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“A certain non-Jew came before [a strict rabbi named] Shammai and said to him, 
‘I will convert to Judaism, on the condition that you teach me the whole Torah 
while I stand on one foot.’ Shammai chased him away with the builder's tool that 
was in his hand. 

The same non-Jew came before [a more lenient rabbi named] Hillel and said to 
him, ‘Convert me.’ Hillel said to him, ‘What is hateful to you, do not to your 
neighbor. That is the whole Torah; the rest is commentary. Go and learn it!’”

Source: Talmud – Shabbat 31a



▪ Torah means “teaching” or “instruction”

▪ The word Torah shares a linguistic root with the Hebrew word for “teacher”  - Moreh (m)/Morah (f)

Torah is a guide for life

and the Hebrew word for “parents” – Horim (pl)



THE
▪ When people refer to “The Torah,” they usually mean the first five books of the Hebrew Bible:

1. Genesis (Breisheet)

2. Exodus (Shemot)

3. Leviticus (Vayikra)

4. Numbers (Bamidbar)

5. Deuteronomy (Devarim)

▪ We usually encounter The Torah in two physical forms:

The Torah in scroll form is called a 

Sefer Torah. 

(The word Sefer used to mean only 

“scroll,” but in Modern Hebrew it 

now also means “book.”)

2. Scroll1. Book

The Torah in a 

Book form is 

called a Chumash

(which comes 

from the word 

chameish, 

meaning five) 

a.k.a. The Five Books of Moses



Distribute Chumashim and look through them.

Open up Torah scroll and look at it.

Discuss similarities and differences.



▪ The Five Books of Moses are divided into 54 separate Torah portions.

▪ All 54 portions are read so that we finish reading the whole Torah each year.

There are only 50-51 weeks in a Jewish year, 

so sometimes two Torah portions are read during the same week 

to keep us on an annual reading schedule.



Originally the Torah was divided into these weekly Torah portions named after 

their first distinct word (easy to find in a scroll), but not into chapters and verses.

Christians came up with the idea of dividing the Bible into chapters and verses 

for easier reference.

Jews later borrowed that idea, giving us the chapters and verses we have today. 

Chapter = Perek Verse = PasukBook = SeferBonus Hebrew Vocab:



Sometimes the word “Torah” can refer to a much broader set of Jewish texts, 

including all of Jewish biblical literature and rabbinic literature!

Wait? There’s more to the Jewish Bible than the Five Books of Moses?

Yes, there are 39 books 

in the full Jewish Bible (a.k.a. Hebrew Bible or Tanakh), 

34 more than we usually read!



The Torah is only the first part of the Tanakh or Jewish Bible

▪ The Torah is considered more sacred than the rest of the Tanakh, but the whole Tanakh is 
considered sacred literature

Tanakh is an acronym for:

1. Torah (Instruction) 2. Nevi’im (Prophets) 3. Ketuvim (Writings)

The Tanakh is what Christians call the “Old Testament” with the books in a slightly different order.



T

1. Genesis (Breisheet – In the Beginning)

2. Exodus (Shemot - Names)

3. Leviticus (Vayikra – And He Called)

4. Numbers (Bamidbar – In the Wilderness)

5. Deuteronomy (Devarim - Words)

Remember the

Five Books of Moses!



N

▪ Former Prophets

▪ Joshua

▪ Judges

▪ Samuel

▪ Kings

▪ Latter Prophets

▪ Isaiah

▪ Jeremiah

▪ Ezekiel

▪ Twelve Minor Prophets

Twelve Minor Prophets

1. Hosea

2. Joel

3. Amos

4. Obadiah

5. Jonah

6. Micah

7. Nahum

8. Habakkuk

9. Zephaniah

10. Haggai

11. Zechariah

12. Malachi 

We read parts of these prophetic books that correspond in theme to the weekly Torah portion. 

This prophetic reading, called the Haftarah portion, is done on Saturday morning and certain Jewish holidays.



