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INTRODUCTION
Welcome to Hadar’s Project Zug 5782 Shavuot Companion. In this collection, you will find a small sample 
of our favorite Project Zug courses, spanning a wide range of topics. Each of these five source sheets is just 
the beginning of a longer course that is made to be learned with a havruta (learning partner) over multiple 
weeks. We chose these source sheets because we think they each stand alone as an accessible, thought-
provoking lesson for people of all Jewish learning backgrounds.

There are countless ways that this companion can serve as a resource for you and your community this 
Shavuot. Feel free to get creative! Here are just a few suggestions from the Project Zug team:

“I’m running a late-night program with my community” 
Print out a few copies and leave them in an open “Beit Midrash” space for a choose-your-own-
adventure learning experience! Anyone who wants to learn in pairs or small groups can pick 
up the packets and pick the topic(s) that look most interesting to them. 

“I’m facilitating a session or group discussion”  
Use one of the source sheets as the basis for your class. Learn the sources together as a 
group, or break everyone up into havrutot to learn the texts and come back together for the 
discussion questions. 

“I’m planning my own personal learning experience” 
Grab a partner and go! You can pick one topic for up to an hour of learning, or you can spend 
the night going through all five sessions.

Looking to keep the learning going a!er Shavuot? Sign up to finish the course you started during Project 
Zug’s Summer Learning Cycle. You can register with your Shavuot havruta or tell us about yourself and we’ll 
match you with someone new. Visit www.projectzug.org to register for our Summer Learning Cycle by the 
June 10th registration deadline.

We’d love to hear from you! Tell us how you used this companion or explore a Project Zug partnership with 
your Jewish community. Email the Director of Project Zug, Haley Schulman at schulman@hadar.org. 

Hag Shavuot Samei’ah, 
Haley, Director of Project Zug
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COURSE DESCRIPTIONS

Unlocking the Prayerbook: Finding New Meaning in Our Prayers | R. Elie Kaunfer
The Jewish prayerbook is comprised of many prayers composed over the years, ancient words that have 
been said by Jews across generations and communities. What do these prayers actually mean, and how can 
we relate to these words in a deeper way?

Kashrut: Why? What? How? | R. Ethan Tucker
Not eating food in the same way as everyone else has been one of the central markers of Jewish identity for 
millennia. But many core questions about this practice of Kashrut remain open. Why do we keep Kosher in 
the first place? How do we apply these ancient sources on what we can and can’t eat in a modern world?

Everyday Moral Dilemmas | R. Avi Strausberg
Wrestle with everyday moral dilemmas, the sorts of which we each encounter all of 
the time in our lives, through the lens of traditional Jewish texts. We’ll pose these 
everyday moral dilemmas to classic Jewish sources and see what, if any wisdom, 
they have to o!er us when confronted with these questions. In doing so, we’ll 
attempt to not only answer the dilemmas before us but suggest a 
model for what it might look like to turn to Jewish texts for guidance 
on pressing questions of our times.

Theology of Psalms: Praying Biblical Poetry | R. Shai Held
Jews o"en take great comfort in reciting chapters of Tehillim 
(psalms), but we rarely study them carefully. Through close literary and 
theological readings of an array of Psalms—reflecting diverse genres, moods, 
experiences, and emotions—we will deepen our understanding of the texts 
and the worldviews they express. We’ll encounter texts that are theologically 
profound, spiritually audacious, and literarily breathtaking. Along the way, we’ll 
consider what it means to pray a text as opposed to merely reading or studying it.

Death Penalty in the Talmud | R. Miriam-Simma Walfish
At times, modern death penalty discourse can seem black and 
white and simplistic. Those who support it cite deterrence and 
retribution as the primary reasons for this punishment, while those 
against o"en cite the possibility of wrongful conviction and the sanctity of human 
life as reasons against. We will pair Rabbinic texts with more modern takes on the 
death penalty and allow both types of sources to draw out aspects in the 
other we may not have seen otherwise.



Unlocking the Prayerbook:  
Finding New Meaning in Our Prayers 
R. Elie Kaunfer

How to Read a Prayer for MeaningSESSION 1

 Siddur 
“Siddur” is related to the 
word “Seder”, both of 
which have the meaning 
of “something which is 
in order.” In this case, the 
Siddur contains the order 
of the prayers.

 centuries ago 
We will be quoting the 
texts in this course from 
the standard Ashkenazi 
tradition in the USA, 
mostly from Poland, but 
that is not to discount the 
importance of the vast 
variance of Jewish liturgy.

 the first 
Sometimes this paragraph 
is called “Avot” = 
“Ancestors.” You’ll see why 
when you read the text!

INTRODUCTION
The Siddur  (prayerbook in Hebrew) is one of the most used and least 
understood of Jewish texts.

In order to investigate the Shabbat and weekday prayers, and work out what 
they—words written centuries ago —might mean for us today, we’ll use R. 
Kaunfer’s signature method of intertextuality: exploring the connections 
between the Siddur and the Tanakh (Bible) as a pathway to looking at the 
prayers in new lights.

The first step in analyzing any prayer is to treat it like a text to be studied and 
examined—like a passage of Bible or Talmud—and not a credo to be recited. 
Every time you read a prayer, make sure that you are approaching it in this 
light. When you finish reading it with your havruta, spend some time together 
asking as many questions as possible about what you just read.

Three groups of questions are especially important to read on all prayers we 
read in this course:

1. Anomalies: What is strange? unexpected? Where is the language choppy or 
unclear? What ambiguities do you find? 

2. Theme: If you had to identify an underlying or unifying theme, what might it 
be?

3. Connection: Which of these lines do you relate to? Which do you not 
connect to?

I. THE FIRST BLESSING OF THE AMIDAH
We will first look at the opening blessing of the Amidah, or “standing prayer.” 
The Amidah is a series of blessings said three times a day, normally understood 
as praising God and making requests. There are three opening blessings 
and three closing blessings; the middle is flexible depending on the day, 
e.g. di!erent on weekdays to Shabbat. Those opening and closing blessings 
appear essentially unchanged in all Jewish prayer services. The blessing below, 
the first  of these opening blessings, was identified by our Rabbis (in the 
Babylonian Talmud, Berakhot 34b ) as the most critical blessing: if one loses 
focus for this blessing, one has to start the Amidah again.

