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Introduction

As Rabbi Dr. Shmuly Yanklowitz writes in The Book of Proverbs: A Social Justice Commen-
tary, “The wisdom that is contained within the Book of Proverbs is timeless, and readers 
have much to gain by learning from its ancient precepts” (xvii). Bearing this in mind, the 
goal of this study and discussion guide is to help facilitate in-depth conversations about the 
Book of Proverbs and Rabbi Yanklowitz’s interpretation of it by adding context from both 
ancient and contemporary Jewish thought and practice. In each 1.5- to 2-hour-long session, 
participants will have the opportunity to delve into the intersections between the Book of 
Proverbs, social justice work, and Jewish ethical and legal narratives. To facilitate such con-
versations, we have highlighted three major, overarching themes present in the book:

1. God’s Place in Tzedek (Justice)
2. Our Responsibility to the “Other”
3. Our Souls, Ourselves

Each theme will be addressed at length in its designated session through reading- and 
discussion-based learning. The themes are divided into six subthemes, each containing a 
diverse group of quotations chosen to add context to the book and spark lively discussion. 
The curriculum is designed with an adult learner in mind; at the end of the Teacher’s Guide, 
you will find a box with additional resources should you wish to adapt the class to a teen 
audience. We encourage you to engage in critical dialogue with your participants about 
the material, asking difficult questions and drawing on current events to enrich the discus-
sion. This study guide is also designed to allow the facilitator to pick and choose material 
that speaks to them, as there may be more material than could reasonably be included in 
the allotted time frame. The curriculum is designed for a three-session class covering one 
theme per hour-long session. If using this guide for a book club, you are welcome to focus 
on a single theme or combine the sessions into one, selecting an excerpt from each of the 
three themes. 

The facilitator is expected to have read both the Proverbs text and Rabbi Yanklowitz’s com-
mentary in The Book of Proverbs: A Social Justice Commentary prior to leading the curriculum. 
It is strongly encouraged that participants read assigned chapters (at the instructor’s discre-
tion) in Rabbi Yanklowitz’s book prior to each session. Excerpted texts for discussion will 
be provided for participants in the printable handouts (see the end of the study guide). 

Translations of Proverbs are from The JPS Tanakh: Gender-Sensitive Edition, printed in The 
Book of Proverbs: A Social Justice Commentary. Torah translations are from The Torah: A Mod-
ern Commentary, Revised Edition (CCAR Press). Talmud translations are adapted from The 
William Davidson Talmud (sefaria.org). 
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Teacher’s Guide
Introduction (10 minutes)
In the first session, welcome everyone to the space, and introduce yourself to the group. 
Take time for each student to share about themselves and something they know or would 
like to learn about Proverbs. Following general introductions, take a moment to review the 
course with everyone. Explain the overall themes and goals and how it will be broken down 
into three sessions of discussion-based learning and chavruta opportunities. Also share 
course expectations for readings and desired objectives and outcomes. 

In subsequent sessions, allow time for each student to share about their week and their 
reading. What have they learned that was interesting this week? What lessons from the pre-
vious session remained with them? Allot space for questions and student-led conversation 
at this time.

Initial Discussion (10 minutes)
If the group has read the book or chapters in advance of the class, allow time for the partic-
ipants to react organically to what they have read. You do not need to facilitate this portion 
of the discussion. If the conversation is lagging, here are some questions which might 
encourage dialogue:

• Did you like the book? Why or why not?
• What were some themes in the book that resonated with you?
• What was something the author said that challenged you?
• How did the book affect your understanding of God?
• How does this book connect to your own understanding of social justice?
• How did this book help you connect with the Book of Proverbs?

If the group has not read the book, give everyone a chance to explain their interest in  
Proverbs and social justice. Here are some guiding questions:

• What do you hope to learn from this class?
• What do you know about Proverbs? 
• Have you read Proverbs before? If so, what was your reaction?
• What does “social justice” mean to you?

This part of the class is meant to give a chance for everyone to warm up to the conversation 
(there are no right or wrong answers!). Allow time for deeper, more challenging questions 
further along in this lesson. Feel free to connect new content with that from previous 
sessions:

• How do these chapters add to our discussion from last week?
• Do the readings on [the self/the “other”] change your understanding of God? 
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Chavruta Learning (30 minutes)
Chavruta (literally translated as “fellowship”) is a traditional style of Jewish learning in 
which a small group of individuals studies a passage of Jewish text together. At this point in 
the session, divide up the class into groups of two or three people. Give them each a collec-
tion of texts (e.g., “The Concept of Evil,” “Belief in God”) to analyze and discuss. Here are 
some guiding questions to help facilitate discussion:

• What is the text saying? How does it relate to Rabbi Yanklowitz’s book?
• Do you agree/disagree with the text in question?
• What Jewish values do you see at play here? Do you agree with the values highlighted
  in the text?
• How does this text challenge you personally?
• How does our understanding of God/other/self shift how we “pursue justice”?
• Does a lack of faith in God change a Jewish person’s responsibility for social justice?

After about 20 minutes, bring everyone back together, and have each group share their 
learning with one another. A larger discussion about the text and the assigned themes 
should ensue.

If you have sufficient time, you might consider doing this section of the lesson twice, with 
two different sets of texts. It is perfectly all right to have multiple groups reading the same 
texts at once so long as the participants know there may be overlap.

See handouts: 

• Session 1: God’s Place in Tzedek (Justice), p. 5
• Session 2: Our Responsibility to the “Other,” p. 10
• Session 3: Our Souls, Ourselves, p. 17

Words in Action (5 minutes)
At this point in the session the students should ask themselves: Why is this learning import-
ant? What do I want to do with this information? Invite students to share their own social 
justice work. It is also a chance for those present to take a moment to think about what 
action they might want to take on in future, after reading this material. 

Conclusion (5 minutes)
“More than providing answers, the Book of Proverbs inspires us to ask new questions.” 
                             (Rabbi Yanklowitz, p. 407)

At the end of the session, give everyone a chance to ask you (the facilitator) questions and 
provide feedback about the learning: What worked well? What would they like to learn 
more about? What was more difficult? Close the lesson with a chance for each learner to 
take a moment to think about what they would like to learn more about in the coming 
sessions. 
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For Teen Learners

Print out copies of each of the different pieces of text, and place them on different tables. 
Should any of the handout quotes feel too challenging, feel free to remove them from the 
pile. Have the teens select their favorite piece of text and sit by it. Once students are divided 
up into groups, have them answer the following questions:

1. What do you understand from this text?
2. Do you agree/disagree with what the author is saying?
3. How does this affect how you think about [insert topic]?
4. How does this affect how you think about social justice?

After about 10 minutes of discussion, have them switch tables by finding their second favor-
ite piece of text (and so on). 

When you bring them back to the larger group to close the session, give time for each of the 
students to talk about what they think about the topic or what they learned through their 
reading. Encourage each group to think about these texts in the contexts of their own lived 
experiences. You may also consider having the groups each build their own social justice 
project over the course of the three sessions that pertains to a verse or series of verses from 
the Book of Proverbs. 
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Session 1
God’s Place in Tzedek (Justice)

Names of God
Proverbs 18:10

ב׃ יק וְנִשְׂגָּֽ ם יְהֹוָ֑ה בּֽוֹ־יָר֖וּץ צַדִּ֣ ז שֵׁ֣ מִגְדַּל־עֹ֭
The name of God is a tower of strength 
To which the righteous man runs and is safe.

