the days of Joshua son 
of Nun to that day -- and there was very great rejoicing. 18 He read from the scroll 
of the Teaching of God each day, from the first to the last day. They celebrated 
the festival seven days, and there was a solemn gathering on the eighth, as 
prescribed. 
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 II Chronicles 17:9 

 
9 They offered instruction throughout Judah, having with them the Book of the 
Teaching of the LORD. They made the rounds of all the cities of the LORD and 
instructed the people. 

y:zj :c ohnhv hrcs rpxy:zj :c ohnhv hrcs rpxy:zj :c ohnhv hrcs rpxy:zj :c ohnhv hrcs rpx 

vº¨sUv±h h¥r!gJk!f#C UC«x²H³u v·²u«v±h ,©rIT r.p¥x oº¤v¨N3g±u vº¨sUvh�3C Us§N/k±h�³uy 

:o�!g!C Us§N/k±h�³u 
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Suggested Activity 7:  The Second Commandment 

 
1.  Make Your Own Talmud Page 
 
2.  Icon Definitions 
 
3.  “The Thin Line Between Text and Image.” 
Nichols, Elizabeth.  The Torah as an Icon.  Amherst College: unpublished thesis, 

2001. 
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MAKE YOUR OWN TALMUD PAGE 
 
3.  Write an Aggadah (story/allegory) 
related to the law and its commentary 
which expands/exemplifies an aspect 
of the law.  It might be an example of 
someone who follows the law and 
receives a rewad, a dispute about the 
law, etc. 

 

4.  Write a modern-day application of the law and its 
commentaries, including why we should or should not 
follow this law or how it needs to be modified for modern 
times. 

1.  Read the verse written below and discuss its 
meaning.  Write a law stemming from the verse which 
would bring the idea into action. 
You shall not make for yourself a sculptured image, or 
any likeness of what is in the heavens above, or on the 
earth below, or in the waters under the earth. – Exodus 
20:4 

2.  Raise questions – and provide answers – regarding 
the law above in terms of practicalities and logistics, i.e. 
when, where, how, who, what – the details.  Also include 
any differences of opinion that arise within your group, 
and write down the majority opinion if you reach one. 
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Icon Definitions 
 
 
If a religion is Iconic it has, and uses, icons in its practice. 
 
 
 
If a religion is Aniconic it does not have, or use, icons in its practice. 
 
 
 
Material Aniconism is the worship of a physical object that is not figurally 
representative of a living object. 
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The Thin Line Between Text and Image 

With an absence of universal imagery, it should not be surprising that 
ancient Judaism focused on text, and that writing became more than a means of 
communication, “conceived of as integral to the religious and cultural experience 
of the ancient Jews.”1  During the formative years of Jewish law, Ancient Israel 
was essentially an oral culture.  The words of Torah were not available to 
everyone, but were sacred words communicated to the people through the 
priests.  As Susan Niditch discusses in Oral World and Written Word, writing in 
oral cultures achieves a level of sacredness: “Writing comes to be regarded as 
capable of transformation and magic, the letters and words shimmering with the 
very power of the gods.”2 

Combining the prohibitions engendered by the Second Commandment 
and the sanctity of writing, Jewish artists have found a meeting place between 
word and image.  The Judaic tradition of micrography clearly illustrates this trend.  
Sometimes using entire texts of biblical books, micrography creates pictures out 
of words, outlining images with minute lines of script (Figure 2).  In another 
example of the intersection of text and imagery from the Kennicott Bible, Joseph 
ibn Hayyim fills in his colophon with humans and animals (Figure 3). The blurring 
of the line between word and image demonstrates the human need to create 
visual representations of beliefs.  Freedberg writes, “We can say to ourselves 
that what is on the page is always a text; but it becomes an image.  The need for 
figured representation could not be plainer than in these subversions of the 
everyday notion of text as nonrepresentational.”3   

Micrography stretches the line between iconism and aniconism by creating 
images out of word.  The Torah, I believe, also sits on this complex line.  
Although it is a text, it is made an image through ritualized form and practice.  
The Torah is Judaism’s sacred text, but it is also a living image.   
 
 
Text excerpted from: 
Nichols, Elizabeth.  The Torah as an Icon.  Amherst College: unpublished thesis, 2001. 

                                                 

1
 Sharon R. Keller, ed., The Jews: A Treasury of Art and Literature (New York: Hugh Lauter Levin 

Associates, 1992) 9. 

2
 Susan Niditch, Oral World and Written Word (Louisville, KY: Westminster John Knox Press, 1996) 44. 

3
 Freedberg 56. 
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Suggested Activity 8:  Commandment to Write a Torah 

 
1.  Writing a Torah: Babylonian Talmud Sanhedrin 21b 
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Writing a Torah: Babylonian Talmud Sanhedrin 21b 
 

 
And he shall write in his own name a sefer Torah.  A Tanna taught: And he must 
not take credit for one belonging to his ancestors. 
Rabbah said:  Even if one’s parents have left him a sefer Torah, yet it is proper 
that he should write one of his own, as it is written:  Now therefore write ye this 
song for you (Deut 31:19). 

c/tf ;s ihrsvbxc/tf ;s ihrsvbxc/tf ;s ihrsvbxc/tf ;s ihrsvbx 

/uh,uct kac vtb,h tka sckcu :tb, /unak vru, rpx c,ufu 
vumn J vru, rpx ostk uh,uct uk ujhbva hp kg ;t :tcr rnt 

vrhav ,t ofk uc,f v,gu (t"k ohrcs) rntba 'ukan cu,fk 
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Suggested Activity 9:  Woman Wisdom 

 
1.  Proverbs 1:20-33 
 
2.  Wisdom of Solomon 10 
 
3.  Baruch 3 and 4 
 
4.  Sirach 24 
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Proverbs 1:20-33 

 
20 Wisdom cries aloud in the streets, Raises her voice in the squares. 21 At the 
head of the busy streets she calls; At the entrance of the gates, in the city, she 
speaks out: 22 "How long will you simple ones love simplicity, You scoffers be 
eager to scoff, You dullards hate knowledge? 23 You are indifferent to my rebuke; 
I will now speak my mind to you, And let you know my thoughts. 24 Since you 
refused me when I called, And paid no heed when I extended my hand, 25 You 
spurned all my advice, And would not hear my rebuke, 26 I will laugh at your 
calamity, And mock when terror comes upon you, 27 When terror comes like a 
disaster, And calamity arrives like a whirlwind, When trouble and distress come 
upon you. 28 Then they shall call me but I will not answer; They shall seek me but 
not find me. 29 Because they hated knowledge, And did not choose fear of the 
LORD; 30 They refused my advice, And disdained all my rebukes, 31 They shall 
eat the fruit of their ways, And have their fill of their own counsels. 32 The 
tranquillity of the simple will kill them, And the complacency of dullards will 
destroy them. 33 But he who listens to me will dwell in safety, Untroubled by the 
terror of misfortune." 
 

dk-f:t :hkan rpxdk-f:t :hkan rpxdk-f:t :hkan rpxdk-f:t :hkan rpx 

t¨r§e¦T ,IH¦n«�v Jt«r#Ctf :V�!kIe i¥T¦T ,Ic«j§r�!C v²B«·r̈T .Uj/C ,In#f¨jf 

h¦,.p Uc£v�¥t�§T o°h¨,#P | h©,¨nJs/gcf :r�¥nt«, ¨vh¤r̈n£t rh3g!C oh¦r!g§J h¥j§,3p#C 

h¦T§j/fI�,�#k UcUJ̈Tdf :,/g�¨sJUt±b§G°h oh3kh¦x#fU o·¤v!k Us§n�¨j iIm!k oh3m9k±u 
Ub·¥t¨n§T³u h¦,t¨r̈e i/g³hsf :o�.f§,¤t h©r!c§s v!gh¦sIt h·¦jUr o.f!k v!gh3C©t v¯B¦v 