The Case of the First Blessing of the AmidahUNIT 1
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First paragraph of the Amidah
1.  Blessed are You, YHVH, Our God 
and God of our ancestors

2. !e God of Abraham, the God of 
Isaac, and the God of Jacob

3. !e great, mighty, and awesome God

4. God Most High

5. Who performs acts of loving-
kindness

6. And Creator of All

7. And remembers the loving-kindness 
of our ancestors 

8. And brings a redeemer to their 
children’s children for His name’s sake, 
with love.

9. Helping, saving, and shielding king!

10. Blessed are You, YHVH,  shield of 
Abraham.
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The lines below are numbered in Hebrew and English to help you focus on specific 
parts as you discuss with your havruta.

Read each line closely and ask as many questions as you can on each, starting with 
the three key areas introduced above:

Anomalies | Theme | Connection

(There’s no need to necessarily answer the questions at this stage!)

 YHVH
The 
Tetragrammaton, the 
four-letter name of 
God. It is pronounced 
“Adonai” (= “My 
master”) and is 
therefore usually 
translated as “Lord”. 
In actuality, it is 
God’s personal 
name that God 
reveals to Moses in 
this encounter—as 
opposed to “Lord” 
which is a title. 
Consequently, in this 
course we have le! 
the Tetragrammaton 
untranslated and 
instead transliterated 
in English as YHVH, to 
maintain the flavor of 
the Hebrew personal 
name.
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 Kimelman
Reuven Kimelman, 
“The Shema’ Liturgy” 
Kenishta, 1 (2001) 
p. 28

 Exodus 3:5-6, 11, 15
Exodus is the second 
book of the Torah (in 
Hebrew, “Shemot” = 
“Names”), describing 
the Israelite’s leaving 
Egypt (among other 
things!).

II. THE BURNING BUSH
A!er reading this blessing closely and generating all our questions, we are now 
ready to look at the biblical texts the prayer calls upon. We will spend this and the 
next two sessions examining these “intertexts.” 

This method, known as the literary approach, is best summed up by prayerbook 
scholar Reuven Kimelman:

“[T]he meaning of the liturgy exists not so much in the liturgical text per se as in 
the interaction between the liturgical text and the biblical intertext. Meaning, in 
the mind of the reader, takes place between texts rather than within them.”

To simplify: every line of the Siddur is quoting or referring to the Bible. What 
happens if you were to notice the biblical source, and analyze it for meaning? That’s 
what we’re attempting to do in this course

The second line of the blessing is a direct quote from the story of Moses at the 
burning bush, when he encounters God for the first time.
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Exodus 3:5-6, 11, 15
5[God] said, “Do not come closer. Remove 
your shoes from your feet, for the place on 
which you stand is holy ground.” 6[God] 
said: “I am the God of your father, the 
God of Abraham, the God of Isaac, and 
the God of Jacob.” Moses hid his face, for 
he was afraid to look at God…
11But Moses said to God: “Who am I 
that I should go to Pharaoh and free the 
Israelites from Egypt?”…
15God said further to Moses: !us shall 
you say to the children of Israel: YHVH 
the God of your ancestors, the God of 
Abraham, the God of Isaac, the God of 
Jacob sent me to You. !is is My name 
forever, and this is my appellation for all 
generations…

SOURCE #! 
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 Shemot Rabbah 3:1
People today talk 
about the collection 
of midrash called 
“Midrash Rabbah,” 
the “Great Midrash,” 
that covers every 
book in the Torah 
and some others 
in the Writings. In 
reality, the texts that 
make up Midrash 
Rabbah are from 
a wide variety of 
time periods—some 
are very early (like 
Bereishit Rabbah 
on Genesis, 4th-5th 
centuries CE), some 
are very late (like 
Shemot Rabbah on 
Exodus, certainly 
Medieval).

 Himself
The framework 
of our Siddur and 
traditional Jewish 
texts is such that 
they treat God 
as masculine. In 
general, we will not 
do so in this course—
to do so would 
be a fundamental 
limiting of who 
God is. However, 
when translating 
traditional texts, the 
flavor of the original 
will come to the 
fore and masculine 
language will show 
up now and again.

Questions from R. Elie Kaunfer
1. God speaks these words to Moses in their first ever encounter! Moses is 

unfamiliar with God. He fled Egypt a!er killing an Egyptian slave master and 
has been living and growing a family in exile, far away from the su"ering of his 
people. What e!ect do you think these words were supposed to have on Moses? 
Why would God call back to Moses’ ancestors in this moment?

2. What e!ect do these words seem to actually have on him?
3. The second time the phrase appears it is God explaining to Moses what he should 

say to the Israelites when they ask him who sent him. What e!ect are these words 
designed to have in that encounter?

4. While in the text, God says these words to a human, in the Amidah, we say these 
words to God. What do you think about this? What does it mean to “flip the script” 
in this way?

5. In what ways does this source text change your understanding of the blessing in 
the Amidah? 

III. THE VOICE OF AMRAM
Now that we have seen the biblical context that the prayer is quoting, it is useful to 
see the ways in which our rabbis understood these verses. The rabbis read the Bible 
with their own lens, o!en encoded in various collections of interpretations (called 
midrashim in Hebrew). The selection below is from a book of midrash on Exodus, 
compiled in the Middle Ages, on the verses we just learned.
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Shemot Rabbah 3:1
…Rabbi Yehoshua Ha-Kohen son of 
Rabbi Nehemiah: At the time God 
revealed himself to Moses, Moses 
was a beginner soldier in prophecy. 
God said: “If I reveal Myself with a 
great voice, I will kick him away; [if 
I reveal Myself ] in a small voice, he 
will not respect prophecy. What shall 
I do?” 

[God] revealed Himself  in the voice 
of [Moses’] father Amram.

SOURCE #! 
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Moses said: “What does my father want?”

God said to him: “I am not your father but 
rather the God of your father—I came to you 
in seduction so as not to frighten you—the God 
of Abraham, the God of Isaac and the God of Jacob” 
(Exodus 3:6).

Questions from R. Elie Kaunfer
1. One question the midrash seems to be answering is: How did Moses recognize God’s voice that he had 

never heard before in his life? Their answer: He recognized his father’s voice, and only then realized it was 
really God. How does this change your reading of the passage?

2. (How) does knowing this help understand God’s choice of words? Does it a!ect your understanding of 
Moses’ reaction?

3. Knowing that the encounter with God that we commemorate in this blessing was mediated by the human 
participant’s father’s voice, how might this change the way you think about this blessing? Or prayer in 
general?



Kashrut:  
Why? What? How? 
R. Ethan Tucker

Because the Torah tells me so?SESSION 1

INTRODUCTION
Whenever one encounters a mitzvah (commandment), the question “Why do we do it?” is unavoidable and 
extremely important. Jews throughout history have asked this question about keeping kosher (the noun 
form: kashrut) countless times and have come to a number of di!erent answers.

