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How to Use This Facilitator’s Guide 
 
Welcome to Talmud of America, proudly created by the Pardes Institute of Jewish Studies in 
celebration of the 250th anniversary of the founding of the United States.  
 
Talmud of America comprises four essays by renowned Pardes faculty members, who each pair a 
foundational American text from the Declaration of Independence with Jewish sources that deepen, 
challenge, complicate, or reframe its ideas. The goal is not to produce consensus or a single “Jewish 
answer,” but to cultivate thoughtful, rigorous conversation rooted in text and lived experience. 
 
Each essay is also accompanied by two resources: 
➔​ A Facilitator’s Guide — for a rabbi, educator, or layperson who wants to lead an interactive 

text study session based on the essay 
➔​ A Participant Source Sheet — for participants to study from as part of the interactive text 

study session 
 
Together, these materials are designed to support both experienced educators and facilitators with 
little formal teaching background. 
 
Before each session they lead, facilitators should print sufficient copies of the participant source 
sheet for all participants. Participants will use these source sheets throughout the session for 
havruta learning, discussion, and group activities. 

 

Session Structure 
Each session follows a flexible 90-minute structure: 
 
➔​ Set the Stage — a brief framing introduction 
➔​ Havruta Learning — paired text study using guiding questions 
➔​ Group Discussion — collective reflection and conversation 
➔​ Interactive Activity — movement activities, case studies, or small-group exercises that 

bring ideas into lived experience 
➔​ Closing Reflection — a final moment for participants to articulate what they are taking with 

them 
 
The timing and structure are suggestions, not requirements. Adapt them to your group, setting, and 
energy. 
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The Role of the Facilitator 
This guide is not a script. It is a framework for meaningful conversation. 
Your role is not to lecture or resolve every disagreement, but to: 
 
➔​ create an atmosphere of intellectual seriousness and openness 
➔​ keep participants grounded in the texts 
➔​ encourage multiple perspectives 
➔​ make space for quieter voices 
➔​ model curiosity rather than certainty 

 
This is the Pardes way of learning text! 
 
Many sessions explore morally and politically charged themes — equality, freedom, rebellion, 
sacrifice, authority, and happiness. Disagreement is not a failure of the learning; often it is where the 
learning becomes most alive. 

 

Using the Guiding Questions 
The guiding questions are prompts, not quizzes. You do not need to ask every question. It is often 
better to pursue one question deeply than to rush through many. Use the questions that best fit 
your group and allow participants’ responses to shape the discussion. 

 

Final Thought 
At its best, this series invites participants into a deeply Jewish and democratic practice: placing 
foundational ideas into argument with one another. The aim is not simply to study texts, but to 
cultivate habits of listening carefully, thinking critically, disagreeing responsibly, and searching 
together for deeper truth. 

 

About Pardes 
Talmud of America was produced by the Pardes Institute of Jewish Studies, a leading center of open, 
inclusive Jewish learning based in Jerusalem. Pardes brings together students and educators from 
diverse backgrounds to engage deeply with Jewish texts, ideas, and traditions through rigorous 
study and meaningful conversation. Rooted in the belief that Jewish learning can help illuminate the 
most pressing moral and civic questions of our time, Pardes is committed to cultivating thoughtful, 
engaged learners and leaders across the Jewish world. 
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Facilitator’s Guide 
 
That All Men Are Created Equal ​ ​ ​ by: Rabbi Rahel Berkovits 
 
This interactive text study is based on essay 1 of Talmud of America which can be found on pages 
6-11 in the essay booklet.   

 
Overview 

This session explores one of the most powerful claims in both American and Jewish thought: that 
all human beings possess equal worth. Beginning with the Declaration of Independence and 
moving into Torah and Mishnah, participants will examine how equality is grounded, challenged, 
and complicated. 