:o�¤,h3c£t tO h¦T§j/fI�,±u h·¦,!mBgJk!f Ug§r#p¦T³uvf :ch�¦J§e©n ih¥t±uh¦s²h h¦,h¦y²b 
vu¨t«J#f t«c#Czf :o�.f§S§j/p t«c#C d/g#k¤t e·¨j§G¤t o.f§sh�¥t#C h°b£tJo³Duf 

:v�¨eUm±u v¨r!m o.fh9kBg t«c#C v·¤,¡t�®h v!pUx#F o.f§sh¥t�±u o.f§S§j/P | [v¨tIJ#f] 
Ut±b¨GJh�3F ,©j©Tyf :h°b±b�ªt!m§n°h tO±u h°b±bªr£j�©J±h v·®brg�¤t tO±u h°b±bªt¨r§e°h z¨tjf 

:h�¦T§j/fI�TJk!F Um£t�²b h·¦,!mBg�/k Uc̈tJt�Ok :Ur�¨j!c tO v²Iv±h ,©t§r°h±u ,/g·¨s 

o°h¨,#P ,/cUJ§n h3Fck :Ug�!C§G°h o¤vh¥,«�mBg«�N¦nU o·!F§r©s h¦r#P¦n Uk#ft«h�±utk 

i³b£t�©J±u j©y·.CJi!F§J°h h3k /g¥n«J±udk :o�¥s#C©t§T oh3kh¦x#F ,³u#k©J±u o·¯d§r©v�©T 

:v�!g¨r s©j/P¦n 
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Wisdom of Solomon 10 
 
1 Wisdom protected the first-formed father of the world, when he alone had been 
created; she delivered him from his transgression, 2 and gave him strength to rule 
all things. 3 But when an unrighteous man departed from her in his anger, he 
perished because in rage he killed his brother. 4 When the earth was flooded 
because of him, wisdom again saved it, steering the righteous man by a paltry 
piece of wood. 5 Wisdom also, when the nations in wicked agreement had been 
put to confusion, recognized the righteous man and preserved him blameless 
before God, and kept him strong in the face of his compassion for his child. 6 

Wisdom rescued a righteous man when the ungodly were perishing; he escaped 
the fire that descended on the Five Cities. 7 Evidence of their wickedness still 
remains: a continually smoking wasteland, plants bearing fruit that does not 
ripen, and a pillar of salt standing as a monument to an unbelieving soul. 8 For 
because they passed wisdom by, they not only were hindered from recognizing 
the good, but also left for humankind a reminder of their folly, so that their failures 
could never go unnoticed. 9 Wisdom rescued from troubles those who served her. 
10 When a righteous man fled from his brother's wrath, she guided him on straight 
paths; she showed him the kingdom of God, and gave him knowledge of holy 
things; she prospered him in his labors, and increased the fruit of his toil. 11 When 
his oppressors were covetous, she stood by him and made him rich. 12 She 
protected him from his enemies, and kept him safe from those who lay in wait for 
him; in his arduous contest she gave him the victory, so that he might learn that 
godliness is more powerful than anything else. 13 When a righteous man was 
sold, wisdom did not desert him, but delivered him from sin. She descended with 
him into the dungeon, 14 and when he was in prison she did not leave him, until 
she brought him the scepter of a kingdom and authority over his masters. Those 
who accused him she showed to be false, and she gave him everlasting honor. 15 

A holy people and blameless race wisdom delivered from a nation of oppressors. 
16 She entered the soul of a servant of the Lord, and withstood dread kings with 
wonders and signs. 17 She gave to holy people the reward of their labors; she 
guided them along a marvelous way, and became a shelter to them by day, and 
a starry flame through the night. 18 She brought them over the Red Sea, and led 
them through deep waters; 19 but she drowned their enemies, and cast them up 
from the depth of the sea. 20 Therefore the righteous plundered the ungodly; they 
sang hymns, O Lord, to your holy name, and praised with one accord your 
defending hand; 21 for wisdom opened the mouths of those who were mute, and 
made the tongues of infants speak clearly. 
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Baruch 3-4 
 
1 O Lord Almighty, God of Israel, the soul in anguish and the wearied spirit cry out 
to you. 2 Hear, O Lord, and have mercy, for we have sinned before you. 3 For you 
are enthroned forever, and we are perishing forever. 4 O Lord Almighty, God of 
Israel, hear now the prayer of the people of Israel, the children of those who 
sinned before you, who did not heed the voice of the Lord their God, so that 
calamities have clung to us. 5 Do not remember the iniquities of our ancestors, 
but in this crisis remember your power and your name. 6 For you are the Lord our 
God, and it is you, O Lord, whom we will praise. 7 For you have put the fear of 
you in our hearts so that we would call upon your name; and we will praise you in 
our exile, for we have put away from our hearts all the iniquity of our ancestors 
who sinned against you. 8 See, we are today in our exile where you have 
scattered us, to be reproached and cursed and punished for all the iniquities of 
our ancestors, who forsook the Lord our God. 9 Hear the commandments of life, 
O Israel; give ear, and learn wisdom! 10 Why is it, O Israel, why is it that you are in 
the land of your enemies, that you are growing old in a foreign country, that you 
are defiled with the dead, 11 that you are counted among those in Hades? 12 You 
have forsaken the fountain of wisdom. 13 If you had walked in the way of God, you 
would be living in peace forever. 14 Learn where there is wisdom, where there is 
strength, where there is understanding, so that you may at the same time discern 
where there is length of days, and life, where there is light for the eyes, and 
peace. 15 Who has found her place? And who has entered her storehouses? 16 

Where are the rulers of the nations, and those who lorded it over the animals on 
earth; 17 those who made sport of the birds of the air, and who hoarded up silver 
and gold in which people trust, and there is no end to their getting; 18 those who 
schemed to get silver, and were anxious, but there is no trace of their works? 19 

They have vanished and gone down to Hades, and others have arisen in their 
place. 20 Later generations have seen the light of day, and have lived upon the 
earth; but they have not learned the way to knowledge, nor understood her 
paths, nor laid hold of her. 21 Their descendants have strayed far from her way. 22 

She has not been heard of in Canaan, or seen in Teman; 23 the descendants of 
Hagar, who seek for understanding on the earth, the merchants of Merran and 
Teman, the story-tellers and the seekers for understanding, have not learned the 
way to wisdom, or given thought to her paths. 24 O Israel, how great is the house 
of God, how vast the territory that he possesses! 25 It is great and has no bounds; 
it is high and immeasurable. 26 The giants were born there, who were famous of 
old, great in stature, expert in war. 27 God did not choose them, or give them the 
way to knowledge; 28 so they perished because they had no wisdom, they 
perished through their folly. 29 Who has gone up into heaven, and taken her, and 
brought her down from the clouds? 30 Who has gone over the sea, and found her, 
and will buy her for pure gold? 31 No one knows the way to her, or is concerned 
about the path to her. 32 But the one who knows all things knows her, he found 
her by his understanding. The one who prepared the earth for all time filled it with 
four-footed creatures; 33 the one who sends forth the light, and it goes; he called 
it, and it obeyed him, trembling; 34 the stars shone in their watches, and were 
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glad; he called them, and they said, "Here we are!" They shone with gladness for 
him who made them. 35 This is our God; no other can be compared to him. 36 He 
found the whole way to knowledge, and gave her to his servant Jacob and to 
Israel, whom he loved. 37 Afterward she appeared on earth and lived with 
humankind. 1 She is the book of the commandments of God, the law that endures 
forever. All who hold her fast will live, and those who forsake her will die. 2 Turn, 
O Jacob, and take her; walk toward the shining of her light. 3 Do not give your 
glory to another, or your advantages to an alien people. 4 Happy are we, O Israel, 
for we know what is pleasing to God. 5 Take courage, my people, who perpetuate 
Israel's name! 6 It was not for destruction that you were sold to the nations, but 
you were handed over to your enemies because you angered God. 7 For you 
provoked the one who made you by sacrificing to demons and not to God. 8 You 
forgot the everlasting God, who brought you up, and you grieved Jerusalem, who 
reared you. 9 For she saw the wrath that came upon you from God, and she said: 
Listen, you neighbors of Zion, God has brought great sorrow upon me; 10 for I 
have seen the exile of my sons and daughters, which the Everlasting brought 
upon them. 11 With joy I nurtured them, but I sent them away with weeping and 
sorrow. 12 Let no one rejoice over me, a widow and bereaved of many; I was left 
desolate because of the sins of my children, because they turned away from the 
law of God. 13 They had no regard for his statutes; they did not walk in the ways 
of God's commandments, or tread the paths his righteousness showed them. 14 