However, specifying the reasons to do a mitzvah can also be dangerous: as soon as that reason no longer 
applies, it makes it possible for those who adhere to it to not perform it. For example, if you were to be 
convinced first that kashrut exists because kosher meat is healthier than non-kosher meat, what if you were 
to do experiments and have it turn out that this is in fact not the case? Would you still keep kosher? Not only 
this, but to limit anything that Jews have discussed complexly for millennia to one overriding reason is to 
flatten and trivialize the rich history and texture of our tradition.

We will explore some of the reasons Jews have o!ered for keeping kosher, in the broadest strokes possible.

BEFORE WE GET STARTED…
Talk to your havruta about your and your family’s kashrut practices. 

1. Do you keep kosher? How did keeping kosher play out (or not) in your life growing up? Has anything 
changed between then and now?

2. What are the values that animate your personal kashrut practice (or lack thereof)?
3. Think of any stories you have of encountering others with kashrut practices that seemed inspiring and/or 

troubling to you. What made those experiences positive or negative for you?
4. Why do you/would anyone keep kosher? 

I. OVERVIEW OF KASHRUT IN THE TORAH
Now let’s look at the origin of kashrut in the Torah. The first step is to lay out the summary of what it is that 
the Torah actually forbids. Below is a (mostly) comprehensive list of references to restrictive food practices 
for Israelites in the Torah.

There is certainly not enough time to look at all of these sources. Instead, scan the list. If there are 1 or 2 
items that interest you and your havruta, consider tracking them down. There are two texts to learn in detail 
below.

Why?UNIT 1
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1. Blood (Genesis 9:4 , Leviticus 3:17 , 7:26-27 , 17:10-14 , Leviticus 12:16 , 23-25 , 15:23 )  
2. Gid ha-nasheh (sciatic nerve) (Genesis 32:33 )  
3. Hametz and leaven on Passover (Exodus 12:15 , 19-20 , 13: 3 , Deuteronomy 16:3 )  
4. The flesh of an ox stoned for killing a person (Exodus 21:28 )  
5. Tereifah (flesh torn up by a predator) (Exodus 22:30 , Leviticus 22:8 —for priests)  
6. Non-priests eating sacred meat (Exodus 29:33 , Leviticus 22:10-13 )  
7. Sacrificial bread and meat le! until past its allotted time (Exodus 29:34 , Leviticus  7:18 , 19:5-8 )  
8. Heilev (suet) (Leviticus 3:17 , 7:23-25 )  
9. Sacred meat that became impure (Leviticus 7:19 )  
10. Someone impure eating sacred meat (Leviticus 7:20-21 )  
11. Forbidden quadrupeds, lacking split hoof or rumination (Leviticus 11:1-8 , 27 , Deuteronomy 14:7-8 )  
12. Forbidden marine life, lacking fins or scales (Leviticus 11:9-12 , Deuteronomy 14:9-10 )  
13. Forbidden flying creatures (Leviticus 11:13-20 , Deuteronomy 14:12-19 )  
14. Reptiles/rodents/small mammals (Leviticus 11:29-30 , 41-43 )  
15. First three years of produce of a fruit tree (Leviticus 19:23-25 )  
16. Neveilah (carcass that died of its own accord) (Leviticus 22:8 —for priests, Deuteronomy 14:21 )  
17. Produce of the new year‘s crop before bringing the omer o"ering (Leviticus 23:14 )  
18. Grape products for the Nazirite (Numbers 6:3-4 )  
19. A kid cooked in its mother‘s milk (Deuteronomy 14:21 )  
20. Kilayim (produce resulting from planting grapes and grain too close together) (Deuteronomy 22:9 )

II. SOME MORE DETAIL
Now that you have a basic sense of what the Torah forbids and for whom, here are two important passages 
in Leviticus for the practice of kashrut that gives us a glimpse into the “why.”
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Leviticus 11:43-47
43You shall not draw abomination upon yourselves 
through anything that swarms; you shall not make 
yourselves unclean therewith and thus become unclean. 
44For I the LORD am your God: you shall sanctify 
yourselves and be holy, for I am holy. You shall not make 
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yourselves unclean through any swarming thing that 
moves upon the earth. 45For I the LORD am He who 
brought you up from the land of Egypt to be your God: 
you shall be holy, for I am holy.
46!ese are the instructions concerning animals, birds, 
all living creatures that move in water, and all creatures 
that swarm on earth, 47for distinguishing between the 
unclean and the clean, between the living things that 
may be eaten and the living things that may not be 
eaten.

Explanation from R. Ethan Tucker
The overarching categories here are spelled out in verse 47:

1. “clean” (or, in other translations: “pure”) = “the living things that may be eaten”;

2. “unclean” (or: “impure”) = “the living things that may not be eaten.” 

These terms in the Torah o!en have strict ritual connotations: something/someone that is “clean” is 
allowed into the Temple, something/someone that is “unclean” is not. However, it also has broader cultural 
connotations similar to the words in English. The terms can also apply to people, things, and animals.

Questions from R. Ethan Tucker
1. What seems to make an animal “clean” or “unclean” according to this passage?
2. “Holiness” (kedushah) in the Torah is o!en related to the concept of “separateness”: things that are 

“holy” must be kept sacred from things that are not. What is the connection between eating “clean” 
animals and being “holy”? And what role does God’s “holiness” play here?

3. Verse 45 seems like it might be a non-sequitur: first bringing in the Exodus, and then saying that we 
should be holy because God is holy. How might the ideas of Exodus and holiness be connected to each 
other? What do they have to do with forbidden food? In what way is the Exodus an act of separation?  
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The next text is a warning to the Israelites before the conquest of the land of Canaan from the Canaanites 
(“the nation that I am driving out before you”):
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Leviticus 20:23-27
23You shall not follow the practices of the nation that 
I am driving out before you. For it is because they did 
all these things that I abhorred them 24and said to you: 
You shall possess their land, for I will give it to you 
to possess, a land !owing with milk and honey. I the 
LORD am your God who has set you apart from other 
peoples.
25So you shall set apart the clean beast from the unclean, 
the unclean bird from the clean. You shall not draw 
abomination upon yourselves through beast or bird or 
anything with which the ground is alive, which I have 
set apart for you to treat as unclean. 26You shall be holy 
to Me, for I the LORD am holy, and I have set you 
apart from other peoples to be Mine. 
27A man or a woman who has a ghost or a familiar spirit 
shall be put to death; they shall be pelted with stones—
their bloodguilt shall be upon them.

