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Overview: Our three-part class will grapple with a fundamental question at the heart of Jewish
education: What does it mean 7 read as a spiritual practice, and how do we do so within the context
of a community? We will think deeply about the place of learning Torah—most broadly
construed—as key to our continuous processes of moral, religious, and intellectual self-formation.
Rather than trying to “cover” a lot of textual ground, please approach the readings as opportunities
to “uncover” space for reflection on who we want to be as people in the world, and what type of
lives we will live. Let us approach the texts as spiritual or ethical prompts—not as a normative
prescription or specific nudges to do the right thing, but as texts that spark a process of thinking,
reflection, and discernment. The arc of our time together will be as follows:

Session 1: Why Do We Learn?
Session 2: What, and How, Do We Learn?
Session 3: With Whom, and From Whom, Do We Learn?

Ongoing Reflection -- To aid in the good work of integration, here is a recommended activity: Start
a commonplace notebook (could be digital, but I especially recommend a physical journal or
composition book), a place for you to consider the texts you've read for this week’s session and to
express the surprise, pleasure, concern, and questions that emerge from your studies. Consider this a
written space for the collection of your Zalmud torah, something akin to what the Christian monastics
call lectio divina, a four-stage process of reading, meditation, prayer, and contemplation. (If you keep
this up, it will become, over the weeks, a written record of your travels and a garden of your thinking;
In the words of Henry Louis Gates, Jr., “My commonplace formed my own canon, just as I imagine
each of yours did for you. And a canon, as it has functioned in every literary tradition, has served as
the commonplace book of our shared culture.”)

For your upcoming session, you might transcribe at least two and no more than five
sentences or passages from things you’ve read this week. Be sure to include the author’s name,
the title of the work in which the quote appears, and where to find it. Then, add on! You may write
summaries in your own words of the writers’ most important arguments, and flag sentences or
passages that strike you as either particularly important or well-said. More importantly, reflect on
what these sentences spark or bring up for you in heart and mind, and how they contribute to our
growth. Connect your chosen passages to ideas from other readings or from outside of class, or with
the events in your own lives.

Although our class will be doing this work asynchronously and independently, I’d
encourage folks to share something from your commonplace notebooks each week in our
WhatsApp group. You will not have to share everything, but you should share something
significant. Then, give some kind of offering or reflection to that person, but make sure to check in
and see what they’d like to receive (words, comments, or just silence).



Session 1: Why We Learn?

Mishnah Avot 5:22

Ben Bag Bag said: “Turn it over and turn it 712739197 ,72 791 72 7907 IR A2 32 72
ovet, for all is within it.”

Babylonian Talmud, Eruvin 54a-
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with matters of Torah. Whenever one considers

them, one finds new meaning in them.

Mishnah Avot 5:22 -- according to Kauffman manuscript

Ben Bag Bag said: “Turn it over and turn it over, for 92 77197 72 IO 72 IO IR A2 22 ]2
all of it is within you, and all of you is within it.” 72T

Anonymous comment on the flyleaf of MS Mantua 18, fol. 1a

What is the book? Paper. 1M 7w 1900 Nn
What is the paper? Cloth. UlUWJJO 72¥ N nn
What is the cloth? Linen. mWDij,?E}' U;Eg: :g
What is the linen? Earth. .In"nvn "}IUJ Y"IN :‘WJ
What is the earth? The blessed Holy One. ! XIN 190n NN

What, then, is a2 book? God.

Ya’akov Leiner, Beit Yaakov, va-yehi
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Torah that is uninspiring, for by means of the afyiu]

gracious regard (hen) you have for Torah, your
heart is aligned with and resonates with the
depth of these seemingly buried passages.
(based on trans. Nehemia Polen.)

Mishnah Avot 1:6




Yehoshua ben Perahya and Nitai of Arbel D 122 292287 XA 7019 12 YU
received it from them.

Yehoshua b. Perahya says: “Make for yourself a
teacher (rav), and acquire for yourself a friend
(haver), and judge every person favorably.”
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Rashi on m. Avot 1:6 (Rabbi Shlomo Yitshaki, 1040-1105, France)
“Make for yourself a teacher.” Do not study RO K207 TRXY? 77 0K RN KOW .29 9wy

all on your own, from logical inference, but FDMWE 11200 10
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“Judge every person favorably.” Say that
anything that you hear is meant for the good
until you know for certain that it is not. If you
judge others in this way, you too will be judged
this way by heaven, as it says in the [18™"
chapter of b. Shabbat].