Let the neighbors of Zion come; remember the capture of my sons and 
daughters, which the Everlasting brought upon them. 15 For he brought a distant 
nation against them, a nation ruthless and of a strange language, which had no 
respect for the aged and no pity for a child. 16 They led away the widow's beloved 
sons, and bereaved the lonely woman of her daughters. 17 But I, how can I help 
you? 18 For he who brought these calamities upon you will deliver you from the 
hand of your enemies. 19 Go, my children, go; for I have been left desolate. 20 I 
have taken off the robe of peace and put on sackcloth for my supplication; I will 
cry to the Everlasting all my days. 21 Take courage, my children, cry to God, and 
he will deliver you from the power and hand of the enemy. 22 For I have put my 
hope in the Everlasting to save you, and joy has come to me from the Holy One, 
because of the mercy that will soon come to you from your everlasting savior. 23 

For I sent you out with sorrow and weeping, but God will give you back to me 
with joy and gladness forever. 24 For as the neighbors of Zion have now seen 
your capture, so they soon will see your salvation by God, which will come to you 
with great glory and with the splendor of the Everlasting. 25 My children, endure 
with patience the wrath that has come upon you from God. Your enemy has 
overtaken you, but you will soon see their destruction and will tread upon their 
necks. 26 My pampered children have traveled rough roads; they were taken 
away like a flock carried off by the enemy. 27 Take courage, my children, and cry 
to God, for you will be remembered by the one who brought this upon you. 28 For 
just as you were disposed to go astray from God, return with tenfold zeal to seek 
him. 29 For the one who brought these calamities upon you will bring you 
everlasting joy with your salvation. 30 Take courage, O Jerusalem, for the one 
who named you will comfort you. 31 Wretched will be those who mistreated you 
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and who rejoiced at your fall. 32 Wretched will be the cities that your children 
served as slaves; wretched will be the city that received your offspring. 33 For just 
as she rejoiced at your fall and was glad for your ruin, so she will be grieved at 
her own desolation. 34 I will take away her pride in her great population, and her 
insolence will be turned to grief. 35 For fire will come upon her from the 
Everlasting for many days, and for a long time she will be inhabited by demons. 
36 Look toward the east, O Jerusalem, and see the joy that is coming to you from 
God. 37 Look, your children are coming, whom you sent away; they are coming, 
gathered from east and west, at the word of the Holy One, rejoicing in the glory of 
God. 
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Sirach 24 
 
1 Wisdom praises herself, and tells of her glory in the midst of her people. 2 In the 
assembly of the Most High she opens her mouth, and in the presence of his 
hosts she tells of her glory: 3 "I came forth from the mouth of the Most High, and 
covered the earth like a mist. 4 I dwelt in the highest heavens, and my throne was 
in a pillar of cloud. 5 Alone I compassed the vault of heaven and traversed the 
depths of the abyss. 6 Over waves of the sea, over all the earth, and over every 
people and nation I have held sway. 7 Among all these I sought a resting place; in 
whose territory should I abide? 8 "Then the Creator of all things gave me a 
command, and my Creator chose the place for my tent. He said, 'Make your 
dwelling in Jacob, and in Israel receive your inheritance.' 9 Before the ages, in the 
beginning, he created me, and for all the ages I shall not cease to be. 10 In the 
holy tent I ministered before him, and so I was established in Zion. 11 Thus in the 
beloved city he gave me a resting place, and in Jerusalem was my domain. 12 I 
took root in an honored people, in the portion of the Lord, his heritage. 13 "I grew 
tall like a cedar in Lebanon, and like a cypress on the heights of Hermon. 14 I 
grew tall like a palm tree in En-gedi, and like rosebushes in Jericho; like a fair 
olive tree in the field, and like a plane tree beside water I grew tall. 15 Like cassia 
and camel's thorn I gave forth perfume, and like choice myrrh I spread my 
fragrance, like galbanum, onycha, and stacte, and like the odor of incense in the 
tent. 16 Like a terebinth I spread out my branches, and my branches are glorious 
and graceful. 17 Like the vine I bud forth delights, and my blossoms become 
glorious and abundant fruit. 18 19 "Come to me, you who desire me, and eat your 
fill of my fruits. 20 For the memory of me is sweeter than honey, and the 
possession of me sweeter than the honeycomb. 21 Those who eat of me will 
hunger for more, and those who drink of me will thirst for more. 22 Whoever obeys 
me will not be put to shame, and those who work with me will not sin." 23 All this is 
the book of the covenant of the Most High God, the law that Moses commanded 
us as an inheritance for the congregations of Jacob. 24 25 It overflows, like the 
Pishon, with wisdom, and like the Tigris at the time of the first fruits. 26 It runs 
over, like the Euphrates, with understanding, and like the Jordan at harvest time. 
27 It pours forth instruction like the Nile, like the Gihon at the time of vintage. 28 

The first man did not know wisdom fully, nor will the last one fathom her. 29 For 
her thoughts are more abundant than the sea, and her counsel deeper than the 
great abyss. 30 As for me, I was like a canal from a river, like a water channel into 
a garden. 31 I said, "I will water my garden and drench my flower-beds." And lo, 
my canal became a river, and my river a sea. 32 I will again make instruction shine 
forth like the dawn, and I will make it clear from far away. 33 I will again pour out 
teaching like prophecy, and leave it to all future generations. 34 Observe that I 
have not labored for myself alone, but for all who seek wisdom. 
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Suggested Activity 10:  Kabbalistic Images: Removing the Torah’s 

Garments 
 
1.  The Old Man and the Beautiful Maiden 
Matt, Daniel Chanan.  Zohar: The Book of Enlightenment.  New York: Paulist 

Press, 1983, 121-126. 
 
2.  PaRDeS: Four Levels of Interpretation 
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PaRDeS: Four Levels of Interpretation 

���� pardes is an acronym for four levels of textual interpretation.



� stands for p’shat – the most basic understanding of the text. 

� stands for remez – the hinted or figurative meaning of the text. 

� stands for d’rash – the allegorical interpretation of the text. 

� stands for sod – the secret, or esoteric meaning of the text. 
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Suggested Activity 11:  Every Crown has Meaning 

 
1.  Moses and Akiva: Babylonian Talmud Menachot 29b. 
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Moses and Akiva: Babylonian Talmud Menachot 29b 
 

 
Rab Judah said in the name of Rab, When Moses ascended on high he found 
the Holy One, blessed be He, engaged in affixing coronets to the letters.  Said 
Moses, ‘Lord of the Universe, Who stays Thy hand?”  He answered, ‘There will 
arise a man at the end of many generations, Akiba b. Joseph by name, who will 
expound upon each tittle heaps and heaps of laws.’  ‘Lord of the universe,’ said 
Moses, ‘permit me to see him.’  He replied, ‘Turn thee round.’  Moses went and 
sat down behind eight rows [and listened to the discourses upon the law].  Not 
being able to follow their argments he was ill at ease, but when they came to a 
certain subject and the disciples said to the master ‘Whence do you know it?’ and 
the latter replied ‘It is a law given unto Moses at Sinai’ he was comforted. 

c/yf ;s ,ujbnc/yf ;s ,ujbnc/yf ;s ,ujbnc/yf ;s ,ujbn 

v"cevk utmn 'ournk van vkga vgac :cr rnt vsuvh cr rnt 

kg cfgn hn 'g"acr :uhbpk rnt ',uh,utk ohr,f raueu cauha 

,urus vnf ;uxc ,uhvk sh,ga ah sjt ost :uk rnt ?lsh 
ihkh, ihkh, .ueu .ue kf kg aursk sh,ga 'una ;xuh ic tchegu 
/lrujtk ruzj :uk rnt 'hk uvtrv 'g"acr :uhbpk rnt /,ufkv ka 

aa, 'ohrnut iv vn gsuh vhv tku ',urua vbuna ;uxc cahu lkv 

rnt ?lk ihbn 'hcr :uhshnk, uk urnt 'sjt rcsk ghdva iuhf Ijf 

/u,gs vcahh,b 'hbhxn vank vfkv :ivk 
 



 
Unit 5: Sefer Torah 

 
Suggested Activity 12:  Torah as Talisman 

 
1.  Deuteronomy 17:18-19. 
 
2.  The King’s Torah: Mishnah Sanhedrin 2:4. 
Neusner, Jacob.  The Mishnah: A New Translation.  New Haven: Yale University 

Press, 1988. 
 
