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“Grandchildren are the crown of their elders, and the
glory of children is their parents.”

– Proverbs 17:6

In honor of my grandchildren and great-grandchildren: their

lives burnish the glory of those who perished in the Shoah.

For my parents, Benjamin and Charlotte Gottesfeld z”l, 

these children are the greatest reward…

• Chana Hanina
• Galia Hanina
• Sarah Rose Warren
• Joseph Nathan Warren

Children of Shira and Steve Stein

• Simcha Meir 
• Tamara Yocheved 
• Eliyahu Aryeh 
• Eitan Yosef 

Children of Aliza and Zev Ganz 

• Shmuel Yoel 
• Atara Rina 
• Daniel Yomtov 

Children of Tamar and Josh Heller 

• Yakira Eliyana 
• Gavriella Talia 
• Yehuda Meir 

Son of Laura and Adam Hanina 

• Samuel Azriel Hanina 

And in tribute to Rabbi Adin Steinsaltz, whose work
has opened the doors of Jewish learning to our 
generation and those to come.

– Fanya Gottesfeld Heller



Preface

Almost two years ago, we began to work on an international day of  

Jewish study—a day that would honor Rabbi Adin Steinsaltz’s

unique achievement in completing his monumental Talmud translation and

commentary. We did not know at the time how willing and excited Jewish

communities would be to join in this effort. The Rabbi’s dream—to make

Jewish learning accessible to all Jews—begins to be realized through the

Global Day of Jewish Learning, the cumulative efforts of some 300

communities and thousands of individuals. We are grateful to them all.

Both the Global Day and this curriculum are the work of many hands,

internationally and in communities large and small. We extend special

gratitude to Rabbi Meir Klein and Rabbi Avi Weinstein for developing and

creating the 19 different classes that comprise the Global Day Adult

Curriculum. The early childhood curriculum has been prepared by The PJ

Library authors and an additional class on “What is Talmud Torah?” is

reprinted with the kind permission of Florence Melton Adult Mini-School.

The Aleph Society, which spearheads the Global Day of Jewish Learning,

is an affiliate of the Shefa Institute, a world-wide consortium that

promotes the work of Rabbi Adin Steinsaltz. We are grateful to Rabbi

Menachem Even-Israel, its Executive Director, and Amitai Eytan,

Educational Director, for their enthusiasm, guidance and creativity.

Several agencies and individuals were instrumental in the planning and

outreach for the Global Day. Our deepest thanks go to Steve Schwager,

Gideon Taylor, and Ariel Nadbornick at the American Jewish Joint

Distribution Committee. In North America, we worked closely with Jerry

Silverman and Andrea Fram-Plotkin of the Jewish Federations of North

America; we are most grateful for them. 

Finally, our thanks go to Gabriela Lupatkin, our indefatigable and cheerful

community coordinator and to our respective husbands, Perry Davis and

Rabbi Benjamin Berger, for having patience with us, above and beyond

the call of duty.

Margy-Ruth Davis
Rachel Weiss-Berger
Aleph Society
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Preface

In Preparation for This Day 

Global Day Partners

Rabbi Adin Steinsaltz

What is Talmud Torah?
An excerpt from The Essential Talmud by Rabbi Adin Steinsaltz

Leadership
• Models of Leadership 
• Leadership and Humility   
• A Tale of Two Rabbis 
• The PJ Library: Nachshon, Who Was Afraid to Swim

Tzedakah
• Exemplars of Empathy 
• The Man Who Would Give Too Much 
• Keeping Commitments & Tzedaka 
• The PJ Library: Bone Button Borscht

Miracles
• What’s in a Miracle 
• Miracles as Signs and Wonders 
• Who Needs Miracles? 
• The PJ Library: Hanukkah Lights

Love
• Love and Marriage 
• Beauty: Asset or Liability?
• The PJ Library: When I First Held You

Prayer
• Three Keys: Hannah’s Prayer 
• What Causes Prayer to Work? 
• To Whom Does God Listen?
• The PJ Library: Goodnight Sh’ma

Environment
• The World is a Human Responsibility 
• Is a Man a Tree of the Field
• The PJ Library: Joseph Had a Little Overcoat

Table of Contents
www.theglobalday.com
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God
• Arguing with God  
• Testing God 
• The PJ Library: Bagels From Benny

What Is Talmud Torah?  
A class provided by the Florence Melton Adult Mini-School