Rabbi Yanklowitz, p. 120
According to this understanding, the most immediate meaning of the name Ehyeh is that 
God is present. God may not be the great intervener who saves us from future calamities, 
but God is next to us—holding our hand, crying with us—in times of pain and sorrow. 

Exodus 3:13–14

י בָא֮ אֶל־בְּנֵי֣ יִשְׂרָאֵל֒  ה אָנֹכִ֣ ים הִנֵּ֨ אֱלֹהִ֗ ה אֶל־הָֽ אמֶר מֹשֶׁ֜ וַיֹּ֨
י מְרוּ־לִ֣ נִי אֲלֵיכֶ֑ם וְאָֽ י אֲבוֹתֵיכֶ֖ם שְׁלָחַ֣ ם אֱלֹהֵ֥ י לָהֶ֔ וְאָמַרְתִּ֣  

ם׃  ר אֲלֵהֶֽ ה אֹמַ֖ מ֔וֹ מָ֥ מַה־שְּׁ  
Moses said to God, “When I come to the Israelites and say to them,  
‘The God of your fathers has sent me to you,’ and they ask me, ‘What  
is [God’s] name?’ what shall I say to them?” 

ה  אמֶר כֹּ֤ הְיֶה֑ וַיֹּ֗ ר אֶֽ הְיֶה֖ אֲשֶׁ֣ ה אֶֽ אמֶר אֱלֹהִים֙ אֶל־מֹשֶׁ֔ וַיֹּ֤  
ם׃  נִי אֲלֵיכֶֽ הְיֶה֖ שְׁלָחַ֥ ל אֶֽ תֹאמַר֙ לִבְנֵי֣ יִשְׂרָאֵ֔  

And God said to Moses, “Ehyeh-Asher-Ehyeh,” continuing, “Thus shall  
you say to the Israelites, ‘Ehyeh sent me to you.’”

The Concept of Evil
Proverbs 16:4

ה׃  ע לְי֣וֹם רָעָֽ שָׁ֗ מַּעֲנֵה֑וּ וְגַם־רָ֝ הֹוָה לַֽ ל יְ֭ ל פָּעַ֣ כֹּ֤  
God made everything for a purpose, 
Even the wicked for an evil day.

Proverbs 24:20

ךְ׃  ים יִדְעָֽ ע נֵ֖ר רְשָׁעִ֣ ית לָרָ֑ י ׀ לֹא־תִהְיֶה֣ אַחֲרִ֣ כִּ֤  
For there is no future for the evildoer; 
The lamp of the wicked goes out.
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Rabbi Yanklowitz, p. 122
This presupposition leads to a theological dilemma: If God is the cause of everything and 
is within everything, is God also found within evil? How does one make sense of the notion 
that God is all good when evil is allowed not only to exist but even, at times, to flourish 
throughout the world? 

Genesis 1:31
God then surveyed all that [God] had made, and look—it was very good! And there was 
evening and there was morning, the sixth day.

Babylonian Talmud, M’gillah 10b
Rabbi Y’hoshua ben Levi asked: Does the Holy One, blessed be God, in fact rejoice over 
the downfall of the wicked? But it is written: “As they went out before the army, and 
say: Give thanks to the Eternal, for God’s kindness endures forever” (II Chronicles 
20:21), and Rabbi Yochanan said: For what reason were the words “for God is good” 
not stated in this statement of thanksgiving, as the classic formulation is: “Give thanks to 
the Eternal; for God is good; for God’s kindness endures forever” (I Chronicles 16:34)?  
Because the Holy One, blessed be God, does not rejoice over the downfall of the 
wicked. Since this song was sung in the aftermath of a military victory, which involved the 
downfall of the wicked, the name of God was not mentioned for the good.

God’s Location
Proverbs 3:19–20

יִם בִּתְבוּנָֽה׃  מַ֗ רֶץ כּוֹנֵ֥ן שָׁ֝ ה יָסַד־אָ֑ ה בְּחׇכְמָ֥ הֹוָ֗ יְֽ  
God founded the earth by wisdom 
And established the heavens by understanding; 

ל׃  ים יִרְעֲפוּ־טָֽ עוּ וּ֝שְׁחָקִ֗ דַעְתּוֹ תְּהוֹמ֣וֹת נִבְקָ֑ בְּ֭  
By God’s knowledge the depths burst apart, 
And the skies distilled dew.

Rabbi Yanklowitz, p. 104
Each of us must find the rituals and spiritual practices that will help us find God. God is not 
hiding on some mountaintop or at the bottom of the sea. As the Torah tells us, ”It [that is, 
God‘s message to humans] is not in the heavens. . . . Neither is it beyond the sea. . . . The 
thing is very close to you” (Deuteronomy 30:12–14). God is right here, but we always need 
tools to seek. 

Dr. Robert Harris, “Why God Needs a Dwelling Place,” jtsa.edu
Malbim, a nineteenth-century European exegete, takes a moralistic approach. Rather than 
contemplating an actual, physical place of worship, he suggests that “each one of us needs 
to build God a Tabernacle in the recesses of our hearts, by preparing oneself to become a 
Sanctuary for God and a place for the dwelling of God’s glory.” 

https://www.jtsa.edu/torah/why-god-needs-dwelling-place/
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God and Prayer
Proverbs 15:29

ע׃  ים יִשְׁמָֽ ים וּתְפִלַּ֖ת צַדִּיקִ֣ הֹוָה מֵרְשָׁעִ֑ רָח֣וֹק יְ֭  
God is far from the wicked—
But hears the prayer of the righteous.

Rabbi Yanklowitz, p. 228
In prayer too, we do not pull God closer to us. Rather, we pull ourselves closer to God. 

Rabbi Yanklowitz, p. 22
So focal is the concept of justice in Jewish learning and practice that it has become the 
dominant trope for the dialogue of prayers between humans and the Divine on the holiest 
days of the Jewish year. Jewish thought even presumes that the sense of justice that God 
demands of humans is inherently divine—that our sense of justice is a gift from God.

Pirkei Avot 2:18 (translated by Rabbi Yanklowitz,  
Pirkei Avot: A Social Justice Commentary)

רַבִּי שִׁמְעוֹן אוֹמֵר, הֱוֵי זָהִיר בִּקְרִיאַת שְׁמַע וּבַתְּפִלָּה.   
וּכְשֶׁאַתָּה מִתְפַּלֵּל, אַל תַּעַשׂ תְּפִלָּתְךָ קֶבַע, אֶלָּא   

רַחֲמִים וְתַחֲנוּנִים לִפְנֵי הַמָּקוֹם בָּרוּךְ הוּא, שֶׁנֶּאֱמַר   
)יואל ב( כִּי חַנּוּן וְרַחוּם הוּא אֶרֶךְ אַפַּיִם וְרַב חֶסֶד   

וְנִחָם עַל הָרָעָה. וְאַל תְּהִי רָשָׁע בִּפְנֵי עַצְמְךָ׃   
Rabbi Shimon says: Be meticulous in reading the Sh’ma and in prayer. When you pray, do 
not make your prayer a set routine, but rather [meditate on] compassion and supplication 
before the Omnipresent, as it is said: “For God is gracious and compassionate, slow to 
anger, abounding in kindness, and repents of the evil” (Joel 2:13). And do not judge  
yourself to be a wicked person.