3.  The King’s Torah: Babylonian Talmud Sanhedrin 21b 
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Deuteronomy 17:18-19 

 
18 When he has taken the throne of his kingdom, he shall have a copy of this law 
written for him in the presence of the levitical priests. 19 It shall remain with him 
and he shall read in it all the days of his life, so that he may learn to fear the 
LORD his God, diligently observing all the words of this law and these statutes, 

yh-jh:zh :ohrcs rpxyh-jh:zh :ohrcs rpxyh-jh:zh :ohrcs rpxyh-jh:zh :ohrcs rpx 

,t«Z©v v¨rIT©v v¯b§J¦nJ,¤t Ik c©,!f±u I·T#f/k§n©n t¥X3F k/g IºT#c¦J#f v²h¨v±ujh 
uh·²H©j h¥n±hJk!F Ic t¨r¨e±u IºN3g v¨,±h�¨v±uyh :o�°H°u#k�©v oh°b£v«�F©v h¯b#p3K¦n r.pº¥xJk/g 

v¨rIT©v h¥r#c¦SJk!FJ,¤t r«n§J3k uhº¨vO¡t v²Iv±hJ,¤t v¨t§r°h#k s©n#k°h i/g©n#k 

:o�¨,GBg�/k v.K¥t¨v oh¦Eªj�©vJ,¤t±u ,t«Z©v 
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The King’s Torah: Mishnah Sanhedrin 2:4 
 

 
[The king] calls out [the army] to [wage] a war fought by choice on he instructions 
of a court of seventy-one…And he writes out a scroll of the Torah for himself 
(Deut 17:17) – When he goes to war, he takes it out with him; when he comes 
back, he brings it back with him; when he is in session in court, it is with him; 
when he is reclining, it is before him, as it is said, And it shall be with him, and he 
shall read in it all the days of his life (Deut 17:19). 

c erp ihrsvbx ,fxnc erp ihrsvbx ,fxnc erp ihrsvbx ,fxnc erp ihrsvbx ,fxn 

///sjtu ohgca ka ihs ,hc hp kg ,uarv ,njknk thmunu(s(s(s(s 

'xbfb /ung vthmun 'vnjknk tmuh /unak vru, rpx uk c,ufu 
(oa) rntba 'usdbf thv 'cxn /ung thv 'ihsc cauh /ung vxhbfn 

:uhhj hnh kf uc treu ung v,hvu 
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The King’s Torah: Babylonian Talmud Sanhedrin 21b 
 

 
And he shall write in his own name a sefer Torah.  A Tanna taught: And he must 
not take credit for one belonging to his ancestors. 
Rabbah said:  Even if one’s parents have left him a sefer Torah, yet it is proper 
that he should write one of his own, as it is written:  Now therefore write ye this 
song for you (Deut 31:19). 
Abaye raised an objection: ‘He [the king] shall write a sefer Torah for himself, for 
he should not seek credit for one [written] by others.’  [Surely, this implies] only a 
king [is thus enjoined], but not a commoner? – No, it is necessary here to teach 
the need for two Scrolls of the Law [for the king], even as it has been taught: And 
he shall write him the repetition of this law (Deut 27:18), he shall write for himself 
two copies, one which goes in and out with him and the other to be placed in his 
treasure-house.  The former which is to go in and out with him, he shall write in 
the form of an amulet and fasten it to his arm, as it is written I have set God 
always before me, surely He is at my right hand, I shall not be moved (Ps 16:8). 

c/tf ;s ihrsvbxc/tf ;s ihrsvbxc/tf ;s ihrsvbxc/tf ;s ihrsvbx 

/uh,uct kac vtb,h tka sckcu :tb, /unak vru, rpx c,ufu 
vumn J vru, rpx ostk uh,uct uk ujhbva hp kg ;t :tcr rnt 

vrhav ,t ofk uc,f v,gu (t"k ohrcs) rntba 'ukan cu,fk 

kac vtb,h tka 'unak vru, rpx uk c,ufu :hhct vhch,ht 

thb,sfu /,uru, h,ak 'tfhrm tk J ¦tk J yuhsv 'iht J lkn /ohrjt 

,jt ',uru, h,a unak c,uf J wudu vban ,t uk c,fu (z"h ohrcs) 
v,ut /uhzbd ,hcc uk ,jbuna ,jtu 'ung ,xbfbu vtmuh thva 

'ugurzc vku,u 'ghne ihnf v,ut vaug) ung ,xbfbu vtmuha 

'(yunt kc hbhnhn hf shn, hsdbk wv h,hua (z"y ohkv,) rntba 
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Suggested Activity 13:  Legalized Kavod LaTorah 

 
1.  Excerpts from the Kitzur Shulchan Aruch 
Ganzfried, Solomon.  Code of Jewish Law (Kitzur Shulchan Aruch).  Trans.  

Hyman E. Goldin.  New York: Hebrew Publishing Company, 1961. 
 
2.  Excerpts from Mishneh Torah: Hilchot Sefer Torah 
Touger, Eliyahu.  Maimonides Mishneh Torah: The Laws Governing Tefillin, 

Mezuzah, and Torah Scrolls and The Laws of Tzitzit.  New York: Moznaim 
Publishing, 1990. 
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Suggested Activity 15:  The Lifecycle of a Torah 

 
Resources for Consecration of a Torah 
1.  TORAH DEDICATION CEREMONY at The Reconstructionist 
Havurah of Cleveland
http://www.kolhalev.net/album/torah/torah.html 
 
2.  Haknasat Torah 
http://www.sofer.net/synagogue.htm 
 
3.  Siyum HaTorah Press Release 
http://www.templejudea.com/viewnews.php?id=675 
 
4.  Siyyum HaTorah 
By Mordechai Pinchas 
http://www.bayit02.freeserve.co.uk/html/siyyum.html 
 
Resources for a Damaged Torah 
5.  Torah and Kashrut 
http://www.sofer.net/sofer_stam.htm 
 
6.  Excerpts from Mishneh Torah: Hilchot Sefer Torah 
Touger, Eliyahu.  Maimonides Mishneh Torah: The Laws Governing Tefillin, 

Mezuzah, and Torah Scrolls and The Laws of Tzitzit.  New York: Moznaim 
Publishing, 1990. 
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TORAH DEDICATION CEREMONY at The Reconstructionist 
Havurah of Cleveland 
 
The celebration that welcomed our Sefer Torah began at 5:00 pm with a singing 
processional including children, B'nai Mitzvahs, adults of several ages, and the 
rabbis. The service highlighted themes of passing Judaism on through 
generations and linking communities. The new Sefer Torah was passed from 
member to member. 
We also heard from a representative of the congregation that was the former 
home of our new scrolls and learned more about their history 
Young men and women who had been Bar Mitzvah or Bat Mitzvah at the 
Havurah read from the new Sefer Torah. 
Members had brought their prayer shawls and joined their tallitot together to form 
a chuppah for the symbolic wedding of the congregation with its new scrolls. 
We proclaimed our individual and communal commitment to, and responsibility 
for, the Torah and its principles by the reading of our Havurah Torah Ketubah.  
And, as is customary at weddings, we danced. 
As a gift for the bride, Havurah members have designed and started work on a 
beautiful cover for the table on which the Torah scrolls will be placed when being 
read. 
 