Questions from R. Ethan Tucker
1. In context, the “practices” of the Canaanites could refer to the previous part of the chapter, which is 

about sexual immorality. But it could equally (or additionally) refer to the following part of the chapter 
presented here. Which possibility do you think is more likely? What is at stake in this interpretative choice?

2. Verse 27 introduces certain magical practices (the explanations of which are not clear) and their 
punishment (stoning). How you put these 3 parts together (vv. 23-24, vv. 25-26, v. 27) is not obvious. 
Perhaps this is another example of how we are supposed to stay separate from our Canaanite neighbors. 
In what way could this change our reading of the kashrut laws?

3. In what ways does this passage (Leviticus 20) present the same categories and reasons as in Leviticus 11 
and in what ways do they di!er?
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Take a Step Back

Loop your discussions of these Torah texts back to your opening conversation. How does this 
emphasis on separation between clean and unclean, between us and the nations, fit or not fit into 
your understanding of kashrut? What is compelling about this picture? What is problematic?

Kashrut: Why? What? How? Hadar’s Project Zug 5782 Shavuot Companion  |  R. Ethan Tucker

Project Zug | Powered by Hadar 5 of 5



Everyday Moral Dilemmas 
R. Avi Strausberg

Can I Steal a Paperclip?SESSION 1

 Mishnah Avot 2:12 
Pirkei Avot is an extremely 
popular book, consisting 
of moral sayings and 
advice for aspiring rabbis, 
judges, and people of 
all kinds. It is printed in 
most prayer books. It is 
originally one section 
of the Mishnah, the oral 
collection of Jewish law 
from 3rd century Eretz 
Yisrael—although you’ll 
find that the text in prayer 
books o!en di"ers from 
the text in editions of 
the Mishnah. The R. Yose 
quoted here is presumably 
R. Yose Ha-Kohen 
(introduced in Avot 2:8), 
who is an early rabbi from 
the end of the 1st century 
CE.

Mishnah Avot 2:12
R. Yose says: !e money of your friend 
should be as dear to you as your own...

�¤:� µ �� �«´©
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INTRODUCTION
Some boundaries around stealing are quite clear. You can’t walk into a store 
and take something without paying or hop into someone else’s car and drive 
o". But, we encounter all sorts of small moral dilemmas around money every 
day and we may question whether or not these financial indiscretions fall into 
the category of stealing. Does regularly, or even irregularly, printing personal 
documents at work qualify as stealing? If the ATM spits out an extra $20 and 
I keep it, am I stealing? If I make use of my neighbor’s unprotected WiFi, am I 
stealing? Take a moment in your havruta to think about a few other scenarios in 
which you’ve found yourself wondering about the ethics around what qualifies 
as stealing.

1. Do you ever find yourself doing something questionable when it comes to 
money and if so, why do you think it’s okay?

2. What distinguishes one scenario from another?
3. Is “stealing” di!erent when no direct harm is caused to another party or that 

harm is beyond negligible (i.e. perhaps, arguably, the example of making use 
of a neighbor’s WiFi)?

4. Is it di!erent when you’re “stealing” from a large, faceless corporation whose 
capitalistic ways line the pockets of the owners at the expense of most of the 
rest of society?

In this session, we’ll take a look at Jewish sources to explore what qualifies as 
stealing and how are we obligated to behave with respect to someone else’s 
money?

I. A FRAMEWORK FOR HOW TO RELATE TO MONEY
Take a look at the following source from the Mishnah of Pirkei Avot.

SOURCE #! 
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Questions from  R. Avi Strausberg
1. What does Rabbi Yose mean when he says that the money of your friend should be as dear to you as your 

own?
2. Who qualifies as a friend?
3. For what situations might this text be relevant?
4. Do you think this is a reasonable expectation?
5. Are there situations in which you feel this should not be true?

Think about this text in the context of the following case study:
You’re traveling for work and your employer will reimburse all of your work-related expenses while traveling.

How might this text from Pirkei Avot govern your expenditures and for what items you seek to be 
reimbursed?

Does it change the scenario if your employer is a small, start-up operation vs. a large, for-profit corporation?

II. WHAT QUALIFIES AS STEALING?
Let’s look together at several togethers that attempt to define what qualifies as stealing.  We’ll start first with 
our foundation text from the book of Leviticus and then move on to several sources from the Jewish legal 
code, the Shulhan Arukh.

Leviticus 19:11
You shall not steal; you shall not deal deceitfully or falsely 
with one another.
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SOURCE #! 

Questions from  R. Avi Strausberg
1. According to this text from Leviticus, does it matter who we steal from? Is stealing always stealing 

regardless of the parties involved?
2. Does the amount of the the! a"ect whether or not we classify an action as stealing?
3. If I use a paperclip from work for my personal use, am I stealing?
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Shulhan Arukh   
Hoshen Mishpat 348:2
Anyone who steals even a penny’s worth has 
transgressed the commandment to not steal 
and he is obligated to pay. 

!e following are all treated the same: one that 
steals money of a Jew or who steals money of a 
non-Jew and one that steals from the great or 
from the small. 

SOURCE #!  Shulhan Arukh 
The “Set Table” is 
R. Joseph Caro’s 
monumental work 
of Jewish law. It is 
divided into four 
sections: Orah 
Hayyim (containing 
laws of daily ritual 
and shabbat and 
holidays), Yoreh Deah 
(kashrut, mourning, 
conversion, among 
other topics), Even 
Ha-Ezer (marriage 
and divorce), and 
Hoshen Mishpat (civil 
law, including laws 
of the!, as quoted 
here). Even today, 
this is probably the 
most influential book 
of Jewish law. Questions from  R. Avi Strausberg

1. The Shulhan Arukh teaches us that even taking something only worth a penny, 
e.g. a paperclip, still qualifies as stealing. Does this surprise you? How might this 
inform various financial dilemmas you’ve encountered?  

2. The Shulhan Arukh also notes that there is no di"erence if one steals from one 
who is great or who is small. How might this relate to our question about whether 
taking from a corporation is any di!erent from taking from an individual or a small 
start-up?   

R. Moshe Isserles added this note to the Shulhan Arukh which introduces a totally 
new angle to think about:
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Note: A non-Jew’s mistake, for example to 
make a mistake in counting or repaying his 
loans, is permitted, and provided that he 
doesn’t know, so that there is no blasphemy. 

And there are those who say that it is 
forbidden to mislead him except if he makes 
the mistake from his own, and then it’s 
allowed.
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Explanation from  R. Avi Strausberg
While the Shulhan Arukh notes deliberately stealing from a Jew or someone who isn’t Jewish is equally 
problematic, Isserles’ gloss allows benefiting from the mistake of a non-Jew in a way that one cannot benefit 
from a Jew. 