Pastor Jim Kast-Keat, “9 Faith Leaders on 
‘Thoughts and Prayers’—and Action—after Tragedy,” Vox
The “thoughts and prayers” approach feels lazy to me. People know they need to respond 
somehow but know that no words will ever do, so they “think” and “pray.” I’d rather have 
people vote and act. Thoughts and prayers won’t change the gun control laws in this coun-
try. Only actions and votes will.

Dr. Susannah Heschel, in “Lovingly Observant,” America Magazine, p. 13 
God, [Rabbi Abraham Joshua Heschel] once wrote, “is not only a power we depend on; He 
is a God who demands.” God poses a challenge to go beyond ourselves—and it is precisely 
that going beyond, that awareness of challenge, that constitutes our being. We often forget 
this, so prayer comes as a reminder that over and above personal problems there is an objec-
tive challenge to overcome inequity, helplessness, suffering, carelessness and oppression.

https://www.vox.com/identities/2017/10/3/16408658/9-faith-leaders-action-after-tragedy-florida-shooting-majory-stoneman-douglas
https://www.americamagazine.org/sites/default/files/issues/cf/pdfs/618_1.pdf
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Rabbi Karyn D. Kedar,  Amen: Seeking Presence with Prayer, Poetry, and Mindfulness 
Practice, p. xvii
Prayer is an articulation of our highest desires, our yearnings, our dark places, a reflection 
of the light we hold within. It is a conversation with the invisible, an acknowledgment of 
the mystery, a query into the ineffable. When we pray, we reach for clarity, for strength 
beyond what we know. Praying at once is an intense self-examination and a dialogue with 
the sacred, representing the seam of a very fine fabric where the physical is joined to the 
metaphysical, and where, no matter our reason for praying, we touch a bit of heaven. 

Belief in God
Proverbs 20:6

א׃  י יִמְצָֽ ים מִ֣ מוּנִ֗ ישׁ אֱ֝ ישׁ חַסְדּ֑וֹ וְאִ֥ קְרָא אִ֣ ם יִ֭ רׇב־אָדָ֗  
He calls many a man his loyal friend, 
But who can find a faithful man?

Rabbi Yanklowitz, p. 103
One can be moral and effective in work to serve the vulnerable and not embrace God, just 
as one can be devout religiously and not create any serious impact through social action. As 
a guiding principle, however, embracing God offers us the opportunity to raise the bar we 
set for what we want to achieve and for how we must achieve it. God is the most powerful 
reality ever encountered, and like no other idea, embracing the Divine can inspire human-
kind to ideal goodness and transformative justice. To idolize our own human authority 
represents a failure to recognize the power and truth of our calling, destiny, and command; 
embracing the humility to acknowledge a power beyond us demands social protest, never 
submission.

Alden Solovy, This Joyous Soul: A New Voice for Ancient Yearnings, p. xvi
This is spiritual bravery: to have faith in a power that operates beyond our basic senses, to 
have faith that a unique force is created when the energy of human words and emotions is 
articulated in combination with the intention of reaching out to the Divine.

God and Justice
Proverbs 21:15

וֶן׃  עֲלֵי אָֽ ה לְפֹ֣ ט וּ֝מְחִתָּ֗ צַּדִּיק עֲשׂ֣וֹת מִשְׁפָּ֑ ה לַ֭ שִׂמְחָ֣  
Justice done is a joy to the righteous, 
To evildoers, ruination.

Rabbi Yanklowitz, p. 291
In this age, spiritual seekers are interested in a God of pure love devoid of any judgment or 
in a God of energy devoid of personal relationship. This popular take on divinity is not the 
biblical concept of God as the God of light and justice, nor is it one that satiates our desire 
to gain more insight into the infinite mind of God. Yet, even if we simply spark some light, 
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we remind ourselves that nestled between every two atoms is an imprint of the Divine wait-
ing to make its way through our retinas into our body and soul. 

Rabbi Ariana Silverman, Lights in the Forest: Rabbis Respond to Twelve Essential Jewish 
Questions, p. 88
God inspires my pursuit of social justice. God is the power that makes me, in the words 
of one of my teachers, tremble with prophetic rage. . . . In the vein of predicate theology, 
regardless of whether an interventionist God heals the sick, healing the sick is godly. We 
elevate the sacred when we work toward shalom, toward wholeness.

For Further Study
Goldberg, Edwin C., and Elaine S. Zecher, eds. Because My Soul Longs for You: Integrating 

Theology into Our Lives. New York: CCAR Press, 2021.
Kaplan, Dana Evan, ed. A Life of Meaning: Embracing Reform Judaism’s Sacred Path. New York: 

CCAR Press, 2018.
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Session 2
Our Responsibility to the “Other”

The Parent-Child Relationship
Proverbs 1:8

ךָ׃  ת אִמֶּֽ שׁ תּוֹרַ֥ טֹּ֗ יךָ וְאַל־תִּ֝ ר אָבִ֑ נִי מוּסַ֣ ע בְּ֭ שְׁמַ֣  
My son, heed the discipline of your father, 
And do not forsake the instruction of your mother.

Rabbi Yanklowitz, p. 13
The need to respect one‘s parents goes beyond obeying their commands or revering them. 
The bond between parents and children is potentially sacrosanct, and when tended to with 
the greatest love, it is akin to the highest levels of the Divine‘s love of the world. 

Babylonian Talmud, Kiddushin 30a–31a
It is taught in a baraita that Rabbi Y’hudah HaNasi says: It is revealed and known before 
the One who spoke and the world came into being that a son honors his mother more 
than he honors his father, because she persuades him with many statements of encour-
agement and does not treat him harshly. Therefore, in the mitzvah of “Honor your father 
and your mother” (Exodus 20:11), the Holy One, blessed be God, preceded the mention 
of the honor due one’s father before mentioning the honor due one’s mother. The verse 
emphasizes the duty that does not come naturally. Similarly, it is revealed and known 
before the One who spoke and the world came into being that a son fears his father 
more than his mother, because his father teaches him Torah, and consequently he is 
strict with him. Therefore, in the verse “A man shall fear his mother and his father” (Levit-
icus 19:3), the Holy One, blessed be God, preceded the mention of fear of the mother 
before the mention of fear of the father.