 
 
Source: 
http://www.kolhalev.net/album/torah/torah.html 
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Haknasat Torah 
 
The commandment of writing a Torah Scroll is not fulfilled unless the Torah Scroll 
is completely written and assessed to be correct. Only then a congregation may 
bring it to the synagogue and read from it. Bringing in a Torah Scroll is 
considered one of the great holidays of the community, it usually involves dozens 
and hundreds participant's eager to view how the scroll is finished and dedicated. 
Put under the wedding canopy, the Torah Scroll marches together with 
congregates to the synagogue followed by songs, blessings and music. Some 
follow the custom of saying the blessing 'Shehecheyanu' when they get their first 
aliyah in the new Torah. 
At a consecration services for the new Torah Scroll the custom is to open the 
new scroll and publicly read therein the concluding eleven verses until the end. 
Rabbis, say, that each person enters in full possession of the Torah Scroll when 
he gets an aliyah by virtue of being called to read from it. Thus anyone who is 
called to make a blessing over a Torah Scroll fulfills the mitzvah of having it in his 
full possession, as required by the Law. 
 

 

 
Source: 

http://www.sofer.net/synagogue.htm 
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Siyum HaTorah Press Release 

May 18, 2003- TARZANA, CALIFORNIA -- In a day of dedication and 
celebration, Temple Judea will re-enact the moment when the Jewish people first 
received the Torah by marching its own newly-created scroll on May 18 from its 
campus on Valley Circle in West Hills to its Tarzana location on Lindley Avenue. 
The holy scroll will be carried under a wedding canopy or chuppah by hundreds 
of families who actually helped pen the Torah throughout the past year.  
“Our Year of Torah project represents all the contributions to Judaism that 
Temple Judea has made in the past 50 years, as well as the promise of 
continued life as a congregation for all the years to come,” said Rabbi Dan 
Moskovitz. “Every member of our temple had the opportunity to actually write a 
letter in the new Torah scroll that we commissioned more than a year ago. Along 
with our two scribes, we have completed one of the most important mitzvahs or 
commandments in Jewish life, that of passing on the Torah to future 
generations.”  
Jewish tradition says that a new Torah is to be welcomed into a community just 
as one welcomes a bride and groom. Accordingly, Temple Judea’s new Torah 
will be presented to the Temple’s religious school students at 11 a.m. at the 
temple’s West Hills campus with Rabbi Moskovitz, dressed in biblical garments, 
descending from atop the site’s hillside just as Moses did thousands of years ago 
at Mt. Sinai. The congregation will lead a brief service recognizing the importance 
of passing the Torah from generation to generation, and then the Torah will begin 
its nine-mile trek to the temple’s Tarzana campus. Every family that participated 
in the writing of the Torah will be given a spot along the route to carry the sacred 
scroll. Marchers will be accompanied by hundreds of other celebrants as well as 
a klezmer band to add a joyous touch.  
As the Torah arrives later that day at the Tarzana sanctuary, the final letters of 
the scroll will be penned by many of the families who wrote the first letters last 
year. The Torah will take its place of honor in the holy Ark, and the celebration 
will continue with a joyous ceremony featuring an adult choir, children’s choir and 
BBQ dinner. Congregants Sandra and Irving Klasky are serving as co-chairs of 
the entire day’s events.  
“I’m looking forward to our Siyyum event, especially because this entire year of 
writing Torah has been so meaningful and emotional,” said Rabbi Don Goor. “We 
have learned and gained so much from our Torah project, and it will be wonderful 
to welcome the new Torah into our spiritual home. I can only imagine how 
emotional it will be to carry the Torah and pass it from generation to generation. 
Torah will come alive in a new sense!”  
Temple Judea’s new Torah was written by both an Orthodox scribe, Rabbi 
Shmuel Miller of Los Angeles, and a Reform scribe, Rabbi Neil Yerman of New 
York. A Torah scribe, known in Hebrew as a sofer, is a scholar who writes and 
restores the scrolls of the Torah, or “The Five Books of Moses”. During the past 
year, every Temple family was invited to share of the creation of this new Torah, 
by helping the scribes actually write the Hebrew letters on the parchment using a 
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quill and ink.  
“During the year it has taken to write the Torah, nearly all of our synagogue 
programming reflected the significance of this experience,” explained Temple 
President Michael Robbins. “Festivities included special Shabbat services, 
learning opportunities with the Torah scribes, and special Religious School 
curriculum. All of our congregants had the opportunity not only to write in the 
Torah, but to learn more about its traditions.”  

 

Source: 
http://www.templejudea.com/viewnews.php?id=675 
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Siyyum HaTorah 
 
When a torah is finished it marks a great accomplishment and mitsvah and will 
be marked by communal festivities known as a siyyum hatorah (completion of 
the torah).Various customs have developed over the years and indeed new 
customs will spring up all the time.  The customs below are culled in part from the 
Sefer Chinnuch Sefer Torah as found in the book, the 613th commandment with 
a few modern interpolations. 
Amidst song and dance the new sefer torah covered by a chupa (canopy - 
usually a tallit suspended by four poles) is brought to the synagogue.  Various 
people could be selected to carry the new torah, the donor, the rabbi, the scribe, 
a kohen or levi (to symbolise the process when King David bought the Ark into 
the Temple).  The person (or persons - one could organise a relay of sorts within 
reason) granted the honour should be called up: 
Ya'amod [insert Hebrew name], mechubad bekavod hatorah (arise........who is 
honoured to give honour to the torah). 
At the entrance to the synagogue a person holding one, three (symbolising 
kadosh kadosh kadosh (holy holy holy [is the Lord of Hosts) or kohanim, 
levi'im and yisraelim, or torah, avodah (service) and gemilut chassidim (good 
deeds)) or indeed all of the sifrey torah greet the new torah and excerpt it 
towards the ark. 
If not all the sifrey torah are out the remainder are removed from the ark.   
The shema is chanted. 
All the sifrey torah encircle the bimah (platform) and the new sefer torah is then 
opened and laid on a surface for completion. 
Traditionally the 18 last letters are completed (symbolising the word chai - life)  
18 people could therefore be called for the honour each completing a letter.  
These people are usually either major donors towards the cost of the scroll 
and/or people that the congregation wish to honour because of special service.  
However any number of letters may be written (more or less). 
The scribe and other writers should wash their hands and recite the bracha 
(blessing) ...al netilat yadayim. 
There are various ways of completing the letters.  If the person feels confident 
and have practiced then they may be able to write the letter themselves.  More 
often the person will hold the arm of the scribe as he completes the letter on their 
behalf acting as their agent.  Some scribes will draw the outline of the letters and 
then people may fill in the outline or have the scribe fill it in whilst they hold his 
arm.  The very last letter may be completed by the rabbi or the major donor. 
Before 'writing' each person must say: 
Hareyni ani kotev (kotevet) leshem k’dushat sefer torah (behold I am writing 
for the sake of the holiness of the sefer torah).  There are no specific brachot for 
the writing or completion of a scroll as the mitsvah is similar to those of sukkah 
and shofar.  One does not say a blessing wen one has made a sukkah, but 
rather when one has dwelt in it.  One does not say a blessing having made a 
shofar out of a rams horn, rather only when blows it.  The mitsvah is bound up 
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with the use of a torah (for which there are specific blessings) not merely its 
writing. 
A nice touch is for each letter to be written with a newly cut quill and for those 
who received the honour to receive the quill along with a teudah (certificate) 
commemorating the occasion. 
As each letter is written the scribe sounds it out (as is the case with all letters).  
One very nice minhag (custom) I saw for the first time recently had  children 
parading round the synagogue with 18 giant letters as each letter was called out 
one child rose with their golden letter and walked round. 
One of those responsible for the checking of the torah (it should have been read 
through by three rabbis) might then wish to declare publicly that the scroll is now 
fit for public use. 
The last portion of the torah is then read (without a blessing).  An alternative 
would be to read a section containing Deut:31:19 which contains the 
commandment to write a scroll.  However one must wait until the ink is dry before 
rolling back to this place - an excuse for the singing of more songs. 
On completion of the reading all should chant chazak chazak v’nitchazek (be 
strong be strong and we will be strengthened) 
The donor or rabbi then recites the shehecheyanu blessing which thanks God 
for keeping us alive to see this event. 
The prayer yedid nefesh is sung. 
A special prayer then can be made for the donors or contributors to the mitsvah 
and their families. 
The shofar is sounded 
A sermon, d'var torah or programme takes place followed by a seudat mitsvah, 
a special meal marking the occasion. 
Most importantly the celebrations should be joyous as if we were receiving torah 
from Mount Sinai. 
 