 
Timeline: 90 min 

Set the Stage​ ​ ​ ​ ​ ​  5 min 
Havruta ​ ​ ​                                           30 min 
Discussion                                                                 ​ 15 min 
Small Group Learning​ ​ ​ ​ ​ 20 min 
Discussion                                                                              15 min      
Closing                                                                                     5 min        

 
Preparation 

Review all texts and Guiding Questions in advance. Review the Set the Stage and Closing 
sections. These are prompts rather than scripts. Adapt them into your own voice. 
 
For sources 3 and 4, choose the four questions you find most compelling, two from source 3 and 
two from source 4. Write each question on a separate sheet of paper and place one in each corner 
of the room. This will serve as the basis for the small group learning activity. 
 
Print sufficient copies of the Participant Source Sheet (pages 8-9 of this Facilitator’s Guide) for all 
of your learning participants. 
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Facilitation 
 
Set the Stage - 5 min 

Introduction​
Today we are exploring equality. Few ideas sound more obvious or are more contested. Many 
societies speak the language of equality while tolerating inequality. Many people affirm dignity in 
theory while ranking human worth in practice. Our texts today do not offer one simple answer. 
Instead, they ask: 
 

●​ Why are people equal? 
●​ Does equality erase difference? 
●​ Why do communities narrow universal ideals? 
●​ What obligations follow if every person matters infinitely? 

 
Texts in Context 
The Declaration of Independence (1776) announces equality as a political truth, even though the 
society producing it excluded many people from its protections. 
 
Genesis 1:27 grounds human worth in creation in the Divine image, presenting dignity as 
metaphysical rather than political.​
 
Mishnah Sanhedrin 4:5 appears in the context of capital law and witness testimony. The sages use 
that legal setting to make sweeping claims about the value of human life. 

 
Havruta - 30 min 

In havruta pairs, participants read sources 1 and 2 aloud and discuss the Guiding Questions. 

 
Discussion - 15 min 

Return to the full group. Invite participants to share insights and challenges that emerged in their 
learning. Consider asking: 
 

●​ What felt most persuasive in these texts? 
●​ What felt unresolved? 
●​ What different foundations for equality emerged? 
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Small Group Learning - 20 min 

Invite one participant to read source 3 aloud, and another to read source 4 aloud. Participants 
should then count off by four. All the 1s go to one corner of the room, all the 2s to another, and so 
forth. At each corner they will find one of the Guiding Questions you pre-prepared. Participants 
discuss their assigned question as a small group. 

 
Discussion - 15 min 

Return to the full group. Invite each group to briefly share the key idea, tension, or disagreement 
that emerged. Consider intentionally calling on those who have not yet spoken. 

 
Closing - 5 min 

Invite each participant to share one word or short phrase that captures what they are taking with 
them from the learning. 
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Participant Source Sheet 
 
That All Men Are Created Equal ​ ​ ​ by: Rabbi Rahel Berkovits 
 
This interactive text study is based on essay 1 of Talmud of America which can be found on pages 
6-11 in the essay booklet.   

 
 
1. United States Declaration of Independence, Second Continental Congress, 1776 

We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal, that they are endowed by 
their Creator with certain unalienable Rights, that among these are Life, Liberty and the pursuit of 
Happiness. 

 
Guiding Questions 
➔​ What does the phrase “self-evident” assume about human reason and morality? 
➔​ Why ground equality in creation rather than in law, culture, or social contract? 
➔​ How should we read universal language written by people who did not apply it universally? 

 
2. Genesis 1:27 

And God created Adam [humankind] in the 
Divine image, creating him [Adam] in the image 
of God — creating them male and female. 

בְרָא צַלְמוֹ אֱלֹקים  אֶת־הָאָדָם וַיִּ צֶלֶם בְּ רָא אֱלֹקים בְּ  זָכָר אֹתוֹ בָּ
רָא ונְּקֵבָה אֹתָם׃ בָּ

 
Guiding Questions 
➔​ The verse repeats twice the idea of creation in the Divine image. How does that repetition 

deepen or clarify the value of human life? 
➔​ The human is first described in the singular (“him”) and then in the plural (“them”). How 

might that movement shape our understanding of what it means to be human? 
➔​ What are the moral and social implications of shifting from seeing human beings as useful to 

seeing human beings as sacred? 
 