Facilitator’s Guide

Additional Resources
• Articles by Rabbi Adin Steinsaltz

- Who is God?
- Eyes to Earth, Heart to Heaven
- Charity is a Just and Ethical Obligation 

• Books by Rabbi Adin Steinsaltz

Table of Contents
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In Preparation for this Day 
www.theglobalday.com

During the past fifty years, Jewish life has witnessed a

renewed passion for Jewish study in general, and the study

of Talmud in particular. Early on, Rabbi Adin Steinsaltz understood

that many Jews, in Israel and throughout the world, yearned to

have access to Talmud study, but required a text that was more

accessible to a modern reader. This desire for accessibility without

sacrificing authenticity gave birth to a lifelong project known

worldwide as The Steinsaltz Talmud. The project was nothing

short of revolutionary. The readable translation alongside the

vocalized and punctuated Talmud gave access to many for whom

the Talmud was a closed book. Jews from all walks of life awaited

each successive volume with tremendous enthusiasm. Forty-five

years, and tens of thousands of learners later, this daunting task

is about to be completed. Fueled by his passionate axiom “Let my

people know,” Rabbi Steinsaltz has completed this amazing gift to

the Jewish people. 

The Global Day of Jewish Learning was conceived in order to cele-

brate this monumental achievement. Because so many Jews have

been enriched by this work, it is only fitting that representatives from

the entire Jewish community come together to mark this special

day. In keeping with his vision, we have endeavored to make this

curriculum accessible to those who have never studied Talmud

before as well as to those who are seasoned scholars. The only

thing required to bring to the text is one’s unique life experience.

This is the context necessary for delving deeply into the passages

that have been selected for today’s learning.

Nevertheless, it is the study of Talmud that is the goal of today’s

encounter. Rendered in English, the translation is faithful to the

original text, with the goal of letting the Talmud speak for itself. It

has not been softened. Many of these classes have been piloted

with different audiences and the engagement and insights of 

student and teacher alike have been astounding.
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The Talmud is best learned in conversation and discussion. 

The classic Beit Midrash, literally “The House of Seeking

Understanding,” was a social environment where texts came

alive through conversation and argument. This medium gave

birth to the gregarious scholar who would have never been able

to sit still in a library where silence was required. Thus, in most

cases there is no one correct answer to the questions referring

to the texts. They are designed to initiate a discussion and leave

room for different opinions. 

With great care, texts have been selected that provoke thought,

but do not assume beliefs or practices by the reader. Anyone who

engages with the text seriously will be engaged to think not only

about the meaning of the text, but the meaning of their lives as well.

This encounter with meaning is critical for the success of these

classes. The student shares the responsibility of engagement with

her or his facilitator.

There is only one agenda, and that is to understand what the Talmud

says while respecting both the integrity of the text and the person

who is learning it. It has been our sacred vision to accomplish this

task to the best of our ability. 

Rabbi Meir Klein and Rabbi Avi Weinstein 
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An initiative of this magnitude can only be successful with the  

partnership of organizations throughout the world. We are

very grateful for the relationships that we have established with

many Jewish agencies, transcending religious denominations and

institutional priorities. 

Spearheaded by the Aleph Society, the organizing
partners for the Global Day of Jewish Learning
include: 

• Hillel: The Foundation for Jewish Campus Life

• The American Jewish Joint Distribution Committee

• The Jewish Federations of North America

• The Jewish Education Service of North America

• The Jewish Community Centers Association of North

America; and

• The Shefa Institute

Our supporting partners have played a critically important role

in pledging to participate and in promoting the Day among their

constituencies. 

As of August 31st our supporting partners include:

• 92nd Street Y

• American-Israeli Cooperative Enterprise

• Birthright Israel Next

• Central Conference of American Rabbis

• eJewish Philanthropy

• The Florence Melton Adult Mini School

• Hebrew Union College-Jewish Institute 

of Religion

• The International Rabbinic Fellowship

• Jewish Agency for Israel

• Jewish Book Council

• Jewish Educators Assembly

• The Jewish Publication Society

• The Jewish Theological Seminary

• The Lookstein Center for Jewish Education

• Mechon Hadar

• Moishe House

• MyJewishLearning

• Orthodox Union

• Paideia: The European Institute for Jewish

Studies in Sweden

• Partnership for Excellence in Jewish Education

• The PJ Library

• Rabbinical Assembly: The Worldwide

Association of Conservative/Masorati Rabbis

• Rabbinical Council of America

• RAVSAK

• Reconstructionist Rabbinical Association

• Repair the World

• Shalom Sesame

• Siegal College

• Union for Reform Judaism

• The United Synagogue of Conservative

Judaism

• World Confederation of Jewish 

Community Centers

• YCT Rabbinical School

• Yeshiva University
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Rabbi Adin Steinsaltz (Even-Israel) is internationally regarded as one of the