 
 
Source: 
By Mordechai Pinchas 
http://www.bayit02.freeserve.co.uk/html/siyyum.html 
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Torah and Kashrut   

  There is quite a number of rules and regulations of the correction of the 
error in Sefer Torah. Most of the letters can be erased by a knife or a pumice 
stone. But the name of the Almighty can not be erased. By no means the scribe 
may diminish the holiness of the Divine name, and erasing it physically from the 
parchment would be without doubt a serious transgression. In that case, God 
forbid, the whole eriah has to be cut of the Sefer Torah and buried in a specially 
designated place, called geniza (holding). 
      Geniza is usually a special room in the basement of the synagogue or a 
specially built contingent building that is used as a holding for any sheet of paper 
that contains the Name of the Almighty yet that can not be any more used. 
Sometimes geniza is built at the cemetery or dug in the ground.  

Holy books or Sifrei Torah should be restored by all means, yet if the 
restoration is no more possible and cost of it exceeds the actual cost of a new 
Sefer, they should be buried in the geniza. Thus, Sifrei Torah used for hundred 
years by dozens of generations and unsolvable from the point of view of a 
professional scribe should be placed in the geniza. However, as a rule the sofer 
is at pains to save a Sefer Torah applying his utmost technical skills to salvage it 
through replacements and corrections. According to the most rigorous 
requirements, a used Sefer Torah checked and repaired by the professional 
scribe has now less status in terms of Jewish Law than a new one, except for its 
aesthetic features.  

Source: 

http://www.sofer.net/sofer_stam.htm 
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Suggested Activity 16:  Priestly Garments 

 
1.  Exodus 28 
 
2.  Model of Priestly Dress 
Levine, Moshe.  The Tabernacle: Its Structure and Utensils.  London: Soncino, 

1968. 
 
3.  “The Well-Dressed Torah” 
Grishaver, Joel Lurie.  “The Well-Dressed Torah.”  Keeping Posted.  Vol. 30.4. 
 
4.  “The Torah’s Priestly Garments” 
Nichols, Elizabeth.  The Torah as an Icon.  Amherst College: unpublished thesis, 

2001. 
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Exodus 28 

jf :,una rpxjf :,una rpxjf :,una rpxjf :,una rpx 

h¯b#C QIT¦n IT¦t uh²b!CJ,¤t±u Wh¦j̈t i«r£v�©tJ,¤t Wh.k¥t c¥r§e©v v¨T©t±ut 

:i«�r£v�©t h¯b#C r¨n¨,h�¦t±u r²z!g#k¤t tUvh3c£t�³u c¨s²b i«r£v�©t h·3kJIb£v�/f#k k¥t¨r§G°h 
r9C©s§T v¨T©t±ud :,¤r�¨t#p¦,#kU sIc!f#k Wh·¦j̈t i«r£v�©t#k J¤s«eJh¥s±d3c ¨,h¦G!g±uc 

i«r£v�©t h¥s±d3CJ,¤t UG!g±u v·¨n#f¨j ©jUr uh¦,t9K¦n r¤J£t cº9kJh¥n#f©jJk!FJk¤t 

khº3g§nU sIp¥t±u i¤J«j UGBg�³h r¤J£t oh¦s²d#C©v v.K¥t±us :h�3kJIb£v�/f#k IJ§S©e#k 

uh²b!c#kU Wh¦j̈t i«r£v�©t#k J¤s«eJh¥s±d3c UG!g±u y·¯b#c©t±u ,.p®b#m¦n .9C§J©T ,®b«,#fU 
i·¨n²D§r©t�¨vJ,¤t±u ,.k9f§T©vJ,�¤t±u cº¨v²Z©vJ,¤t Uj§e°h o¥v±uv :h�3kJIb£v�/f#k 

i¨n²D§r©t±u ,.k9f§T c¨v²z s«·p¥t�¨vJ,¤t UG!g±uu  :J�¥A©vJ,¤t±u h°b¨A©v ,/g/kITJ,¤t±u 
IKJv®h§v�°h ,«r#c«�j ,«p¥,#f h¥T§Jz :c�¥J«j v¥GBg�©n r²z§J̈n J¥J±u h°b¨J ,/g/kIT 

UB¤N¦n Uv¥GBg�©n#F uhº!k!g r¤J£t I,¨Sdp£t c¤J¥j±uj :r�!Cªj±u uh¨,Im§e h¯b§JJk¤t 

º¨T§j©e!k±uy :r�²z§J̈n J¥J±u h°b¨J ,/g/kI,±u i¨n²D§r©t±u ,.k9f§T c¨v²z v·®h§v�°h 
v¨A¦Jh :k�¥t¨r§G°h h¯b#C ,In§J oº¤vh9kBg ¨T§j©T3pU o©v«·JJh¯b#c©t h¥T§JJ,¤t 

i.c¤t¨vJk/g oh¦r̈,I�B©v v¨A¦A©v ,In§JJ,¤t±u ,·¨j¤t�¨v i.c¤t¨v k/g oº¨,«n§A¦n 

h¥T§JJ,¤t j©T/p§T o¨,«j h¥jUT3P ¸i.ç¤t J©r̈j v¥GBg�©nth :o�¨,«s#kI�,#F ,h°b¥A©v 

:o�¨,«t v¤GBg�©T c¨v²z ,Im#C§J¦n ,«C©x�ªn k·¥t¨r§G°h h¯b#C ,«n§JJk/g ohº°b!c£t�¨v 

k·¥t¨r§G°h h¯b#c3k i«r!F°z h¯b#c©t s«ºp¥t�¨v ,«p§,3F k/g oh°b!c£t�¨v h¥T§JJ,¤t ¨T§n©G±uch 
¨,h¦G!g±udh :i«�r!F°z#k uh!p¥,#f h¥T§JJk/g v²Iv±h h¯b#p3k o¨,In§JJ,¤t i«r£v�©t t¨G²b±u 

o¨,«t v¤GBg�©T ,O!C±d¦n rIºv¨y c¨v²z ,«r§J§r©J h¥T§JUsh :c�¨v²z ,«m#C§J¦n 

¨,h¦G!g±uuy   :,«�m#C§J¦N�©vJk/g ,«,«cBg�¨v ,«r§J§r©JJ,¤t v¨T©,�²b±u ,«·cBg v¥GBg�©n 

i¨n²D§r©t±u ,.k9f§T c¨v²z UB·¤GBg�©T s«p¥t v¥GBg�©n#F cº¥Jj v¥GBg�©n y!P§J¦n i¤J«j 

IF§r̈t ,¤r®z kU·p!F v®h§v�°h /gUc̈rzy :I�,«t v¤GBg�©T r²z§J̈n J¥J±u h°b¨J ,/g/kI,±u 
o¤s«t rUy i.c·¨t oh¦rUy v!g!C§r©t i.cº¤t ,©tdK¦n Ic ¨,t9K¦nUzh :I�C§j̈r ,¤r®z±u 

:o�O£v�²h±u rh3P©x Q.p«b h·°b¥A©v rUY©v±ujh :s�¨j¤t�¨v rUY©v ,¤eº¤r!cU v¨s§y3P 

Jh¦J§r©T hº3gh3c§r�¨v rUY©v±uf :v̈n�!k§j©t±u Ic§J o¤J.k h·¦Jh3k§A©v rUY©v±uyh 
²ih®h§v�¦T oh°b!c£t�¨v±utf :o�¨,«tU�K¦n#C Uh§v�°h c¨v²z oh3m!CªJ§n v·9p§J�²h±u o©v«J±u 
Jh¦t o¨,Ij h¥jUT3P o·¨,«n§JJk/g v¥r§G.g oh¥T§J k¥t¨r§G°hJh�¯b#C ,«n§JJk/g 