Mark Greenspan, “Honoring One’s Parents: How Far Should We Go?,” 
Rabbinical Assembly
Occasionally when meeting with a family prior to a funeral I am confronted by a legacy of 
ambivalent feelings. Often enough there is anger, recriminations, and disappointment on 
the part of children as they speak of their parents. Of course I’m only hearing the child’s 
side of the story. The parents are not present to speak for themselves so I can only wonder 
what they might say. Still the feelings that these children express are very real and painful. 
After listening with much sympathy and understanding I often explain to the family that 
we are not commanded to love our parents. We’re not even commanded to like them. The 
Torah is very specific: we are obligated to honor and respect our parents. 

https://www.rabbinicalassembly.org/sites/default/files/public/resources-ideas/source-sheets/tol-parashot/yitro.pdf
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Stephanie Fairyington, “Some L.G.B.T. Parents Reject the Names ‘Mommy’ and 
‘Daddy,’” New York Times
Ellen Kahn, the director of the Children, Youth & Families Program at the Human Rights 
Campaign, said the gender binary that underlies “mother” and “father” doesn’t jibe with 
some parents’ self-understanding and self-presentation: “For queer parents who don’t 
think of themselves as gender conforming, ‘mommy’ and ‘daddy’ may be a little discordant 
with the way they think about themselves.”

Rebuke
Proverbs 9:8

ךָּ׃  ם וְיֶאֱהָבֶֽ חָכָ֗ ח לְ֝ ךָּ הוֹכַ֥ ץ פֶּן־יִשְׂנָאֶ֑ אַל־תּ֣וֹכַח לֵ֭  
Do not rebuke scoffers, for they will hate you; 
Reprove the wise, and they will love you.

Rabbi Yanklowitz, p. 114
As the Talmud teaches, ”Just as there is a mitzvah for a person to say words of rebuke that 
will be accepted, so too there is a mitzvah for a person not to say words of rebuke that will 
not be accepted” [Babylonian Talmud, Y’vamot 65b]. It‘s only a mitzvah when one suspects 
the other has the integrity and emotional intelligence to truly open their eyes to their blind 
spot and to correct the wrong that flows from that blindness. The goal of rebuke, according 
to this position, is not just to express righteous indignation, but to create change and stop a 
wrong or abuse that is occurring before our eyes. 

Leviticus 19:17 

יחַ֙ חַ תּוֹכִ֙ יךָ בִּלְבָבֶ֑ךָ הוֹכֵ֤ לֹֽא־תִשְׂנָ֥א אֶת־אָחִ֖  
טְא׃  יו חֵֽ א עָלָ֖ ֥ ךָ וְלֹא־תִשָּׂ אֶת־עֲמִיתֶ֔  

You shall not hate your kinsfolk in your heart. 
Rebuke your kin but incur no guilt on their account. 

Marjorie Ingall, “Where’s My Apology?,” Tablet Magazine
Part of the art of repair can indeed involve telling someone they need to apologize to you. 
Kula notes: “Sometimes we need to be rebuked in order to understand that we have to ask 
for forgiveness.” Asking for an apology means telling the other person that they’ve cracked 
your vessel. “We all know the famous verse from the Book of Leviticus that says, ‘Love your 
neighbor as yourself,’” Kula writes, “but few remember that this intuition begins with the 
following words: ‘Rebuke, rebuke! Criticize your neighbor, but do not hold a grudge in 
your heart.’”

Justice
Proverbs 17:23

ט׃  הַטּ֗וֹת אׇרְח֥וֹת מִשְׁפָּֽ ח לְ֝ ע יִקָּ֑ חֵק רָשָׁ֣ חַד מֵ֭ שֹׁ֣  
The wicked draw bribes out of their bosom 
To pervert the course of justice.

https://www.nytimes.com/2018/04/26/well/family/some-lgbt-parents-reject-the-names-mommy-and-daddy.html
https://www.tabletmag.com/sections/community/articles/wheres-my-apology
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Rabbi Yanklowitz, p. 15
To ensure that justice is achieved in this world, we have to express outrage about actions 
that are morally wrong. Building off this axiom, the Rabbis teach, ”Everyone who can 
protest a wrong in one‘s midst and does not [in public] is responsible for those people. 
[Someone who fails to protest the wrongs committed by] the people of his city is [held] 
responsible for the people of the city. For the whole world, one is responsible for the whole 
world”(Babylonian Talmud, Shabbat 54b).

Deuteronomy 16:20

רֶץ  חְיֶה֙ וְיָרַשְׁתָּ֣ אֶת־הָאָ֔ עַן תִּֽ ף לְמַ֤ דֶק צֶ֖דֶק תִּרְדֹּ֑ צֶ֥  
ךְ׃  ן לָֽ יךָ נֹתֵ֥ אֲשֶׁר־יְהֹוָ֥ה אֱלֹהֶ֖  

Justice, justice shall you pursue, that you may thrive and  
occupy the land that the Eternal your God is giving you.

Babylonian Talmud, Sanhedrin 32b
As it is taught in a baraita: When the verse states, “Justice, justice, shall you follow,” 
one mention of “justice” is stated with regard to judgment and one is stated with regard 
to compromise. How so? Where there are two boats traveling on the river and they 
encounter each other, if both of them attempt to pass, both of them sink, as the river 
is not wide enough for both to pass. If they pass one after the other, both of them pass. 
And similarly, where there are two camels who were ascending the ascent of Beit 
Choron, where there is a narrow steep path, and they encounter each other, if both of 
them attempt to ascend, both of them fall. If they ascend one after the other, both of 
them ascend.

Religion
Proverbs 16:6

ע׃  ה ס֣וּר מֵרָֽ ת יְהֹ֝וָ֗ ן וּבְיִרְאַ֥ ר עָוֺ֑ אֱמֶת יְכֻפַּ֣ סֶד וֶ֭ בְּחֶ֣  
Iniquity is expiated by loyalty and faithfulness, 
And evil is avoided through fear of God.

Rabbi Yanklowitz, p. 209
We need to stop pretending that there are no serious moral problems within our traditions, 
and we need to stop offering false apologetics. We cannot afford to view any form of skepti-
cism as an affront to the inerrable tenets of our faiths. Religious institutions must be hon-
est about the countless problems inherent in their textual traditions and take responsibility 
for them. We should beware any school of thought that asserts that the Rabbis necessarily 
express the will of God. 

“Haredi Knesset Member: Reform Jews Destroying Judaism, Working against 
Israel,” Jewish Telegraphic Agency
A haredi Orthodox Israeli lawmaker accused Reform Jews of destroying Judaism, after 
Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu pledged to address non-Orthodox denominations’ 

https://www.jta.org/2015/11/11/politics/haredi-lawmaker-blasts-reform-jews-accuses-federations-of-corruption
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concerns in Israel. “They’re not Jews because 80 percent of their kids are assimilators,” 
Eichler said. “Whoever wants to uproot Jewish law to lead to heresy, to make the God of 
Israel something amorphous, to make the Torah of Israel into legends, that’s not Judaism. 
That’s the destruction of Judaism.”

Rabbi Steve Roth, “Judaism in the 21st Century Has Its Own Set of Issues,”  
Sun Sentinel
As Jews, we need to find a way to work together to find solutions to the problems we  
currently face, and to anticipate the future. If we continue to fracture what should be our 
common ground, I can only pray that God watch over us more now than ever before.