Yehudah ibn Tibbon’s Ethical Will /T etter to His Son Shmuel

My child! Make your books your companions, your 077D TN TIAINY 2T D0 W P12
bookcases and shelves your orchards and gardens. Q797 TR QI VIPDY DM YT TN
Bask in their paradise, gather their fruit, pluck T PRV RPN TWH1 YIPN ORY .05 2Rl
their roses, take their spices and their myrrh. If TR 7D 7RI PR RN ANY R 7AW 38 9K
your soul is satiated and weary, change from SJWa1 ARIM XD WIND

garden to garden, from furrow to furrow, from
prospect to prospect. Then your desire will be
renewed, and your soul filled with delight.

Alberto Manguel, A4 Reader on Reading, x, 10, 274 (Contemporary writer)

I believe there is an ethic of reading, a responsibility in how we read, a commitment that is both
political and private in the act of turning the pages and following the lines ...

In the midst of uncertainty and many kinds of fear, threatened by loss, change, and the welling of
pain within and without for which one can offer no comfort, readers know that at least there are,
here and there, a few safe places, as real as paper and as bracing as ink, to grant us roof and board in
our passage through the dark and nameless woods. ..

I am tempted to say that every book that allows a reader to engage with it asks a moral question. Or
rather: that is a reader is able to delve beyond the surface of a given text, such a reader can bring
back from its depths a moral question, even if that question has not been put by the writer in so



many words, but its implicit presence elicits nevertheless a bare emotion from the reader, a
foreboding or simply a memory of something we knew, long ago. Through this alchemy, every
literary text becomes, in some sense, metaphoric.

It may be that, of all the instruments we have invented to help us along the path of self-discovery,
books are the most useful, the most practical, the most concrete. By lending words to our
bewildering experience, books become compasses that embody the four cardinal points: Mobility
and stability, self-reflection and the gift of looking outward. The older metaphor that sees the world
as a book we read and in which we too are read merely recognizes this guiding, all-encompassing
quality. In a book, no one point is exclusively the north, since whichever is chosen the other three

remain actively present.

Rabbi Kalonymous Kalman Shapira, Derekh ha-Melekh, tsav

When a branch is taken from a great tree and
planted, it is not enough for the sapling to
remain the size and form that it was when
first taken from the tree. It must flourish and
grow, becoming a mighty tree that gives
forth its own branches, leaves, and fruit.

So, too, you must grow such by making
Torah from yourself. When one receive
instruction, from a teacher or a book, first
you must incorporate those words of Torah
into your very self. But that alone is
insufficient. You must be utterly
transformed, and from your thoughts and
mind, the tree of Torah emerges.

Those teachings are like a transplanted
sapling, or like a seed that has been planted,.
If they are hidden within salted earth lacking
in the capacity for growth, they will remain
just as they were, or they will wither. But
when planted in ground imbued with divine
fertility, it flourishes and grows into a new
tree... For what is the entire Torah if not a
sacred tree, the Tree of Life from the
Garden of Eden that flourishes in the land
of the living, in the soul of a Jew.
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Seneca, On the Shortness of Life, 2005, p. 23 (1% Century, Roman Stoic philosopher)

Of all people, they alone are at leisure who take time for philosophy, they alone really live; for they
are not content to be good guardians of their own lifetime only. They annex every age to their own;
all the years that have gone before them are an addition to their store. Unless we are most
ungrateful, all those men, glorious fashioners of holy thoughts, were born for us; for us they have
prepared a way of life. By other men’s labours we are led to the sight of things most beautiful that
have been wrested from darkness and brought into light; from no age are we shut out, we have
access to all ages, and if it is our wish, by greatness of mind, to pass beyond the narrow limits of
human weakness, there is a great stretch of time through which we may roam. We may argue with
Socrates, we may doubt with Carneades, find peace with Epicurus, overcome human nature with the
Stoics, exceed it with the Cynics. Since Nature allows us to enter into fellowship with every age, why
should we not turn from this paltry and fleeting span of time and surrender ourselves with all our
soul to the past, which is boundless, which is eternal, which we share with our betters?

Divrei Shalom, par. bo

One who reads the Megillah out of order, [does not >3 MR (K 1" 72231) 121 ¥7517 72237 DR RPA
fulfill his obligation] (b. Megillah 17a). The Ba'al 920w WD Y91 7377400 DR XNpR LY u"'wya
Shem Tov said: One who reads the Megillah "out of XY KD 7NV KDY 0377 7777 TR 0D
order," meaning that he believes the miracle was only

then, and not now, has not fulfilled his obligation.