leading scholars and rabbis of this century, and of the last. As described in

Newsweek, “Jewish lore is filled with tales of formidable rabbis. Probably none

living today can compare in genius and influence to Adin Steinsaltz, whose

extraordinary gifts as scholar, teacher, scientist, writer, mystic and social critic

have attracted disciples from all factions of Israeli society.” 

Born in 1937 to a secular family, the Rabbi studied at Hebrew University and was

Israel’s youngest high school principal at the age of 23. He began his monumental

work on the Talmud in 1965, under the auspices of Israel’s President Zalman Shazar and Knesset

Speaker Kaddish Luz. Now 45 years later, Rabbi Steinsaltz has completed his 45 volume Talmud

translation and commentary in Hebrew. His commentary is also being translated and published in

French, Russian and English; a Spanish edition is being prepared.

In addition to the Steinsaltz Talmud, Rabbi Steinsaltz has authored more than 50 books and hundreds

of articles on Jewish mysticism, religious thought, sociology, biography, and philosophy. In addition to

the Talmud, his best known works are the Thirteen Petalled Rose, a book of Kabbalah; the Essential

Talmud, which serves as an introduction to the work; and Biblical Images, character sketches of men

and women of the Bible. He is also the author of a ten volume commentary on Tanya.

In 1985, Rabbi Steinsaltz established the Mekor Chaim network of schools in Israel, attracting students

from a wide spectrum of Israeli society. Today, there are over 1,000 youngsters in his educational

network, which begins in pre-school and extends to a yeshivat hesder—combining service in Israel’s

defense forces with religious studies—and to a yeshiva gavoha for advanced studies.

Rabbi Steinsaltz travels frequently to the Former Soviet Union. There, he founded the Institute for

Jewish Studies in the CIS, comprising Melamedia College; Lamed, the Jewish teacher’s organization; a

national network of informal education programs; Judaicaru – a comprehensive on-line resource center

and a publishing house for Jewish books.

Rabbi Steinsaltz has served as resident scholar at Yale University, the Institute for Advanced Studies in

Princeton, Columbia University and The Woodrow Wilson Center in Washington, D.C. In 1989, he

received the Israel Prize, his country’s highest honor, and in 1995 was also awarded the Legion

d’Honneur, the French Order of Arts and Letters. In 2002, Rabbi Steinsaltz received the Zalman Shazar

Memorial Prize for his pioneering work in the Talmud.

He lives in Jerusalem with his wife, three children and grandchildren.
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I f The Bible is the cornerstone of Judaism, then the Talmud is the central pillar, soaring up from the  

foundations and supporting the entire spiritual an intellectual edifice. In many ways the Talmud is the

most important book in Jewish culture, the backbone of creativity and of national life. No other work has

had a comparable influence on the theory and practice of Jewish life, shaping spiritual content and

serving as a guide to conduct. The Jewish people have always been keenly aware that their continued

survival and development depend on study of the Talmud, and those hostile to Judaism have also been

cognizant of this fact. The book was reviled, slandered, and consigned to the flames countless times in

the Middle Ages and has been subjected to similar indignities in the recent past as well. At times,

talmudic study has been prohibited because it was abundantly clear that a Jewish society that ceased

to study this work had no real hope of survival.

The formal definition of the Talmud is the summary of oral law that evolved after centuries of scholarly

effort by sages who lived in Palestine and Babylonia until the beginning of the Middle Ages. It has two

main components: the Mishnah, a book of halakhah (law) written in Hebrew; and the commentary on the

Mishnah, known as the Talmud (or Gemarah), in the limited sense of the word, a summary of discussion

and elucidations of the Mishnah written in Aramaic-Hebrew jargon.