Morality and Torah
Proverbs 14:14–16
ישׁ טֽוֹב׃  יו אִ֣ שְׂבַּע ס֣וּג לֵ֑ב וּ֝מֵעָלָ֗ יו יִ֭ מִדְּרָכָ֣  
Those who are unprincipled reap the fruits of their ways; 
A good man, of his deeds. 

ין לַאֲשֻׁרֽוֹ׃  ר וְ֝עָר֗וּם יָבִ֥ ין לְכׇל־דָּבָ֑ תִי יַאֲמִ֣ פֶּ֭  
The simple believe anything; 
The clever ponders their course. 
חַ׃  ר וּבוֹטֵֽ יל מִתְעַבֵּ֥ ע וּ֝כְסִ֗ ר מֵרָ֑ רֵא וְסָ֣ חָכָ֣ם יָ֭  
A sage is diffident and shuns evil, 
But a dullard rushes in confidently.

Rabbi Yanklowitz, p. 201
Both the Jewish and modern Western traditions believe that corruption and brokenness 
occur in a world devoid of both moral standards and humble doubt and self-critique. In the 
Torah, the lack of standards and self-reflection leads to the horrific crimes of murder, rape, 
and oppressive regimes, such as at the end of the Book of Judges, a time when ”there was 
no king in Israel” (Judges 21:25). However, the psychology of moral development suggests 
that we should restructure the way in which our rules are formed. A purely top-down, verti-
cal system of laws and morals favors the powerful and the privileged, because laws favor the 
lawmaker. Instead of leaving power solely in the hands of the privileged, power—including 
legislative power—should be shared by all. 

Isaiah 1:17

ר֣וּ חָמ֑וֹץ  ט אַשְּׁ ב דִּרְשׁ֥וּ מִשְׁפָּ֖ לִמְד֥וּ הֵיטֵ֛  
יבוּ אַלְמָנָֽה׃  שִׁפְט֣וּ יָת֔וֹם רִ֖  

Learn to do good. Devote yourselves to justice; 
aid the wronged. Uphold the rights of the orphan; 
defend the cause of the widow.

https://www.sun-sentinel.com/florida-jewish-journal/opinion/fl-jj-opinion-roth-judaism-21st-century-20200101-20191223-e36ymypqtrdajp2b4s7voznu2e-story.html
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Babylonian Talmud, Eiruvin 100b
Similarly, Rabbi Yochanan said: Even if the Torah had not been given, we would  
nonetheless have learned modesty from the cat, which covers its excrement, and that  
stealing is objectionable from the ant, which does not take grain from another ant, and 
forbidden relations from the dove, which is faithful to its partner, and proper relations 
from the rooster, which first appeases the hen and then mates with it.

Ayalon Eliach, “Why Should Jews Celebrate a Torah That Calls for Genocide and 
Homophobia?,” Haaretz
Calls for genocide. Instructions for how to manage sex slaves captured in battle. Death 
penalty for homosexuals. When you read these words, what comes to mind? ISIS? Boko 
Haram? Al Shabaab? Keep thinking. Every year, Jews across the world gather weekly to  
read consecutive portions of the Torah, Judaism’s holiest text, which features the morally 
repugnant list above as well as many other offensive passages (genocide: Deuteronomy  
20:16–17; sex slavery: Deuteronomy 21:10–13; death penalty for homosexuals: Leviticus  
20:13). The completion of this annual reading cycle is celebrated on a holiday called  
Simhat Torah, which begins next week. Is there any justification for Jews continuing to 
celebrate the completion of a book that reads in part like an instruction manual on how to 
be a terrible person? The answer depends on how we approach the text. The Talmud states 
that the Torah can be a “deadly poison” or an “elixir of life” depending on the mindset of 
the person who studies it (Ta’anit 7a). For those who approach the Torah unquestioningly 
as a guidebook, these passages can, quite literally, be “deadly.” One need not look further 
than the past few months: The ultra-Orthodox murderer at this year’s Gay Pride Parade in 
Jerusalem and the fundamentalist Jews who burned a Palestinian family alive are chilling 
examples of what happens when people blindly follow the words of a book that advocates 
homophobia and genocide.

Poverty
Proverbs 13:7

ב׃  שׁ וְה֣וֹן רָֽ תְרוֹשֵׁ֗ ל מִ֝ ין כֹּ֑ ר וְאֵ֣ תְעַשֵּׁ יֵשׁ֣ מִ֭  
Some pretend to be rich and have nothing; 
Others profess to be poor and have much wealth.

Proverbs 14:31

הוּ וּ֝מְכַבְּד֗וֹ חֹנֵ֥ן אֶבְיֽוֹן׃  ף עֹשֵׂ֑ ל חֵרֵ֣ ק דָּ֭ שֵֽׁ עֹ֣  
One who withholds what is due to the poor affronts their Maker; 
One who shows pity for the needy shows honor.

Rabbi Yanklowitz, p. 179
A midrash explains that typically people in poverty should not live separately from the 
wealthy because extreme poverty has the potential to lead to violence. Those with extreme 
wealth, however, who use it to support a regressive treatment of those who have nothing, 
are violating Judaism‘s commitment to fairness and impartiality, making extreme wealth as 
dangerous as extreme poverty. 

https://www.haaretz.com/jewish/.premium-why-should-jews-extol-a-torah-with-moral-flaws-1.5404407
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Leviticus 19:9–10

ם לֹ֧א תְכַלֶּ֛ה  יר אַרְצְכֶ֔ וּֽבְקֻצְרְכֶם֙ אֶת־קְצִ֣  
ט׃  ירְךָ֖ לֹ֥א תְלַקֵּֽ קֶט קְצִֽ ר וְלֶ֥ ת שָׂדְךָ֖ לִקְצֹ֑ פְּאַ֥  
When you reap the harvest of your land, you shall not reap all the way  
to the edges of your field, or gather the gleanings of your harvest. 

ט  רֶט כַּרְמְךָ֖ לֹ֣א תְלַקֵּ֑ ל וּפֶ֥ וְכַרְמְךָ֙ לֹ֣א תְעוֹלֵ֔  
ם׃  י יְהֹוָ֥ה אֱלֹהֵיכֶֽ ם אֲנִ֖ ב אֹתָ֔ י וְלַגֵּר֙ תַּעֲזֹ֣ עָנִ֤ לֶֽ  
You shall not pick your vineyard bare, or gather the fallen fruit of 
your vineyard;  you shall leave them for the poor and the stranger: 
I the Eternal am your God.

Deuteronomy 8:10 

יךָ  רַכְתָּ֙ אֶת־יְהֹוָ֣ה אֱלֹהֶ֔ עְתָּ וּבֵֽ וְאָכַלְתָּ֖ וְשָׂבָ֑  
ךְ׃  תַן־לָֽ ר נָֽ ה אֲשֶׁ֥ רֶץ הַטֹּבָ֖ עַל־הָאָ֥  

When you have eaten your fill, give thanks to the Eternal your God 
for the good land given to you. 

Sh’mot Rabbah 31:12–13
There is nothing in the world more grievous than poverty; it is the most terrible of all 
sufferings. Our Sages have said: If all troubles were assembled on one side and poverty on 
the other, [poverty would outweigh them all]. When a man is rich and has a poor relative, he 
does not acknowledge him; for when he sees his poor relation, he hides himself from him, 
being ashamed to speak to him, because he is poor.