K

▪ Wisdom Literature

▪ Psalms

▪ Proverbs

▪ Job

▪ Five Megillot (Scrolls)*

▪ Song of Songs

▪ Ruth

▪ Lamentations

▪ Ecclesiastes

▪ Esther

▪ “Historical” Literature

▪ Daniel

▪ Ezra

▪ Nehemiah

▪ Chronicles

Megilah of Esther

* Read on specific holidays



(Distribute Tanakhim and find the verses)

Example:

1. On what page is Leviticus 19:33? 

Pg. 253 (JPS 1999 Edition)

2.  In which section of the Tanakh is this verse?

the Torah



Question 1:

A. On what page is Deuteronomy 16:20?

411/412 (JPS 1999 Edition)

B. In which section of the Tanakh is this verse in? 

the Torah

Question 3:

A. On what page is Psalm 23:1?

1437 (JPS 1999 Edition)

B. In which section of the Tanakh is this verse?

the Ketuvim

Question 2:

A. On what page is Amos 5:24?

1319 (JPS 1999 Edition)

B. In which section of the Tanakh is this verse? 

the Nevi’im

Answer Options for B:

1. The Torah

2. The Prophets (Nevi’im)

3. The Writings (Ketuvim)



Question 1:

A. On what page is Deuteronomy 16:20?

411/412 (JPS 1999 Edition)

B. In which section of the Tanakh is this verse? 

the Torah

Question 3:

A. On what page is Psalm 23:1?

1437 (JPS 1999 Edition)

B. In which section of the Tanakh is this verse?

the Ketuvim (Writings)

Question 2:

A.  On what page is Amos 5:24?

1319 (JPS 1999 Edition)

B. In which section of the Tanakh is this verse? 

the Nevi’im (Prophets)



Leviticus 15:2 – Love juice = yuck

“Say to the people of Israel: ‘When a fluid comes 
from a person’s body, the fluid is unclean.”

Deuteronomy 23:3 – Not okay to marry a Moabite

“An Ammonite or a Moabite shall not enter into 
the assembly of the Lord; even to the tenth 
generation shall none of them enter into the 
assembly of the Lord for ever.”

Deuteronomy 23:2 – Eunuchs not welcome

“No one who has been emasculated by crushing 
or cutting may enter the assembly of the Lord.”

Song of Songs 4:11 – Love juice = yum

“Thy lips, O my bride, drip honey--honey and milk 
are under thy tongue…”

Ruth 1:4 – Okay to marry a Moabite

“And they [Israelite men] took wives from the women 
of Moab: the name of the one was Orpah, and the 
name of the other Ruth; and they dwelt there about 
ten years.”

Isaiah 56:4-5 – Eunuchs welcome

“For thus says the Lord to the eunuchs who keep my 
Sabbaths, who choose what pleases me and hold fast 
to my covenant— to them I will give within my 
temple and its walls a memorial and a name better 
than sons and daughters; I will give them an 
everlasting name that will endure forever.”

A

B

C



1. Classic Rabbinic Explanation

The apparent contradictions are there to teach us something. 

▪ They are not truly contradictions because the Torah does 
not contain mistakes. 

▪ If something is said in one verse, while its opposite is 
said in another verse, that usually teaches us that x 
applies in one case, while y applies in another case. 

▪ Because they refer to separate cases, there is no actual 
contradiction between the seemingly contradictory 
texts.

2. Biblical Criticism Explanation

The Bible was written by a number of different 
people from different locations and time periods. 

▪ 1000 years elapsed between Genesis, written 
around the 12th century BCE, and Daniel, written in 
the 2nd century BCE.

▪ Eventually the most popular texts were 
compiled together and edited to fit together.

▪ Rather than being totally erased, the 
differences between these texts were 
preserved for political reasons and out of 
appreciation for each perspective.

▪ Some differences in the Torah are seen in the 
name used for God (Adonai vs. Elohim) and/or 
the topics of interest to the passage’s author. 

▪ For example, priestly matters were focused on by 
priests, and stories about shepherds were beloved 
by early shepherds/nomadic groups.)

3. Modern Rabbinic Explanations

▪ The Torah is God's mirror held up to the human 
condition, which is also full of contradictions.

▪ The truth is complex, never simple or one-sided.

▪ It is meant to evoke profound questions and 
conversation, which are necessary for our spiritual 
development.



As Reform Jews, we do not take the biblical 

text literally. But we do take it seriously.

The Torah has incredible insight to offer us in relation to 

living a meaningful life, understanding human nature, 

knowing our people’s story, and developing spiritually.



Sometimes the word “Torah” can refer to a much broader set of Jewish texts, 

including all of Jewish biblical literature and rabbinic literature!

Hold up. What’s rabbinic literature?