What’s the case? You’re at the grocery story and the clerk give you back the incorrect change in your favor. 
Can you keep it?  

According to Isserles, perhaps you can, if we assume the clerk or the owners of the store are not Jewish.

However, here’s the catch. If there’s a chance that the clerk will realize that he or she gave you the incorrect 
change to your benefit, and you kept it, and that this will reflect poorly on the Jews and by extension on God, 
then in doing so, you’ve desecrated God’s name.

Other sources also indicate the reverse is true. If by returning the money, your actions will reflect positively 
on the Jewish people, and by extension God, then you’ve sanctified God’s name.

1. Play out situations with your havruta in which taking or keeping money might result in a desecration of 
God’s name or otherwise make Jews look bad.

2. Now play out situations in which returning the money might count as a sanctification of God’s name or 
otherwise make Jews look good.

3. What do you think about the new factors Isserles introduced here? Do you find these factors strange or 
relevant? Why or why not?

III. BUT, IT’S JUST A PAPERCLIP
A lot of the blurry lines around stealing come in to play when a seemingly small quantity of money or 
material is at stake. Is it still considered stealing if either I’m taking a negligibly small amount from a large 
corporation or if I’m taking something that is objectively of very little value?

Take a look at the following source from elsewhere in the Shulhan Arukh:

Shulhan Arukh Hoshen Mishpat 359:3
Anyone who steals from his fellow, even a penny-worth, is 
considered as having taken his soul.
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Questions from  R. Avi Strausberg
The Shulhan Arukh comes down pretty on stealing things of little value.

1. Why do you think that is? Why does it matter if we steal something of nearly no value?
2. Is this really akin to taking someone’s soul? Why equate it to murder?
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On the other hand, take a look at the source below in which the Shulhan Arukh 
o!ers a leniency to this perspective.  
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Shulhan Arukh  
Hoshen Mishpat 359:1
It’s forbidden to steal or exploit even any 
amount, whether from a Jew or a non-Jew. 
And if it is an object that is not concerning, it 
is permitted, such as to take from the bundle 
or [taking a splinter] from the fence to brush 
his teeth with. But even this is prohibited 
by the Jerusalem Talmud, as a quality of 
fervency.

SOURCE #! 

 Shulhan Arukh 
Hoshen Mishpat 
359:1 
Within the four 
divisions of the 
Shulhan Arukh (see 
note above), each 
book is divided by 
“siman” (literally 
“sign”) and “se’if” 
(“section”). When 
you see a reference 
to the Shulhan 
Arukh, the first 
number before the 
colon is the siman, 
the second number 
is the se’if within 
that siman. This text 
and the previous text 
are, therefore, nearly 
adjacent to each 
other, only se’if 2 is in 
between.

 Bereishit Rabbah 
31:5 
An early collection of 
midrash or biblical 
interpretation based 
on the book of 
Genesis (Bereishit), 
from 4th-5th century 
Galilee, around the 
same time as the 
Jerusalem Talmud 
(quoted below). Here 
it is explaining what 
was so bad about the 
generation before 
Noah’s Flood such 
that they had to be 
totally wiped out.

Questions from  R. Avi Strausberg
What might qualify as an object about which one would not be concerned? On one 
hand, the Shulhan Arukh rules that even taking something of very little value is still 
stealing. On the other hand, taking something about which someone else would not 
be concerned does not qualify as stealing. 

1. What’s the practical di!erence between these two cases?
2. Can you give an example of something that the Shulhan Arukh would define as 

stealing and an example that the Shulhan Arukh would not define as stealing?

IV. PEAS AND WOODCHIPS
Take a look at the following two stories from ancient Eretz Yisrael which illustrate 
which illustrate the larger e!ect of stealing items of little value.
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Bereishit Rabbah 31:5
!e people before the Flood would act like 
this. One of them brought out a basket full of 
peas. Another would come and take less than 
a penny’s worth, then another would come 

SOURCE #" 
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and take less than a penny’s worth—so that 
[the person with the basket] would be unable 
to get [their money] back by law [since the 
minimum amount for stealing is a penny]...

Questions from  R. Avi Strausberg
The text above imagines a mob, deliberately, one by one, stealing small amounts 
of peas so that no individual can be held accountable. While each person has 
only stolen a few peas, the victim is le! with nothing at all and no one to hold 
accountable.

1. According to this text, why is stealing something of little value so problematic?
2. How does this text relate to our text from the Shulhan Arukh which says, “Anyone 

who steals from his fellow, even a penny-worth, is considered as having taken his 
soul”?

3. Can you imagine a modern day scenario that might be akin to this story?
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Jerusalem Talmud  Hallah 4:5
R. Shimon bar Kahanah was once assisting 
R. Eliezer.  !ey passed a fence. [R. Eliezer] 
said to [R. Shimon]: “Bring me a woodchip 
to pick my teeth.” He changed his mind and 
said: “Don’t bring me anything.” [R. Eliezer] 
said: “For if you bring it, others might follow 
my example and will cause the fence to be 
demolished!”

R. Haggai was once assisting R. Zeira. A 
man passed by carrying a load of wood. [R. 
Haggai] said to [R. Zeira]: “Bring me a 
woodchip to pick my teeth.” He changed his 
mind and said: “Don’t bring me anything, 
for if you bring it, others might follow 

SOURCE #! 

 Jerusalem Talmud 
The name Jerusalem 
Talmud (or Talmud 
Yerushalmi) is really 
a misnomer since 
it comes from 4th 
century Galilee, 
but this is its most 
common name. It is 
the earlier of the two 
Talmuds, the one 
from Eretz Yisrael as 
opposed to Babylon.

 R. Eliezer 
This is a story about 
an early rabbi, Eliezer 
ben Hyrcanus, 
and his student, 
Shimon bar Kahanah 
(alternatively, it’s 
possible this should 
be about R. Elazar 
ben Shamua, a 
much later rabbi, 
since the names 
Eliezer and Elazar 
get confused all the 
time). Students were 
expected to care for 
their masters in all 
sorts of ways and it 
is not uncommon in 
Rabbinic texts to find 
them walking around 
with the teacher 
leaning on the 
student for support, 
as here and in the 
next story about the 
later rabbis R. Haggai 
and R. Zeira.
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my example and the man’s load would be 
destroyed.”

Questions from  R. Avi Strausberg
These two stories above from the Talmud Yerushalmi o!ers a similar perspective 
to the one from Bereishit Rabbah. Here again, someone is taking a small amount of 
something and yet he imagines the disastrous e!ect it might have.