Shulchan Aruch, Yoreh Dei-ah 250:1
How much is it appropriate to give to the poor? “Sufficient for their needs in that which 
they lack.” If they are hungry, one must feed them. If they need clothing, one must clothe 
them. If they lack housing utensils, one must provide them with housing utensils. . . . To 
each person according to what they need. 

Jane Eisner, “Why We Don’t Talk about Jewish Poverty—And Why We Should,”  
The Forward
Jewish media largely reflect Jewish preoccupations—and for the establishment, that is 
Israel and rising anti-Semitism. It is not the poverty inflicting an elderly man afraid to leave 
his apartment, or a Haredi family whose lifestyle is dramatically different from the majority 
of American Jews, or a single mother who lost her job when Toys R Us closed. Acknowl-
edging Jewish poverty forces us to acknowledge the fact that not all Jews are well-educated, 
economically successful, politically powerful, culturally assimilated and solidly middle class 
(or wealthier). “There is a perception that Jewish poverty is an oxymoron,” a communal 
professional told me. “There is a tremendous sense of denial in the Jewish community 
about how many Jews truly need help.”

https://forward.com/culture/421071/why-we-dont-talk-about-jewish-poverty-and-why-we-should/
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Session 3
Our Souls, Ourselves

Self-Awareness
Proverbs 24:14

צָאתָ  ךָ אִם־מָ֭ פְשֶׁ֥ ה לְנַ֫ ה חׇכְמָ֗ ן ׀ דְּעֶ֥ כֵּ֤  
ת׃ ית וְ֝תִקְוָתְךָ֗ לֹ֣א תִכָּרֵֽ וְיֵשׁ֣ אַחֲרִ֑  

Know: such is wisdom for your soul; 
If you attain it, there is a future; 
Your hope will not be cut off.

Rabbi Yanklowitz, p. xxi
Proverbs is not about self-understanding, but rather instructs about wisdom beyond the 
self. “The fool does not desire understanding / But only to air their thoughts” (Proverbs 
18:2). The self is not the center in this intellectual and spiritual quest. We must learn to lis-
ten to others instead of meditating and thinking in isolation: “To answer before listening /  
This is foolish and disgraceful” (18:13). The book notes, however, that we must learn to 
know our own soul as well (Proverbs 24:14).

Dr. Erica Brown, In Narrow Places: Daily Inspiration for the Three Weeks
Jeremiah’s Jerusalem is not ravaged by enemies; it is brought low by the absence of integrity 
of its own inhabitants. God makes the residents of Jerusalem suffer so that they will look in 
the mirror, but they do not heed the divine moral signal. The wake-up alarm does not work. 
There is no self-awareness, just an intensification of sin until it inures people to the cause of 
their own misfortune. It is not coincidental that Eikha also offers this sage advice: “Let us 
search and try our ways, and turn back to the Lord. Let us lift up our hearts with our hands 
to God in the heavens” (Lamentations 3:40–41). The tender image of post-Temple sacrifice 
is to take one’s own heart and offer it in one’s hands.

Rabbi Joseph B. Soloveitchik, Kol Dodi Dofek (translated by David Z. Gordon, 2006)
From [both] the midst of a heritage which is compulsive and fateful and a terrible aloneness 
which  are the source of the unity of the nation, issues forth the attribute of loving-kindness 
which  summons and drives the fateful collective to imbue their unity with positive con-
tent by means of  the constant participation in events, suffering, consciousness and acts 
of mutual assistance. The  isolated Jew finds his solace in his active adhesion to the whole 
and by tearing down barriers of  egotistical-separatist existence, and by joining his neigh-
bors. The oppressive experience of fate  finds its connection in the coalescing of individual 
personal experiences into the new entity called a  nation. The obligation of love for another 
person emanates from the self-awareness of the people  of fate, which is alone and per-
plexed by its uniqueness. For this was the Covenant of Egypt  concluded. 
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When to Be Silent
Proverbs 10:19

יל׃  יו מַשְׂכִּֽ ךְ שְׂפָתָ֣ שַׁע וְחוֹשֵׂ֖ בָרִים לֹ֣א יֶחְדַּל־פָּ֑ ב דְּ֭ בְּרֹ֣
Where there is much talking, there is no lack of transgressing, 
But one who curbs the tongue shows sense.

Rabbi Yanklowitz, p. 203
Having the foresight to restrain oneself is an under-explored avenue of courageous behav-
ior. The courage to seek our own truths calls upon us not only to speak up publicly, but also 
to be silent when the times call for silence. Not every situation requires our voice; not every 
pursuit needs our opinion. Knowing when to back off is as important, maybe even more so, 
than standing up. 

Babylonian Talmud, Y’vamot 65b
The Gemara cites other statements made by Rabbi Il’a in the name of Rabbi Elazar, son of 
Rabbi Shimon. And Rabbi Il’a said in the name of Rabbi Elazar, son of Rabbi Shimon: 
Just as it is a mitzvah for a person to say that which will be heeded, so is it a mitzvah 
for a person not to say that which will not be heeded. One should not rebuke those who 
will be unreceptive to his message. Rabbi Abba says: It is obligatory for him to refrain 
from speaking, as it is stated: “Do not reprove a scorner lest he hate you; reprove a wise 
man and he will love you” (Proverbs 9:8).

David L. Evans, “Those Who Remain Silent,” New York Times
As an African-American growing up in the rural South, I used to wonder how the party of 
Franklin D. Roosevelt, Adlai Stevenson, and Hubert Humphrey could permit a minority 
of Southern racists like James Eastland, Herman Talmadge, Richard Russell, and Strom 
Thurmond to exert so much political influence in Washington. The majority of the Dem-
ocratic Party at that time knew how wrong those Southerners were but chose to remain 
silent. That “silent majority” and its descendants now recognize—and admit—how ter-
ribly wrong its members were. Shouldn’t today’s Republicans who remain silent while 
their leader winks “at the racists and Nazis,” as Mr. Blow puts it, and demeans women be 
reminded of the shameful behavior of those “silent” Democrats while Jim Crow reigned in 
nearly half of our country?

Introspection
Proverbs 28:11

נּוּ׃  ין יַחְקְרֶֽ ל מֵבִ֣ יר וְדַ֖ ישׁ עָשִׁ֑ עֵינָיו אִ֣ חָכָ֣ם בְּ֭
A rich man is clever in his own eyes, 
But a perceptive pauper can see through him.

Proverbs 28:13

ם׃  ה וְעֹזֵ֣ב יְרֻחָֽ שָׁעָיו לֹ֣א יַצְלִ֑יחַ וּמוֹדֶ֖ ה פְ֭ מְכַסֶּ֣
No one who covers up his faults will succeed; 
One who confesses and gives them up will find mercy.

https://www.nytimes.com/2018/11/30/opinion/letters/democrats-jim-crow.html
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Rabbi Yanklowitz, p. 64
Religiosity has two crucial components: outward engagement with the world and spiritual 
introspection. The external component must be the dominant one: we are to observe, 
study, and learn intellectually from our texts, ritual, community, and social problems; but 
in addition to this outward element of religious practice, we must look inside ourselves, 
cultivate spirituality, and nurture our own reason and faith. 
 Each of us has to find our authentic calling. In the twenty-first century, the most crucial 
need for the Jewish people is to learn how to connect an outer religious life with an inner 
religious life more deeply. We can only do the messy work of the world if we have done the 
messy work inside ourselves. This work requires respect and nourishment for our natural 
morality—the potential that was placed within us at Creation. However, each of us also has 
to study the ways of Creation—of nature and its inherent morality and laws—itself.