Traditionally there was a distinction made between the “Written Torah” and the “Oral Torah”

▪ The Written Torah was thought to be given directly from God and written down by Moses

(However, as mentioned earlier, biblical scholars would argue that the Tanakh is based on oral 
traditions written down by multiple human authors over the span of a millennium.)

▪ The Oral Torah was thought to be given by God to Moses and passed only by word of mouth 
down the chain of transmission:

“Moses received the Torah from [God at Mt. ] Sinai and transmitted it to Joshua. Joshua 

transmitted it to the Elders, the Elders to the Prophets, and the Prophets transmitted it to 

the Men of the Great Assembly.”  Pirkei Avot 1:1  (The Ethics of our Fathers, Mishnah)

Written Torah Oral Torah



Folk traditions 

shared around the 

campfire

Interpretations of 

difficult passages in the Torah
Stories about biblical characters

Teachings 

from great 

rabbis to 

their 

disciples

Descriptions 

of rabbinic 

debates

Conventional 

wisdom from the 

classical rabbis’ day



A Midrash is an explanation or story that fills in the gaps of the Torah.

▪ If a midrash is more about telling a story, it is called aggadic

▪ Aggadah (lit. tales) = folklore, historical anecdotes, moral teachings, and practical advice

▪ If a midrash is more about clarifying a matter of Jewish law, it is called halachic

▪ Halachah (lit. the path) = traditional Jewish law

▪ There are numerous collections of midrashim, many tracing back to the 5th century or earlier.



Midrash from the Rabbis’ Imagination:

“Terah was an idol manufacturer who once went away and left [his son] Abraham in charge of the 
store. A man walked in and wished to buy an idol. Abraham asked him how old he was, and the 
man responded, “Fifty-years-old.” Abraham then said, “You are fifty-years-old and would worship a 
day-old statue?” The man left ashamed.

Later, a woman walked into the store and wanted to make an offering to the idols. Abraham took a 
stick, smashed the idols, and placed the stick in the hand of the largest idol. When Terah returned 
he asked Abraham what happened to all the idols. Abraham told him that a woman came in to 
make an offering to the idols. Then the idols argued about which one should eat the offering first, 
and the largest idol took the stick and smashed the other idols.

Terah responded by saying that they are only statues and have no intellectual faculties. Whereupon 
Abraham responded by saying, “You deny their intellectual faculties, yet you worship them!”

(Midrash - Breisheet Rabbah 38:13, Rabbi Hiyya)

Biblical Basis: 

“…even Terah, the father of Abraham, and the father of Nahor… served other gods.”  

(Joshua 24:2)

Rabbinic



Midrash from the Rabbis’ Imagination:

“The Israelites huddled together, a terrified crowd looked behind at the Egyptians. They looked 
before them at the water. Old and young alike shouted in fear, “I don’t want to go into the sea!” 
Amidst the jostling, Nachshon ben Amminadav jumped up in fear, and losing his footing, he fell 
into the waves. In his distress, he quoted a verse from Psalms, “Save me, O God, for the waters are 
come in even to my neck.” (Ps. 69:2) Just before the sea entered his nostrils, the waters began to 
recede, and the rest of the children of Israel entered the sea on completely dry land.”

(Midrash - Mekhilta de Rabbi Yishmael, Beshallach 5)

Biblical Basis: 

“And the children of Israel entered the sea on dry land.”

(Exodus 14:22)

Rabbinic



• 6 Orders (Major Divisions)

• 63 Tractates (Subdivisions of Orders)

• Chapters (Subdivisions of Tractates)

• Mishnayot (Subdivisions of Chapters)

• Individual sections = called “a mishnah”

Six Orders of the Mishnah

1. Zeraim (Seeds – Blessings/Agricultural Law) 

2. Moed (Festivals – Holiday Observances) 

3. Nashim (Women – Family Life)

4. Nezikin (Damages – Tort Law)

5. Kodashim (Holy Things – Temple Life)

6. Tohorot (Purifications – Spiritual Cleanliness)

Unlike the Bible, the Mishnah is not divided into verses

• The Mishnah is an anthology of legal teachings and rabbinic stories

• Completed around the year 200 CE

• Though some of its material is much older than that

• Thought to be compiled by Rabbi Judah the Prince (Yehudah Hanasi)



▪ The Talmud is another anthology of religious law, folktales, and 
teachings often based on the Torah.

▪ It is a rabbinic commentary on the Mishnah, completed around 
the year 500 CE.