3. Mishnah Tractate Sanhedrin 4:5, Part I 

Therefore, Adam was created alone to teach 
you that anyone who destroys one soul from 
Israel, the verse implies about him as if he  

דְךָ, יְחִידִי, אָדָם נִבְרָא לְפִיכָךְ ל לְלַמֶּ כָּ ד שֶׁ  אַחַת נֶפֶשׁ הַמְאַבֵּ
רָאֵל, שְׂ תובּ עָלָיו מַעֲלֶה מִיִּ אִלּוּ הַכָּ ד כְּ   מָלֵא. עוֹלָם אִבֵּ
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destroyed an entire world. And anyone who 
sustains one soul from Israel, the verse implies 
about him as if he sustained an entire world. 

 
ם וְכָל רָאֵל, אַחַת נֶפֶשׁ הַמְקַיֵּ שְׂ תובּ עָלָיו מַעֲלֶה מִיִּ אִלּוּ הַכָּ  כְּ
ם  מָלֵא. עוֹלָם קִיֵּ

 
Guiding Questions 
➔​ The Mishnah derives the infinite value of a single life from the fact that all humanity 

descends from one person. How does the shared origin of humanity strengthen the 
argument for equal human worth? 

➔​ Earlier manuscripts omit the phrase “from Israel.” How does that difference transform the 
ethical scope of the teaching, and why might such a change have emerged? 

➔​ This teaching appears as a warning to witnesses in a capital case. What does that suggest 
about how justice should function? 

 
4. Mishnah Tractate Sanhedrin 4:5, Part II 

Therefore Adam was created alone … for the 
sake of peace among humankind, that a person 
should not say to another, “Father is greater 
than your father.”… And to tell the greatness of 
the Holy Blessed One; for a person 
stamps many coins with one seal and they are 
all similar to one another; but the King of kings, 
the Holy Blessed One, stamped every person 
with the seal of the first Adam, and not one of 
them is similar to another. Therefore, each and 
every one must say, “for me the world was 
created.” 

לוֹם ומִּפּנְֵי יְחִידִי… אָדָם נִבְרָא לְפִיכָךְ רִיּוֹת, שְׁ א הַבְּ לֹּ  יֹאמַר שֶׁ
א לַחֲבֵרוֹ: אָדָם יד … מֵאָבִיךָ. גָדוֹל אַבָּ תוֹ ולְּהַגִּ דֻלָּ ל גְּ  הַקּדָוֹשׁ שֶׁ
רוךְּ אָדָם הואּ, בָּ ה טוֹבֵעַ שֶׁ מָּ עוֹת כַּ חוֹתָם מַטְבְּ ן אֶחָד בְּ  וְכֻלָּ
לָכִים מַלְכֵי ומֶּלֶךְ לָזֶה, זֶה דּוֹמִין רוךְּ הַקּדָוֹשׁ הַמְּ  טָבַע הואּ בָּ

ל חוֹתָמוֹ אָדָם כָּ ל בְּ  דּוֹמֶה מֵהֶן אֶחָד וְאֵין הָרִאשׁוֹן, אָדָם שֶׁ
ל לְפִיכָךְ לַחֲבֵרוֹ. ב וְאֶחָד אֶחָד כָּ בִילִי לוֹמַר: חַיָּ שְׁ  נִבְרָא בִּ
 הָעוֹלָם.

 

 
Guiding Questions 
➔​ The Mishnah links social peace to the claim that no person can say, “My father is greater 

than your father.” How does shared human ancestry function here as an argument against 
hierarchy and inherited superiority? 