This explanation, however, though formally correct, is misleading and imprecise. The Talmud is the

repository of thousands of years of Jewish wisdom, and the oral law, which is as ancient and significant

as the written law (the Torah), finds expression therein. It is a conglomerate of law, legend, and

philosophy, a blend of unique logic and shrewd pragmatism, of history and science, anecdotes and

humor. It is a collection of paradoxes: its framework is orderly and logical, every word and term subjected

to meticulous editing, completed centuries after the actual work of composition came to an end; yet it is

still based on free association, on a harnessing together of diverse ideas reminiscent of the modern

stream-of-consciousness novel. Although its main objective is to interpret and comment on a book of

law, it is, simultaneously, a work of art that goes beyond legislation and its practical application. And

although the Talmud is, to this day, the primary source of Jewish law, it cannot be cited as an authority

for purposes of ruling.

The Talmud treats abstract and totally unrealistic problems in the same manner in which it refers to the

most prosaic facts of everyday life, yet succeeds in avoiding abstract terminology. Though based on the

principles of tradition and the transmission of authority from generation to generation, it is unparalleled

in its eagerness to question and reexamine convention and accepted views and to root out underlying

causes. The talmudic method of discussion and demonstration tries to approximate mathematical

precision, but without having recourse to mathematical or logical symbols.

by Rabbi Adin Steinsaltz
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The Talmud is best understood through analysis of the basic objectives of its authors and compliers.

What were they aiming at, those thousands of sages who spent their lives in debate and discussion in

hundreds of large and small centers of learning? The key is to be found in the name of the work: Talmud

(that is, study, learning). The Talmud is the embodiment of the great concept of mitzvat talmud Torah—
the positive religious duty of studying Torah, of acquiring learning and wisdom, study which is its own

end and reward. A certain talmudic sage who has left us nothing but his name and this one dictum had

this to say on the subject: “Turn it and turn it again, for everything is contained in the Torah. Regard it

and grow old in it and never abandon it, for there is no greater virtue.”

Study of Torah undoubtedly serves numerous practical purposes but these are not the crucial objectives.

Study is not geared to the degree of importance or the practical potential of the problems discussed. Its

main aim is learning itself. Likewise, knowledge of Torah is not an aid to observance of law but an end

in itself. This does not mean that the Talmud is not concerned with the values contained in the material

studied. On the contrary, it is stated emphatically that he who studies Torah and does not observe what

he studies would better never have been born. A true scholar serves as a living example by his way of

life and conduct. But this part of the general outlook of the Talmud; for the student poring over the text,

study has no other end but knowledge. Every subject pertaining to Torah, or to life as related to torah, is

worthy of consideration and analysis, and an attempt is always made to delve into the heart of the matter.

In the course of study, the question of whether these analyses are of practical use is never raised. We

often encounter in the Talmud protracted and vehement debates on various problems that try to examine

the structure of the method and to elucidate the conclusions deriving from it. The scholars invested all

this effort despite the fact that they knew the source itself had been rejected and was of no legislative

significance. This approach also explains why we find debates on problems that were relevant in the

distant past and were unlikely ever to arise again.

It sometimes occurs, of course, that problems or debates once thought impractical or irrelevant gain

practical significance in some later age. This is a familiar phenomenon in the sphere of pure science. But

this development is of little consequence to the Talmudic student, as, from the outset, his sole objective

has been to solve theoretical problems and to seek the truth.

The Talmud is ostensibly constructed along the lines of a legal tract, and many people commit the error

of thinking that it is legal in essence. It treats the subjects with which it deals—basic halakhah, biblical

verses, or traditions handed down by sages—as natural phenomena, components of objective reality.

When a man has dealings with nature, he cannot claim that the subject does not appeal to him or is

unworthy of perusal. There are, of course, varying degrees of importance to issues, but all are alike in

that they are—they exist and note must be paid to them. When the talmudic sage examined an ancient

tradition, he perceived it, above all, as a reality in itself, and whether binding on him or not, it was part of

his world and could not be dismissed. When the scholars discuss a rejected idea or source, their attitude
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resembles that of the scientist contemplating an organism that has become extinct because of its

inability to adapt itself to changing conditions. This organism has, in a manner of speaking, “failed” and

died out, but his fact does not detract from its interest for the scientist as a subject of study.

One of the greatest historical controversies was that between the methods of the “houses” (schools) of

Shammai and Hillel, which lasted for more than a century. It was eventually resolved in the famous

dictum: “Both are the words of the living God, and the decision is in accordance with the House of Hillel.”