Psalm 27:7–9

נִי׃  עֲנֵֽ א וְחׇנֵּ֥נִי וַֽ י אֶקְרָ֗ שְׁמַע־יְהֹוָ֖ה קוֹלִ֥
Hear, Adonai, my voice—
I am crying out!
Be gracious to me, answer me!

שׁ׃  בִּי בַּקְּשׁ֣וּ פָנָ֑י אֶת־פָּנֶ֖יךָ יְהֹוָ֣ה אֲבַקֵּֽ ר לִ֭ לְךָ֤ ׀ אָמַ֣
My heart has said to You: “Seek my face.”
I am seeking Your face, Adonai—

ךָ  בְדֶּ֥ ף עַ֫ ל תַּט־בְּאַ֗ יךָ ׀ מִמֶּנִּי֮ אַ֥ ר פָּנֶ֨ אַל־תַּסְתֵּ֬  
י׃  י יִשְׁעִֽ נִי אֱלֹהֵ֥ עַזְבֵ֗ נִי וְאַל־תַּ֝ ל־תִּטְּשֵׁ֥ י הָיִ֑יתָ אַֽ עֶזְרָתִ֥  
Do not hide Your face from me.
Do not turn Your servant away in anger,
You have been my help—
Do not forsake me, do not abandon me, 
God of my deliverance!

Rabbi Lawrence A. Hoffman, “The Introspection of Elul,” New York Jewish Week
This is the end of Elul, the last full week before Rosh Hashanah, and the time to ask what 
Rav Nachman of Breslov (1772–1810) calls the “final and ultimate” human question: lamah 
li chayim? What is the meaning of my life? What is the point of it all? What should drive us? 
No amount of empirical evidence can answer these questions; we generally avoid them.
This week of introspection starts with Ki Tavo (When you enter the land), which chasidic 
tradition treats metaphorically: not the Land of Israel but the inner landscape of our souls, 
which we ought to enter in this final week of Elul. Only there will we find the secret of life’s 
meaning. . . . The inner demons that get in our way are our unacknowledged fears: loss of 
love, failure, loneliness, sickness, aging, and so on. As Rav Nachman famously said, “The 
world is a narrow bridge: the main thing is not to be afraid.” We conquer fears by hitbod’dut, 
a kind of serious solitude, in which we pour out the deepest yearnings of our heart to God—
not in formal prayer, he warns, and not even in Hebrew, but in the vernacular, the language 
we naturally speak, and the only hope of finding words to match our inner state.

https://www.jta.org/2019/09/18/ny/the-introspection-of-elul


20

Personal Gain
Proverbs 1:19

ח׃ צַע אֶת־נֶ֖פֶשׁ בְּעָלָ֣יו יִקָּֽ עַ בָּ֑ צֵֽ רְחוֹת כׇּל־בֹּ֣ ן אׇ֭ כֵּ֗
Such is the fate of all who pursue unjust gain; 
It takes the life of its possessor.

Rabbi Yanklowitz, p. 169
The Book of Proverbs reminds us of our responsibility to take care of the land and enjoy 
its beauty. Its exploitation for gain and profit is truly an affront to the ideal of Torah. It is 
our duty to use the Jewish tradition as a way to fight against human exploitation of other 
humans, the limitation of resources, and insufficient respect for our environment. While 
it will certainly not be easy, our deep engagement with the Jewish sources should serve as a 
springboard to inspire us to action and help us bear the metaphorical fruit from the textual 
soil we worked so hard to till.

Maimonides, Mishneh Torah, “Repentance”  
(translated by Moses Hyamson, 1937–1949)
Whoever engages in the study of the Torah, in order that they may receive a reward or avoid 
calamities, is not studying the Torah for its own sake. Whoever occupies themself with the 
Torah, neither out of fear nor for the sake of recompense, but solely out of love for the 
Lord of the whole earth who enjoined us to do so, is occupied with the Torah for its 
own sake. The sages however said, “One should always engage in the study of the 
Torah, even if not for its own sake; for one who begins thus will end by studying it for its 
own sake.” Hence, when instructing the young, women, or the illiterate generally, we teach 
them to serve God out of fear or for the sake of reward, till their knowledge increases and 
they have attained a large measure of wisdom. Then we reveal to them this mystic truth, 
little by little, and train them by easy stages till they have grasped and comprehended it, and 
serve God out of love.

Midrash Tanchuma, Mishpatim 2
 Now these are the ordinances (Exodus 21:1). Scripture says elsewhere: The king by 
justice establisheth the land, but the person who sets themself apart (t’rumah) overthrows 
it (Proverbs 29:4). The Torah’s king rules through justice and thereby causes the earth to 
endure, but the person who sets themself apart (t’rumah) overthrows it. This implies that 
if a person acts as though they were a t’rumah (the portion separated, or set aside, for the 
priests) by secluding themself in the corner of their home and declaring, “What concern are 
the problems of the community to me? What does their judgment mean to me? Why should 
I listen to them? I will do well (without them),” this person helps to destroy the world. 
Hence the person of separation (t’rumah) overthrows it. 

Babylonian Talmud, B’rachot 63b
Rabbi Yosei began to speak in honor of the hosts, and taught: It is said: “You shall not 
abhor an Edomite, for he is your brother; you shall not abhor an Egyptian, because 
you were a stranger in his land” (Deuteronomy 23:8). Isn’t this an a fortiori inference: 
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Just as the Egyptians, who only befriended Israel, even when they hosted them, for their 
own benefit, as Pharaoh said to Joseph, as it is stated, “And if you know any able men 
among them, then make them rulers over my cattle” (Genesis 47:6), are treated this 
way, all the more so should one who hosts a Torah scholar in his home, provid-
ing him with food and drink and availing him of his possessions without concern 
for personal gain, be treated this way.

Rabbi Jill Jacobs, “The Importance of the Community (Kehilla) in Judaism,”  
My Jewish Learning
It is no accident that the Jewish people call themselves “Am Yisrael”—“the people of 
Israel”—rather than “Dat Yisrael,” or “the religion of Israel.” A sense of peoplehood has 
long been the defining characteristic of the Jews. Accordingly, the central experience of 
Jewish history—the only event that demands an annual retelling—is the exodus from 
Egypt. Though wrapped up in an encounter with divinity, the exodus was primarily an 
experience of national liberation, rather than a moment of religious awakening. On the 
everyday level, this focus on peoplehood is translated into an emphasis on the community 
as the primary organizing structure of Jewish life. 