1. What are the similarities and di!erences between this story?
2. Why does R. Eliezer / R. Haggai initially think it’s okay to tear o! a wood chip and 

why does he ultimately reverse his decision?
3. Why are there two of these stories and not just one? Can you find a di!erence 

between the two cases that makes both stories add new information?

V. WINE AND VINE SHOOTS
In this final text from the Babylonian Talmud, Rav Huna learns a lesson about 
stealing. 
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Babylonian Talmud   
Berakhot 5b
Once, four hundred jars of wine 
belonging to Rav Huna turned sour. Rav 
Yehudah, brother of Rav Sala Hasida (or 
some say:  Rav Ada bar Ahavah), and 
the Rabbis came to visit him and said, 
“Let the master [i.e. Rav Huna] examine 
his [past] actions.”

He asked them, “Am I suspect in your 
eyes?” !ey replied, “Is the Holy One 
suspect of imposing judgment without 
justice?”

SOURCE #! 

 Babylonian Talmud 
The Babylonian 
Talmud or 
Talmud Bavli is 
the monolithic 
masterpiece of 
ancient Babylonian 
Jewry. It is built upon 
the Mishnah (but 
frequently digresses) 
and is mostly 
finished in the 6th 
century CE. Berakhot 
(“Blessings”) is the 
first section of the 
Talmud. Here is told 
a story of Rav Huna, 
an early Babylonian 
rabbi.

 Some say 
The Talmud (and 
all of Rabbinic 
literature) was 
taught for centuries 
primarily orally. This 
sometimes results 
in two di!erent 
versions of events 
being incorporated 
into the same story: 
there might be 
two di!erent ways 
people recite a text, 
and our written text 
combines them 
both in an aside 
like this one. In 
this case, there are 
two versions as to 
specifically which 
named rabbi visited 
Rav Huna.
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He said to them, “If anyone has heard 
something against me, let them speak up.”

!ey replied, “We have heard that the 
master does not give his tenant his [lawful 
share of ] vine shoots.”

He said to them, “Does he leave any of 
them for me? He steals them all!”

!ey said to him, “!at is exactly what the 
proverb says: ‘Even if you steal [what is 
your own] from a thief, you are also a bit 
of a thief.” 

He said to them, “From now on, I pledge 
myself to give them to him.”

Some say:  !e vinegar turned back into 
wine! But some say: Vinegar increased in 
price and he bought wine with the value.

 Some say 
Again here (as 
above) there are 
two versions of 
the text that are 
presented side-by-
side. The first version 
is miraculous: as 
soon as he made his 
pledge, the vinegar 
turned back into 
wine. The second is 
less supernatural but 
still very unlikely: 
vinegar, much 
cheaper than wine, 
suddenly rose in 
price such that he 
was able to recoup 
all his losses.

Questions from  R. Avi Strausberg
As a landowner, Rav Huna was obligated to give his tenant farmers not only a share 
of the crop but also a percentage of the growth of the vines planted in a given year. 
Rav Huna, angry that his tenant farmer was taking all of the produce for himself, 
failed to give his tenant farmer the vines that he owed him. For this, he’s divinely 
punished as he’s stealing from his tenant farmer, even though he rationalizes it as 
taking from one who has stolen from him. No sooner than he pledges to give him 
his lawful vines, the punishment is reversed.

1. How might this story be relevant to modern day conversations around stealing 
and what we perceive as blurry ethical boundaries?

2. Play out a situation with your havruta in which someone may feel justified taking 
or keeping something from someone that they feel was stolen from them.

3. According to this text, taking is still stealing even if you’re taking back what’s 
lawfully yours. Do you agree with the bottom line of this text? Why or why not?
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Take a Step Back

We’ve seen several di!erent texts that could map on to very di!erent scenarios of taking and 
stealing.

1. What are the moral guide posts with regards to these questions in your own life?
2. Are there some situations of taking or keep money that you feel are justified? Why or why not?  
3. How do these texts change your thinking, if at all?



Theology of Psalms:  
Praying Biblical Poetry 
R. Shai Held

“The Heavens Declare God’s Glory” "!-"-#$%& '()*+ ,'+-."SESSION 1

 Psalm 19
Translation from Jewish 
Publication Society, 1999 
(as with all biblical texts 
below, unless otherwise 
stated).

 For the leader. A psalm 
of David 
Many psalms have 
headings like this of 
unclear meaning. They 
are perhaps musical 
instructions to the 
performer of these psalms 
in the Temple.

 unheard 
Compare this translation 
to Rober Alter’s (also 
NRSV): “There is no 
utterance and there are no 
words, their voice is not 
heard.”

 chamber 
Heb. huppah, which 
we know today as the 
symbolic wedding canopy. 
It is unclear what this 
refers to in biblical or 
Rabbinic Hebrew, but 
probably something like 
the new husband and 
wife’s first home where 
they consummate their 
marriage.

Psalm 19
1For the leader. A psalm of David.
2!e heavens declare the glory of God, 
the sky proclaims His handiwork. 
3Day to day makes utterance, 
night to night speaks out. 
4!ere is no utterance, 
there are no words, 
whose sound goes unheard.
5!eir voice carries throughout the earth, 
their words to the end of the world. 
He placed in them a tent for the sun, 
6who is like a groom coming forth from 
the chamber,
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THE PSALM
Psalm 19, which is part of Pesukei de-Zimrah for Shabbat and festivals, is one 
of only three psalms about Torah. It is distinctive in connecting the wisdom 
discernible in the heavens, i.e. nature (vv. 1-7), with the wisdom discernible in 
Torah (vv. 8-14). It thus raises some fundamental (and di!icult) questions which 
you can discuss with your havruta before you begin: 

1. Where do we discover God—through nature or received tradition?
2. Does the God we discern in nature have the same characteristics as the God 

we discern in Torah? (For example: does the God of nature care about widows 
and orphans)?

The psalm admires the beauty of nature, but crucially, it insists that nature is 
not God. Instead, it testifies to the glory of God. Look, for example, at vv. 4-6: 
The sun is not god, it is God’s. The psalm is thus not about nature worship; on 
the contrary, it is in part about nature itself worshiping God.