➔​ The Mishnah says a human mint produces identical coins, while God produces unique 
people from a single mold. How does this analogy challenge the assumption that equality 
requires sameness? 

➔​ The text concludes that each person must say, “For me the world was created.” In the 
context of the passage, is this statement best read as privilege, responsibility, dignity, or 
something else? What in the text supports your reading?  
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Facilitator’s Guide 
 
Life, Liberty and the Pursuit of Happiness ​​ ​ by: Yiscah Smith 
 
This interactive text study is based on essay 2 of Talmud of America which can be found on pages 
12-17 in the essay booklet.   

 
 
Overview 

This session explores one of the most enduring promises of the American experiment and one of 
the deepest questions of human life: what does it mean to pursue happiness? Beginning with the 
Declaration of Independence and moving through modern Jewish thinkers, participants will 
examine competing visions of freedom, fulfillment, pleasure, purpose, and responsibility. 

 
Timeline: 90 min 

Set the Stage                                        5 min 
Havruta                                                 30 min 
Discussion                                            15 min 
Values Spectrum Activity                   15 min 
Discussion                                            20 min 
Closing                                                   5 min 

 
Preparation 

Review all texts and Guiding Questions in advance. Review the Set the Stage and Closing 
sections. These are prompts rather than scripts. Adapt them into your own voice. 
 
Choose a location for this session that has enough space for participants to stand and move 
around the room comfortably. 
 
Print sufficient copies of the Participant Source Sheet (pages 13-15 of this Facilitator’s Guide) for 
all of your learning participants. 
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Facilitation 
 
Set the Stage - 5 min 

Introduction​
Today we are exploring happiness. Few modern ideals are more celebrated, and few are more 
elusive. We are told to pursue happiness, maximize happiness, protect happiness, and measure 
success through happiness. Yet many people who possess comfort, choice, and freedom still feel 
restless or empty. Our texts today ask: 

●​ What is happiness? 
●​ Can happiness be pursued directly? 
●​ What is the relationship between freedom and purpose? 
●​ Can duty and joy strengthen one another? 

 
Texts in Context 
The Declaration of Independence names the pursuit of happiness as a foundational right, linking 
political freedom to human flourishing. 
 
Rabbi Kalonymus Kalman Shapira, writing under the shadow of immense suffering, describes 
fulfillment not as self-expression but as wholehearted service of God. 
 
Rabbi Abraham Isaac Kook reframes freedom as inner loyalty to one’s deepest spiritual self. 
 
Rabbi Jonathan Sacks, Viktor Frankl, and Harold Kushner challenge the assumption that pleasure 
is life’s highest aim, arguing instead for meaning, ethics, and purpose. 

 
Havruta - 30 min 

In havruta pairs, participants read sources 1, 2, and 3 aloud and discuss the Guiding Questions. 
Encourage participants to notice where the texts agree, where they clash, and where they redefine 
common words such as liberty, freedom, and happiness. 

 
Discussion - 15 min 

Return to the full group. Invite participants to share insights and tensions that emerged. 
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Values Spectrum Activity - 15 min 

Designate one side of the room as Strongly Agree and the opposite side as Strongly Disagree. 
Explain that participants will hear a series of statements. After each one, they should physically 
place themselves somewhere in the room along the spectrum between those two poles. After 
participants move, invite a few people from different places in the room to explain their thinking. 
 
Statements: 

●​ Happiness should be one of the main goals of life. 
●​ Meaning matters more than happiness. 
●​ Too much freedom can make people less fulfilled. 
●​ Pleasure and purpose usually pull in opposite directions. 
●​ A life of responsibility can be happier than a life of unlimited choice. 

 
Facilitator Note 
Keep the tone exploratory. Participants may move after hearing others speak. 