▪ The Talmud follows the same tractate order as the Mishnah.

Subdivisions of the Talmud:

1. Tractate (Masechet)

2. Chapter (Perek)

3. Page (Daf, typically two sided – a and b)

4. Sugya (meaning “building block”)



▪ The Talmud is often hard to follow, because it goes ALL over the place.

▪ Full of tangents 

▪ A.D.D.?

▪ The Talmud is made up of many parts.
▪ It contains the text of the Mishnah, along with a commentary on the Mishnah called the Gemara.

▪ The Talmud = the Mishnah + the Gemara

▪ Most editions of the Talmud have tons of commentary on the Gemara, surrounding the text.

▪ A page of Talmud is like a record of a discussion, where the speakers come from 
many different time periods and geographic locations.



Text from the Mishnah

Commentary on the Mishnah,

called the Gemara

Chapter #Tractate NamePage #

Commentary from Rashi

(late 11th century French rabbi)

Commentary of the Rashi’s disciples,

called Tosafot

Commentary from 

Rabbi Ezekiel Landau,

18th century Prague.

Color-coded for convenience

Citations from Mishneh Torah

by 12th century Maimonides

Commentary from 

Rabbeinu Hananel,

Early 11th century 

North African rabbi

Gemara = Essence of the Talmud



▪ Because the Talmud’s discussions are truly all over the place, it does not correspond 
perfectly to the Torah.

▪ But the Talmud does  provide elaboration, clarification, and creative interpretations of many 
teachings in the Torah.

For Example:

The Torah says, “Thou shalt honor thy father and thy mother.”

(Torah – Exodus 20:11)

The Talmud elaborates on what, exactly, that teaching from the Torah means:

“‘Honor’ means that he [the son] must give him [the father] food and drink, clothe and 
cover him, lead him in and out [when the father is elderly and frail].” 

(Talmud – Kiddushin 31b)



▪ The Torah is written in ancient Hebrew. 

▪ According to linguistic scholars, we can see that some passages of the Torah are significantly 
older than others, based on the style and vocabulary used.

▪ Nearly all of the Tanakh is written in Hebrew, too.

▪ But a few parts of the book of Ezra, Daniel, and a line in Jeremiah are written in a later Semitic 
language called Aramaic.

▪ The Mishnah is written in a later form of Hebrew

▪ Rabbinic Hebrew rather than Biblical Hebrew

▪ Characterized by differences in vocabulary and grammar

▪ The Talmud is in Aramaic, which was the commonly spoken language of the rabbis’ day.



Aramaic 

(the later Semitic 
language of the 

Talmud) 

Yiddish 

(a much later mix 
of Medieval 

German, Hebrew, 
and Slavic 
languages)



“Every translation is an interpretation.”



Some might use the word “Torah” to refer to any sort of sacred teaching, 
including the behavior of Jewish role models.

Extreme Example from the Talmud:

“Ben Azai said, “I once followed Rabbi Akiva into a bathroom. I learned three things there:

1. We do not face east-west at the time, rather north-south. 

2. We do not uncover while standing up, rather sitting. 

3. We do not clean with the right hand, rather with the left.

Rabbi Yehudah said to Ben Azai, ‘How could you be so brazen to follow your rabbi into the bathroom?!’ 

Ben Azai replied, ‘It is Torah, and I needed to learn it!’” 

(Talmud – Brachot 62b)



“What we need more than anything else is not textbooks but text people.” 

~ Rabbi Abraham Joshua Heschel

20th Century Polish-American rabbi

Full Quote:

“To guide a pupil into the promised land, [the teacher] must have been there himself. When asking 

himself: Do I stand for what I teach? Do I believe what I say? he must be able to answer in the 

affirmative. What we need more than anything else is not text-books but text-people. It is the 

personality of the teacher which is the text that the pupils read; the text that they will never forget. The 

modern teacher, while not wearing a snowy beard, is a link in the chain of a tradition. He is the 

intermediary between the past and the present as well. Yet, he is also the creator of the future of our 

people. He must teach the pupils to evaluate the past in order to clarify their future.”

Abraham Joshua Heschel, “The Spirit of Jewish Education.” Jewish Education, Fall 1953, pp. 9-20.



Your life can be a Torah or source of guidance for others 

when you live with integrity and strive to help others on their journeys.



That is the whole Torah; 

the rest is commentary. 

Go and learn it!