The fact that one method is preferred does not mean that the other is based on a misconception. It, too,

is an expression of creativity and of “the words of the living God” When one of the sages ventured to say

a certain theory was not to his liking, he was scolded by his colleagues, who informed him that it was

wrong to say of Torah, “This is good and this is not.” Such a view is analogous to the case of the scientist

who is not permitted to say that a certain creature seems to him “unappealing.” This does not mean to

imply that evaluations (even of appeal) should never be made; they should, however, be based on a

consciousness of the fact that no man has the right to judge or to determine that a certain object lacks

beauty form the purely objective point of view.

This analogy between the natural world and Torah is ancient and was developed at length by the

sages. One of its earliest expressions is the theory that just as an architect builds a house according

to a blue-print, so the Holy one, Blessed be He, scanned his Torah in creating the world. According to

this viewpoint, it follows that there must be a certain correlation between the world and Torah, the

latter forming part of the essence of the natural world and not merely constituting external speculation

on it. This way of thinking also engendered the view that no subject is too strange, remote, or bizarre

to be studied. 

The Talmud reflects so wide a range of interest because it is not a homogeneous work composed by a

single author. When several people collaborate on a book, they have in mind a certain specific aim which

lends the work character and direction. But the Talmud is the end result of the editing of the thoughts

and sayings of many scholars over a long period, none whom envisages a final written work at the time.

Their remarks were inspired by life, growing out of the problems submitted to them and the exchange of

views between the various sages and their disciples. This is why we cannot discern a clear trend of a

specific objective in the Talmud. Each debate is, to a large extent, independent of others and unique, and

each subject is the focus of interest at the time it is being discussed. At the same time, the Talmud has

an unmistakable and striking character of its own, which does not bear the imprint of an individual, or of

the editors, but is collective, reflecting the quality of the Jewish people over a given period. Not only

where the thousands of anonymous views are concerned, but also in cases where the identity of the

author or proponent is known, the differences between individuals are blurred and the general spirit

prevails. However violently two sages may differ, their shared traits and likemindedness must eventually

become evident to the reader, who then discerns the overall unity that over comes all differences.
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Since the Talmud is concerned with subjects, ideas, and problems, there evolved over the centuries the

custom of quoting various views in the present tense: “Abbaye says, Rabba says.” This stylistic habit

reflects the belief that the work is not merely a record of the opinions of the scholars of past ages, and

it should not be judged by historical criteria. The Talmudic sages themselves distinguished between

personalities and periods (clarification of such questions is, in fact, an integral part of study), but the

distinctions are only cited when strictly relevant and are not employed for evaluation and discussion. For

those scholars time is not an ever-flowing stream in which the present always obliterates the past; it is

understood organically as a living and developing essence, present and future being founded on the

living past. Within this wide-ranging process, certain elements take on more stable form, while others,

pertaining to the present, are flexible and much more changeable; the process as such, however, is

bases on faith in the vitality of each element, ancient as it may be, and the importance of its role in the

never-ending, self renewing work of creation.

This process of renewal is closely connected to the centrality of the query in the talmudic debate. To a

certain extent, the entire Talmud is framed by questions and answers, and even when not explicitly

formulated, questions constitute the background to every statement and interpretation. One of the most

ancient methods of studying the Talmud attempted to reconstruct the question on the basis of the

statement that serves as a response. It is no coincidence that the Talmud contains so many words

denoting questions, ranging from queries aimed at satisfying curiosity to questions that attempt to

undermine the validity of the debated issue. The Talmud also differentiates between a fundamental query

and a less basic inquiry, a question of principle and marginal query. Voicing doubts is not only legitimate

in the Talmud, it is essential to study. To a certain degree, the rule is that any type of query is permissible

and even desirable; the more the merrier. No inquiry is regarded as unfair or incorrect as long as it

pertains to the issue and can cast light on some aspect of it. This is true not only of the Talmud itself but

also of the way in which it is studied and perused. After absorbing the basic material, the student is

expected to pose questions to himself and to others and to voice doubts and reservations. From this

point of view, the Talmud is perhaps the only sacred book in all of world culture that permits and even

encourages the student to question it.

This characteristic leads us to another aspect of the composition and study of the Talmud. It is

impossible to arrive at external knowledge of this work. Any description of its subject matter or study

methods must, inevitably, be superficial because of the Talmud’s unique nature. True knowledge can only

be attained through spiritual communion, and the student must participate intellectually and emotionally

in the talmudic debate, himself becoming, to a certain degree, a creator.

Copyright © 2006 by Adin Steinsaltz 