SOURCE #! 
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like a hero, eager to run his course. 
7His rising-place is at one end of heaven, 
and his circuit reaches the other; 
nothing escapes his heat. 
8!e teaching of the Lord is perfect, 
renewing life; 
the decrees of the Lord are enduring, 
making the simple wise; 
9!e precepts of the Lord are just, 
rejoicing the heart; 
the instruction  of the Lord is lucid, 
making the eyes light up. 
10!e fear of the Lord is pure, 
abiding forever; 
the judgments of the Lord are true, 
righteous altogether, 
11more desirable than gold, 
than much "ne gold; 
sweeter than honey, 
than drippings of the comb. 
12Your servant  pays them heed; 
in obeying them there is much reward. 
13Who can be aware of errors? 
Clear me of unperceived guilt, 
14and from willful sins keep Your servant; 
let them not dominate me; 
then shall I be blameless 
and clear of grave o#ense. 
15May the words of my mouth
and the prayer of my heart 
be acceptable to You, 
O Lord, my rock and my redeemer.
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 instruction 
Heb. mitzvah, 
normally translated 
as “commandment.”

 Your servant 
I.e. the speaker of the 
psalm.

 May the words of 
my mouth 
This verse is used 
in our liturgy 
right at the end 
of the Amidah, 
as a final petition 
before leaving 
God’s presence. 
Interestingly, in the 
daily liturgy there are 
nineteen blessings—
and this is the 
nineteenth psalm in 
the Book of Psalms. 
This is already noted 
in the Palestinian 
Talmud Berakhot 
4:3  —although, 
in those times 
there were only 
eighteen blessings 
and, according to 
the Talmud there, 
only really eighteen 
psalms up to here 
(they combined 
psalms 1-2 into one).
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Questions from R. Shai Held: 
1. Many scholars think that Psalm 19 could actually be read as two separate psalms (vv. 2-7 and vv. 8-15). 

On the other hand, there are a lot of connections—linguistic and/or conceptual—between the two parts, 
suggesting it’s one, unified text. What do you think about this debate? What is gained and lost by splitting 
the psalm into two? In your estimation, is this really one psalm or two?

2. Over the course of the psalm, God becomes more personal. “The heavens declare the glory of God (El)” 
(v. 2) gives way to “My rock and My redeemer” (v. 15). Creation thus speaks, but the God it speaks of 
is not as personal as the One spoken of in Torah. What do you think about this distinction between the 
impersonal God of nature and the personal God of Torah? What is the relationship—according to this psalm 
and/or in your own thinking—between knowing God through nature and knowing God through Torah?

3. Assuming this is one, unified text, vv. 2-7 could be making one of two subtly di!erent points. It could 
be suggesting that you have to know God (through Torah) first in order to perceive God’s praise in the 
created world. Alternatively, it might think that anyone can simply perceive this praise by looking at 
creation. What do you think? To ask this question in philosophical language: does this psalm believe in 
“natural theology”?

4. Verse 4 contains an interesting ambiguity: it could mean that no words are spoken which go unheard or 
that there are no words spoken at all. What does the verse mean in each case? 

SUPPLEMENTAL TEXTS

Proverbs 6:23
For the commandment is a lamp, 
!e teaching is a light, 
And the way to life is the rebuke that disciplines.
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1. How does the connection of Torah and light a!ect your understanding of the relationship between the two 
parts of our psalm (vv. 1-7 and vv. 8-14)?

Psalm 8:2, 4, 10
2O Lord, our Lord, 
How majestic is Your name throughout the earth,

¤ ,� ,�:¢ ¨¤§�µ

ñ«¤ �«�� ���
�2�

° �³ �� ���§ �¦ ���� �¥ �© ��́ �³¤ ��� ���� �©

SOURCE #" 

Theology of Psalms: Praying Biblical Poetry Hadar’s Project Zug 5782 Shavuot Companion  |  R. Shai Held

Project Zug | Powered by Hadar 3 of 4



4 of 4

You who have covered the heavens with Your splendor!...
4When I behold Your heavens, the work of Your !ngers, 
the moon and stars that You set in place...
10O Lord, our Lord, how majestic is Your name 
throughout the earth!
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1. Whereas Psalm 8 imagines human beings looking at the heavens and telling the glory of God, Psalm 19 
imagines the heavens themselves declaring the glory of God. How does that di!erence a!ect the experience 
of the person reciting/praying the text?
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Death Penalty in the Talmud 
R. Miriam-Simma Walfish

Execution and the Image of GodSESSION 1

 Mishnah Makkot 1:10 
The Mishnah is the earliest 
Rabbinic text, compiled 
in the early 3rd century 
CE. Makkot (“lashes”) 
is really a continuation 
of the previous section, 
Sanhedrin, which is about 
the proper functioning of 
Jewish courts.

 Sanhedrin 
This is a Greek word 
that means “council.” 
According to Rabbinic 
literature, there was a 
Great Sanhedrin of around 
70 judges in Jerusalem 
who would try the most 
di!icult cases. However, 
sometimes Sanhedrin 
is used to mean a lower 
court, such as a court of 23 
judges required for capital 
cases. It is not completely 
obvious which kind of 
Sanhedrin is intended 
here.

Mishnah Makkot 1:10
A Sanhedrin  who kills one [person] in 
a seven-year period is called violent (or 
destructive). 

R. Elazar ben Azariah says: One in seventy 
years. 

R. Tarfon and R. Akiva say: Had we been 
on the Sanhedrin no one would ever have 
been killed. 

Rabban Shimon ben Gamliel says: Even 
they increase murderers in Israel.
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At times, modern death penalty discourse can seem black and white and 
simplistic. What o"en gets neglected, however, is any discussion of the 
intricacies of the death penalty process itself. As Beth Berkowitz states in 
her book Execution and Invention: Death Penalty Discourse in Early Rabbinic 
and Christian Cultures (which inspired this course), we will examine Rabbinic 
discussions of the death penalty “in order to better understand the nexus 
between violence and authority in the cultures of ancient Judaism and, 
ultimately, in our own.”

A VIOLENT COURT
Here is one brief text that is o"en cited as evidence for Rabbinic ambivalence 
toward the use of the death penalty. But it is more complex than it seems at 
first glance:

SOURCE #! 
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 tannaitic debate 
Tannaim are the 
sages of the Mishnah, 
who lived in the first 
three centuries of 
of the Common Era, 
until around 220 CE.

 debate 
By most accounts, 
the ability of Jewish 
courts to execute 
people ended around 
the time the Temple 
was destroyed in 
70 CE. There are 
two generations of 
Tannaim represented 
in this mishnah; all of 
them lived a!er the 
destruction of the 
Temple (R. Elazar ben 
Azariah, R. Tarfon, 
and R. Akiva are all 
third generation, 
living in the 2nd 
century; Rabban 
Shimon ben Gamliel 
is still later).

Rabban Shimon ben Gamliel changes the tone of the whole text and reminds us 
of the purpose of the death penalty: to remove murderers from society and to 
discourage others from following suit. This is where we will begin our exploration, 
with the core of the idea of execution in the Torah.