,dk#c³D ,«J§r�©J i¤J«j©vJk/g ¨,h¦G!g±ucf :y.c�¨J r¨G!g h¯b§J3k ²ih®h§v�¦T Iºn§JJk/g 

¨T©,�²b±u c·¨v²z ,Ig#C©y h¥T§J i¤J«ºj©vJk/g ¨,h¦G!g±udf :rI�v¨y c¨v²z ,«·cBg v¥GBg�©n 

,«,«cBg h¥T§JJ,¤t v¨T©,�²b±usf :i¤J�j©v ,Im§e h¯b§JJk/g ,Iºg!C©Y©v h¥T§JJ,¤t 

h¥T§J ,Im§e h¥T§J ,¥t±uvf :i¤J«�j©v ,Im§eJk¤t ,«·g!C©Y©v h¥T§JJk/g cº¨v²Z©v 

kUnJk¤t s«p¥t�¨v ,Ip§,3FJk/g v¨T©,�²b±u ,I·m#C§J¦N�©v h¥T§JJk/g i¥T¦T ,«º,«cBg�¨v 

i¤J«·j©v ,Im§e h¯b§JJk/g oº¨,«t ¨T§n©G±u cº¨v²z ,Ig#C©y h¥T§J ¨,h¦G!g±uuf :uh�²b!P 

¸c̈v²z ,Ig#C©y h¥T§J ¨,h¦G!g±uzf :v̈,±h�!C sIp¥t�¨v r.c9gJk¤t r¤J£t I,!p§GJk/g 

,©Ndg#k uhº²b!P kUN¦n v¨Y©n#K¦n sIp¥t�¨v ,Ip§,3f h¥T§JJk/g o¨,«t v¨T©,�²b±u 
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1 Then bring near to you your brother Aaron, and his sons with him, from among 
the Israelites, to serve me as priests-- Aaron and Aaron's sons, Nadab and 
Abihu, Eleazar and Ithamar. 2 You shall make sacred vestments for the glorious 
adornment of your brother Aaron. 3 And you shall speak to all who have ability, 
whom I have endowed with skill, that they make Aaron's vestments to consecrate 
him for my priesthood. 4 These are the vestments that they shall make: a 
breastpiece, an ephod, a robe, a checkered tunic, a turban, and a sash. When 
they make these sacred vestments for your brother Aaron and his sons to serve 
me as priests, 5 they shall use gold, blue, purple, and crimson yarns, and fine 
linen. 6 They shall make the ephod of gold, of blue, purple, and crimson yarns, 
and of fine twisted linen, skillfully worked. 7 It shall have two shoulder-pieces 
attached to its two edges, so that it may be joined together. 8 The decorated band 
on it shall be of the same workmanship and materials, of gold, of blue, purple, 

u¨,«g#C©Y�¦n i¤J«j©vJ,¤t Ux#F§r°h±ujf :sI�p¥t�¨v c¤J¥j#k k/g©N¦n I·T§r/C§j©n 

j³Z°hJt�O±u sI·p¥t�¨v c¤J¥jJk/g ,Ih§v�3k ,.kº9f§T kh¦,#p3C sIp¥t�¨v ,«g#C©yJk¤t 

i¤J«j#C k¥t¨r§G°hJh�¯b#C ,In§JJ,¤t i«r£v�©t t¨G²b±uyf :sI�p¥t�¨v k/g¥n i¤J«ºj©v 

¨T©,�²b±uk :sh�¦n¨T v²Iv±hJh�¯b#p3k i«r!F°z#k J¤s«·E©vJk¤t It«c#C IC3kJk/g y!P§J¦N©v 

It«c#C i«ºr£v�©t c9kJk/g Uh¨v±u ohº¦NªT©vJ,¤t±u oh¦rUt�¨vJ,¤t y!P§J¦N©v i¤J«jJk¤t 

v²Iv±h h¯b#p3k IC3kJk/g k¥t¨r§G°hJh�¯b#C y/P§J¦nJ,¤t i«r£v�©t t¨G²b±u v·²Iv±h h¯b#p3k 

IJt«rJh�3p v²h¨v±uck :,.k�9f§T kh3k#F sIp¥t�¨v kh3g§nJ,¤t ¨,h¦G!g±utk  :sh�¦n¨T 

tO IKJv®h§v�°h t¨r§j©, h3p#F d¥r«t v¥GBg�©n ch3c̈x uh3p#k v®h§v°h v!p̈G I·fI,#C 

hº°b¨J ,/g/kI,±u i¨n²D§r©t±u ,.k9f§T h¯b«N¦r uh!kUJJk/g ¨,h¦G!g±udk :/g�¥r̈E°h 
iIºN¦r±u c̈v²z i«nBg�/Psk :ch�3c̈x o!fI,#C c¨v²z h¯b«nBg�/pU ch·3c̈x uh!kUJJk/g 

,·¥r̈J#k i«r£v�©tJk�/g v²h¨v±uvk :ch�3c̈x kh3g§N©v h9kUJJk/g iI·N¦r±u c¨v²z i«nBg�/P 

:,U�n²h tO±u I,t9m#cU v²Iv±h h¯b#p3k J¤s«E©vJk¤t It«c#C IkIe g©n§J°b±u 
:v�²Ivh�/k J¤s«e oº¨,«j h¥jUT3P uh!k!g ¨T§j©T3pU rI·v̈y c¨v²z .h3M ¨,h¦G!g±uuk 

kUnJk¤t ,.p·²b#m¦N©vJk/g v²h¨v±u ,.kº9f§T kh¦,#PJk/g I,«t ¨T§n©G±uzk 

i«uBgJ,¤t i«r£v�©t t¨G²b±u ¸i«r£v�©t j/m¥nJk/g v²h¨v±ujk :v�®h§v�°h ,.p®b#m¦N©vJh�¯b#P 

v²h¨v±u o·¤vh¥J§s¨e ,«b§T©nJk!f#k kº¥t¨r§G°h h¯b#C UJh¦S§e³h r¤J£t oh¦J̈s¢E©v 

Jº¥J ,®b«,#F©v ¨T#m/C¦J±uyk :v�²Iv±h h¯b#p3k o¤v!k iIm¨r#k shº¦n¨T Ij#m¦nJk/g 

v¤GBg�©T i«r£v�©t h¯b#c3k±un :o�¥e«r v¥GBg�©n v¤GBg�©T y¯b#c©t±u J·¥J ,.p®b#m¦n ¨,h¦G!g±u 
:,¤r�¨t#p¦,#kU sIc!f#k oº¤v!k v¤GBg�©T ,Ig!C±d¦nU oh·¦ȳb#c©t o¤v!k ¨,h¦G!g±u ,«ºb¢Tdf 

o¨,«t ¨T§j©J�¨nU I·T¦t uh²b!CJ,¤t±u Whº¦j̈t i«r£v�©tJ,¤t o¨,«t ¨T§J/C#k¦v±utn 

sº!cJh¥x±b#f¦n o¤v!k v¥GBg�³ucn :h�3kJUb£v�3f±u o¨,«t ¨T§J©S¦e±u o¨s²hJ,¤t ¨,t9K¦nU 
i«r£v�©tJk/g Uh¨v±udn :U�h§v�°h o°h/f¥r±hJs/g±u o°h³b§,¨N¦n v·²u§r.g r©G#C ,IX/f#k 

,¥r̈J#k ©j9C±z¦N©vJk¤t o¨T§J°d#c It s9gIn k¤v«tJk¤t | o¨t«c#C uh²b!CJk/g±u 
:uh�¨r£j�©t Ig§r³z#kU Ik o!kIg ,©Eªj U,·¥n²u i«u!g Ut§G°hJt�O±u J¤s«ºE/C 

 