Wisdom
Proverbs 18:4

ה׃  עַ מְק֣וֹר חׇכְמָֽ בֵ֗ חַל נֹ֝ ישׁ נַ֥ י פִי־אִ֑ מֻקִּים דִּבְרֵ֣ יִם עֲ֭ מַ֣
The words a person speaks are deep waters, 
A flowing stream, a fountain of wisdom.

Proverbs 31:10–12

הּ׃  ק מִפְּנִינִ֣ים מִכְרָֽ י יִמְצָ֑א וְרָחֹ֖ יִל מִ֣ שֶׁת־חַ֭ אֵֽ
How precious is a woman of substance! 
Her worth is far beyond that of rubies. 

ר׃  ל לֹ֣א יֶחְסָֽ הּ לֵ֣ב בַּעְלָ֑הּ וְ֝שָׁלָ֗ טַח בָּ֭ בָּ֣
Her husband puts his confidence in her, 
And lacks no good thing. 

י חַיֶּֽיהָ׃  ל יְמֵ֣ ע כֹּ֝֗ גְּמָלַ֣תְהוּ ט֣וֹב וְלֹא־רָ֑
She is good to him, never bad, 
All the days of her life.

Rabbi Yanklowitz, p. xv
Jewish wisdom is not something one acquires lightly. It is a pursuit that takes a lifetime of 
rigorous study, guidance, perspicacity, and openheartedness. On the other hand, Jewish 
literature is not necessarily just a means to achieve intellectual glory—studying Jewish texts 
is a journey with infinite steps and no end in sight, a pleasurable pursuit for its own sake. 

https://www.myjewishlearning.com/article/community-focused/
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Rabbi Yanklowitz, pp. 403–4
The power of Eishet Chayil arises when we consider its subject: women.  . . . By concluding 
a male-centric section of a male-centric book by concentrating on the allure and wisdom 
of the female, the Book of Proverbs ends on a provocative note. The choice serves as an 
intertextual critique of other biblical narratives: women are often mentioned in the Torah 
in a not-so-positive fashion. 

D. M. Welton, “The Old Testament Wisdom (Chokma),” Biblical World 10,  
no. 3, pp. 183–89
The Hebrew word chokma, as used in the Old Testament, stands for wisdom, both divine 
(Prov. 3:19) and human (Dan. 1:17). As expressive of the latter it has both a general and a 
special meaning. Its general meaning is somewhat varied, a knowledge, e.g., of nature (I 
Kings 4:33), of human affairs (Isa. 19:11), the gift of poetic and sententious speech (I Kings 
4:32), skill to foretell the future, to interpret dreams, and to conjure (Ex. 7:11; Dan. 5:11) 
being all comprehended under the term. Among the Hebrews the wise man (chakam) was 
the learned man in general (Jer. 8:9), whether in the character of judge (I Kings 3: 28), or 
ruler (Deut. 34:9), or artificer (Ex. 28:3; 31:6; Jer. 10:9), or cunning and subtle man (Job 
5:13; cf. 2 Sam. 13:3; 20:16). 
 In the more special signification of the word, it denotes wisdom with a strong ethical 
quality, as rooting itself in the fear of the Lord, and applying the truths of divine revelation 
to the various relations and circumstances of life-wisdom, in a word, as inclusive of all 
virtue.

Claudia V. Camp, “Woman Wisdom: Bible,”  
The Shalvi/Hyman Encyclopedia of Jewish Women
In some of the books of the Hebrew Bible, “wisdom” is personified as a female character. 
This character is shown not only in traditional roles of women as a mother and house-
keeper, but also as a prophet and a source of counsel. Her portrayal often draws compari-
sons to goddesses outside of the Hebrew Bible, such as the Egyptian goddesses Ma’at  
and Isis, the Sumerian Inanna, and the Babylonian Ishtar. There is debate over whether 
Wisdom was worshipped as a goddess, and ultimately her presentation is ambiguous.  
Nevertheless, the stories of Woman Wisdom are significant for their use of a woman’s  
voice in male books. . . . Notable in Proverbs and the Wisdom of Solomon (and to a lesser 
degree in Job and Sirach) is the personification of the concept of wisdom as a woman. 

Death
Proverbs 5:11

ךָ׃  שָׂרְךָ֗ וּשְׁאֵרֶֽ ךָ בִּכְל֥וֹת בְּ֝ וְנָהַמְתָּ֥ בְאַחֲרִיתֶ֑
And in the end you roar, 
When your flesh and body are consumed

Rabbi Yanklowitz, p. 54
One of the cruel realties of being human is the foreknowledge that we will one day no lon-
ger exist in our physical form. Death is coming for all of us. 

https://jwa.org/encyclopedia/article/woman-wisdom-bible
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 The Book of Proverbs does not shy away from this truth. We will all eventually die, and 
most of us will be forgotten. When we do not fully come to terms with this reality and we 
fail to be moved by the fact that we have no idea of what to expect after death, contemplat-
ing the end of life only invokes deep anxiety and fear. Yet, when we live in accordance with 
the truths revealed through the deepest embracing of this inevitable reality, we can discover 
a sublime joy and freedom that is liberating and refreshing.

Babylonian Talmud, M’gillah 3b
On the basis of these premises, Rava raised a dilemma: If one must choose between 
reading the M’gillah and tending to a meit mitzvah, which of them takes prece-
dence? Does reading the M’gillah take precedence due to the value of publicizing the 
miracle, or perhaps burying the meit mitzvah takes precedence due to the value of pre-
serving human dignity? After he raised the dilemma, Rava then resolved it on his own 
and ruled that attending to a meit mitzvah takes precedence, as the Master said: Great 
is human dignity, as it overrides a prohibition in the Torah. Consequently, it certainly 
overrides the duty to read the M’gillah, despite the fact that reading the M’gillah publicizes 
the miracle.

Caitlin Doughty, Smoke Gets in Your Eyes and Other Lessons from the Crematory, p. 113
Death might appear to destroy the meaning in our lives, but in fact it is the very source of 
our creativity. As Kafka said, “The meaning of life is that it ends.” Death is the engine that 
keeps us running, giving us the motivation to achieve, learn, love, and create. Philosophers 
have proclaimed this for thousands of years just as vehemently as we insist upon ignoring it 
generation after generation.

Rabbi Paul Kipnes, “God Damn You, God! Taking God to Task in a Messed Up 
World” (2021, excerpt), paulkipnes.com
God damn You, God!
 What’s with the raging wildfires and destructive flooding, the mass shootings and mind-
less meanness all around? Why the antisemitism against us Jews, and the explosive hatred 
against Asian Americans, and against immigrants and trans people? Have You no shame 
allowing the self-proclaimed white supremacists a public stage, and giving climate change 
free reign? What about the loss of life in Afghanistan and the destruction in Haiti yet again?
 Our Israelite ancestors suffered for four hundred generations in Egypt before You 
deigned to deliver us to freedom. How many more need to die to motivate Your mercy, to 
finally get You to act on our behalf? What the heck is going on with You, God?
 It’s Yom Kippur and we are here to confess our sins to You. However, I think this year, 
Holy One, it’s You who ought to be doing the confessing. It’s You who should seek forgive-
ness from us.
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