Questions from R. Walfish
1. This mishnah shows a multiplicity of views regarding the death penalty. Discuss 

with your havruta whom you might have sided with in this tannaitic debate.  How 
might you have responded to the other rabbis in this dialogue?

2. The Sanhedrin as a court that could put murderers to death was defunct by the 
time of this debate.  In what ways might seeing this mishnah as a dispute about 
the past change how you read it? 

AFTER THE FLOOD
Genesis 9 begins with a blessing in which God sets out the terms for a universal 
covenant with humanity following the Flood, including the promise to never flood 
the world again. God first blesses humanity, telling Noah and his sons that they 
should dominate the animals and vegetation of the world, consuming them for 
food. In verses 5-6, God explains that the  consequences for killing a human are a 
key part of this covenant. 

Read these verses closely aloud with your havruta. As you do so:

1. Note words that repeat and phrases that seem important. 
2. Describe to one another the role God is playing in these verses.

Genesis 9:5-6
5But your blood, of your souls, I will 
demand; from the hand of every beast I 
will demand it, and from the hand of the 
human (adam), from the hand of each 
person, their sibling, I will demand the soul 
of the adam. 
6Whoever sheds the blood of the adam, 
by adam shall their blood be shed; For in 
God’s image did God make the adam.
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Questions from R. Walfish
1. æ g�³ �� �� “I will seek/demand.” This phrase repeats in verse 5 and states that God 

will demand the blood of humans that has been shed. On the other hand, verse 
6 states that a person who kills another will be executed by a person. What do 
you see as the relationship between these ideas? Who do you think is actually 
responsible for executing a murderer according to these verses?

2. Whom does murder a!ect? Verse 6 seems to suggest that the one most a!ected 
by the murder of a human being is in fact not the human but God. Does this seem 
surprising to you? Why or why not?

3. The idea of being created in the image of God is marshalled by verse 6 in support 
of capital punishment. Spell out the connection: how might the idea of the image 
of God support capital punishment? On the other hand, how might it be marshaled 
against capital punishment?

Bereishit Rabbah 34:14
R. Akiva explained: Anyone who spills blood 
(dam) is considered as though they lessen 
the semblance (demut) [of God]. What is 
the verse?  “!e one who spills the blood of 
the adam through the adam will his blood be 
spilled etc.” Why? “For in the image of God 
God made the adam.”
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 Bereishit Rabbah 
34:14 
Bereishit Rabbah 
is a late 4th-early 5th 
century collection of 
midrash on the book 
of Genesis.

 verse 
Lit. “reason,” but this 
expression (“What is 
the reason?”) is o"en 
used in Rabbinic 
literature to refer 
specifically to “What 
is the verse that 
justifies this?”

1. R. Akiva engages in a word play to explain why a murderer ought to be put to 
death. He says that someone who spill blood (dam) diminishes the semblance 
(demut) of God. What connection is he drawing between execution and the “image 
of God?” 

2. Notice that the R. Akiva who is quoted here is the same R. Akiva who stated that 
he would never have put someone to death had he been on a Sanhedrin. How do 
you think these two views work together? 

“WHICH LEAVES NO MARK”
The Talmud here understands that the human methods of execution should in 
some way imitate God’s, based on the use of the word “death/execution” (mitah) 
as sometimes referring to a death caused by God or other times one caused by 
humans:
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Babylonian Talmud Sanhedrin 52b

Rebbi  says: 

“Death” [in the Torah] can be by the hands 
of heaven, and “death” can be by the hands of 
people.

Just as the death referred to at the hands of 
heaven is a death that leaves no mark, so too 
death referred to at the hands of people is a 
death which leaves no mark.
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SOURCE #!  Babylonian Talmud 
Sanhedrin 52b 
The Babylonian 
Talmud is the 
magnum opus of 
the Babylonian 
Jewish community, 
full of law and lore 
from both Bavel 
and Eretz Yisrael, 
compiled around 
the 6th century CE. 
It is organized as 
a commentary on 
the Mishnah, but 
frequently talks 
about other topics. 
This is excerpted 
from the Talmud’s 
commentary on 
Mishnah Sanhedrin 
7:3.

 Rebbi 
One of the last 
Tannaim, Rebbi 
(or Rabbeinu Ha-
Kadosh, Our Holy 
Rabbi) normally 
goes without any 
name at all, although 
the Talmud calls 
him Rabbi Yehudah 
Ha-Nasi (Judah the 
Prince). He is the 
traditional editor 
of the Mishnah 
and leader of the 
Rabbinic movement, 
holding also a high 
political o!ice in 
Eretz Yisrael, who 
died around 220 CE.

Questions from R. Walfish
1. Rebbi suggests that humans ought to execute the same way God does: without 

leaving a mark on the physical body. Is this desirable? Why? Why not?
2. How might this idea relate to being created in the image of God?

Yair Lorberbaum, In God’s Image, p. 155
“!e rabbinic formulation of these executions (apart from decapitation) 
evinces a clearly discernible tendency to preserve the body and prevent its 
mutilation and debasement… !e tannaitic notion that the hanging of a 
human being desecrates the name of God explains why ‘death at the hands of 
Heaven leaves no mark,’ and why the rabbis structured the judicial executions 
as a replication of that form of execution. I will argue alternatively that 
even this idea of the divine mode of execution is premised on the notion of 
human beings created in the Image. God does not leave an imprint on man 
(sic.), even when executing him, in order to prevent damage to His (sic.) own 
image. !e court follows in the same path.”

SOURCE #! 
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Questions from R. Walfish
Lorberbaum suggests that Rebbi’s idea we saw above permeates all execution procedures and that it relates 
to God’s desire not to mar God’s own image.

1. Notice that this interpretation centers the needs of God. What do you think of this idea? Does it make God 
seem selfish?

2. Is there a way that this rationale could also center the condemned? How might this rationale map onto 
modern-day state execution?

Take a Step Back

In this session, we have studied di!erent implications the idea that human beings are created in 
the divine image might have upon the laws of execution. On the one hand, being created in the 
divine image implies that murder of a human is an a!ront to God Godself. On the other hand, 
executing a murderer, especially doing so in a way that mars their body, perpetuates the same 
negative a!ect on God’s image.

1. Do you find the idea of humans being created in the image of God helpful in thinking about 
execution?

2. What were your initial thoughts about how this idea might play a role? Did any of the sources 
surprise you?

3. Does the idea of being created in the divine image help you understand any ideas about the 
death penalty with which you disagree?
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