Unit 5: Sefer Torah 
 

 

and crimson yarns, and of fine twisted linen. 9 You shall take two onyx stones, 
and engrave on them the names of the sons of Israel, 10 six of their names on the 
one stone, and the names of the remaining six on the other stone, in the order of 
their birth. 11 As a gem-cutter engraves signets, so you shall engrave the two 
stones with the names of the sons of Israel; you shall mount them in settings of 
gold filigree. 12 You shall set the two stones on the shoulder-pieces of the ephod, 
as stones of remembrance for the sons of Israel; and Aaron shall bear their 
names before the LORD on his two shoulders for remembrance. 13 You shall 
make settings of gold filigree, 14 and two chains of pure gold, twisted like cords; 
and you shall attach the corded chains to the settings. 15 You shall make a 
breastpiece of judgment, in skilled work; you shall make it in the style of the 
ephod; of gold, of blue and purple and crimson yarns, and of fine twisted linen 
you shall make it. 16 It shall be square and doubled, a span in length and a span 
in width. 17 You shall set in it four rows of stones. A row of carnelian, chrysolite, 
and emerald shall be the first row; 18 and the second row a turquoise, a sapphire 
and a moonstone; 19 and the third row a jacinth, an agate, and an amethyst; 20 

and the fourth row a beryl, an onyx, and a jasper; they shall be set in gold filigree. 
21 There shall be twelve stones with names corresponding to the names of the 
sons of Israel; they shall be like signets, each engraved with its name, for the 
twelve tribes. 22 You shall make for the breastpiece chains of pure gold, twisted 
like cords; 23 and you shall make for the breastpiece two rings of gold, and put the 
two rings on the two edges of the breastpiece. 24 You shall put the two cords of 
gold in the two rings at the edges of the breastpiece; 25 the two ends of the two 
cords you shall attach to the two settings, and so attach it in front to the shoulder-
pieces of the ephod. 26 You shall make two rings of gold, and put them at the two 
ends of the breastpiece, on its inside edge next to the ephod. 27 You shall make 
two rings of gold, and attach them in front to the lower part of the two shoulder-
pieces of the ephod, at its joining above the decorated band of the ephod. 28 The 
breastpiece shall be bound by its rings to the rings of the ephod with a blue cord, 
so that it may lie on the decorated band of the ephod, and so that the breastpiece 
shall not come loose from the ephod. 29 So Aaron shall bear the names of the 
sons of Israel in the breastpiece of judgment on his heart when he goes into the 
holy place, for a continual remembrance before the LORD. 30 In the breastpiece 
of judgment you shall put the Urim and the Thummim, and they shall be on 
Aaron's heart when he goes in before the LORD; thus Aaron shall bear the 
judgment of the Israelites on his heart before the LORD continually. 31 You shall 
make the robe of the ephod all of blue. 32 It shall have an opening for the head in 
the middle of it, with a woven binding around the opening, like the opening in a 
coat of mail, so that it may not be torn. 33 On its lower hem you shall make 
pomegranates of blue, purple, and crimson yarns, all around the lower hem, with 
bells of gold between them all around-- 34 a golden bell and a pomegranate 
alternating all around the lower hem of the robe. 35 Aaron shall wear it when he 
ministers, and its sound shall be heard when he goes into the holy place before 
the LORD, and when he comes out, so that he may not die. 36 You shall make a 
rosette of pure gold, and engrave on it, like the engraving of a signet, "Holy to the 
LORD." 37 You shall fasten it on the turban with a blue cord; it shall be on the front 
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of the turban. 38 It shall be on Aaron's forehead, and Aaron shall take on himself 
any guilt incurred in the holy offering that the Israelites consecrate as their sacred 
donations; it shall always be on his forehead, in order that they may find favor 
before the LORD. 39 You shall make the checkered tunic of fine linen, and you 
shall make a turban of fine linen, and you shall make a sash embroidered with 
needlework. 40 For Aaron's sons you shall make tunics and sashes and 
headdresses; you shall make them for their glorious adornment. 41 You shall put 
them on your brother Aaron, and on his sons with him, and shall anoint them and 
ordain them and consecrate them, so that they may serve me as priests. 42 You 
shall make for them linen undergarments to cover their naked flesh; they shall 
reach from the hips to the thighs; 43 Aaron and his sons shall wear them when 
they go into the tent of meeting, or when they come near the altar to minister in 
the holy place; or they will bring guilt on themselves and die. This shall be a 
perpetual ordinance for him and for his descendants after him. 
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The Torah’s Priestly Garments 

 

One common interpretation of the Torah’s “dress” is in imitation of the 
priesthood.  In ancient Judaism the priests officiated at the Temple in Jerusalem 
and directed the Israelite sacrificial cult. In Exodus, following the description of 
the building of the tabernacle, is a lengthy description of the garments of the 
priesthood.4  A basic dress was common to the entire priesthood, but the Torah 
specifies additional garb for the high priest: “These are the vestments they are to 
make: a breastpiece, an ephod, a robe, a fringed tunic, a headdress, and a 
sash…5  For each item, the Torah specifies the material, including the proportion 
of wool to linen, the color, and the detail.  The breastplate is to be made of mixed 
fabric with twelve precious stones affixed, each engraved with the name of one of 
the twelve tribes of Israel.  The ephod is an apron that the high priest wore over 
both a fringed tunic and a robe.  The robe is fringed, with golden bells and 
pomegranates, made of wool and linen, alternating suspended from the bottom.  
The headdress is made up of a golden diadem and a turban. 

The Torah is dressed in a removable fringed mantle, similar to the fringed 
tunic of the high priest.6  A breastplate hangs over the two staves.  The 
breastplate has many uses and connections.  The label of breastplate and the 
general shape connect to the breastplate worn by the high priest.  Originally, 
breastplates had a more practical usage: they included an interchangeable 
plaque with the name of a festival or special Shabbat.  These plaques served to 
identify the portion to which the scroll was rolled.  Labeling the scroll allowed 
congregations with multiple scrolls to roll them to the proper place ahead of time.   
Although the breastplate does not often have stones symbolizing the twelve 
tribes, as did that of the priest, artists often decorate it with symbols of the Jewish 
people.  

Two traditions exist about the crowning of the Torah, both relating to the 
attire of the priesthood.  In one tradition two separate crowns cover the two poles 
of the scroll.  Bells often hang from the crowns.  The Hebrew word for these 
crowns is rimmonim, meaning pomegranates.  Both the bells and the label of 
pomegranate are reminiscent of the fringe on the high priest’s robe.  The second 
tradition is to have one crown covering both staves.  This tradition is more 
directly connected to the headdress of the priesthood.  For both the priest and 
the Torah the crown, or headdress, acts as a sign of authority.  The tradition of 
crowning the Torah also alludes to a famous saying in Pirke Avot: “There are 

                                                 

4
 See Exod 28 for the full description. 

5
 Exod 28:4. 

6
 This description of the Torah’s garments refers to the Ashkenazi customs.  In Sephardic custom, the 

Torah is kept in a case, rather than a mantle.  The case, called a tik, is cylindrical or polygonal.  The case 

hinges open, and the Torah remains in the case while it is read. 
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three crowns: the crown of Torah, the crown of priesthood, and the crown of 
royalty…”7 

Some scholars resist the connection of the Torah’s dress with that of the 
priesthood, maintaining instead that both have a connection to a motif of royalty.8  
Another Torah ornament, the yad, or pointer, is consistent with the image of 
royalty.  Because of the prohibition against touching a Torah a reader uses a yad 
to keep his place.  Joseph Gutmann compares this to a royal scepter.9  Whether 
the Torah’s dress is connected to the priesthood or to a general image of royalty 
does not change the fact that the Torah is dressed.  By dressing the Torah, Jews 
establish a concept of iconicity for the Torah. 

 
 
Text excerpted from: 
Nichols, Elizabeth.  The Torah as an Icon.  Amherst College: unpublished thesis, 2001. 

 

                                                 

7
 Pirke Avot 4:17. Translation from Gates of Prayer 24. 

8
 Joseph Gutmann, The Jewish Sanctuary (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1983) 5. 

9
 Gutmann 9. 
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