 
Discussion - 20 min 

Return to seated conversation. Ask: What did the movement activity reveal that discussion alone 
might not? Then invite one participant to read sources 4, 5, and 6 aloud. Ask: 

●​ How are these later thinkers conceptualizing happiness? 
●​ What is the difference between feeling good and living well? 
●​ What might the Declaration mean if “the pursuit of happiness” were read through these 

Jewish sources? 

 
Closing - 5 min 

Invite each participant to share one word or short phrase that best captures what they are taking 
with them from the learning. 
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Participant Source Sheet 
 
Life, Liberty and the Pursuit of Happiness ​​ ​ by: Yiscah Smith 
 
This interactive text study is based on essay 2 of Talmud of America which can be found on pages 
12-17 in the essay booklet.   

 
 
1. United States Declaration of Independence, Second Continental Congress, 1776 

We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal, that they are endowed by 
their Creator with certain unalienable rights, that among these are life, liberty, and the pursuit of 
happiness. 

 
Guiding Questions 
➔​ The Declaration frames rights as something endowed by a Creator rather than granted by 

government. What are the strengths and vulnerabilities of grounding rights in theology? 
➔​ The text names life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness as rights. How do you understand 

the meaning of “rights” here? Are these entitlements individuals possess, aspirations a 
society should pursue, moral conditions a society must protect, or something else? 

➔​ If rights are “unalienable,” what responsibilities, if any, accompany them? Can a political 
tradition sustain rights language without duties language? 

 
2. Rabbi Kalonymus Kalman Shapira, Bnei Machshava Tova, 1943 

Our goal is not new. It is no different from the 
goal and hope of every Jew. Our desire and goal 
is to serve the Eternal, our God: the God of 
Abraham, the God of Isaac and the God of 
Jacob. We seek a wholehearted service, with our 
entire being, that utilizes all the limbs of our 
body and soul, so that not one fiber of our body 
nor one spark of our soul will extend beyond 
the holiness of the Eternal, which hovers upon 
us and encompasses us. 

רָתֵנוּ ה אֵינָהּ מַטְּ ר וְאַחֶרֶת חֲדָשָׁ רַת מֵאֲשֶׁ אִיפַת מַטְּ ל ושְּׁ  כָּ
רָאֵל. אִישׁ י יִשְׂ רָתֵנוּ רְצוֹנֵנוּ כִּ  אֱלֹקֵינוּ ד' אֶת לַעֲבֹד הֵם ומַּטְּ

ה עֲבוֹדָה יַעֲקֹב. וֵאלֹקֵי יִצְחָק אֱלֹקֵי אַבְרָהָם, אֱלֹקֵי  עֲבוֹדָה תּמַָּ
לֵמָה כָל שְׁ  וְכָל מִגּופֵּינוּ חוטּ וְכָל וְנַפְשׁוֹתֵינוּ, גּופֵּינוּ אֵיבְרֵי בְּ
נוּ נִיצוֹץ פְשֵׁ ת מִחוץּ יֵצְאוּ לֹא מִנַּ ַ ּׁ  עָלֵינוּ הַחוֹפֶפֶת ה' לִקְדֻש

 אוֹתָנוּ. ומַּקּיִפָה
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Guiding Questions 
➔​ How does Shapira’s goal challenge modern assumptions that freedom means autonomy and 

personal choice? 
➔​ Must sacred purpose and individual self-determination be in tension, or can commitment 

itself become a form of freedom? 
 
3. Rabbi Abraham Isaac HaKohen Kook, “Introduction to the Passover Haggadah,” Olat 
Re’iyah, vol. II. Jerusalem: Mossad Harav Kook, 1939 

The difference between a slave and a free 
person is not merely one of status - that one 
happens to be enslaved to another, and one is 
not enslaved. It’s possible to find an 
enlightened slave whose spirit is filled with 
freedom; and on the contrary, a free person 
whose spirit is that of a slave. The fundamental 
character of freedom is the elevated spirit that 
raises up an individual and the entire nation to 
be loyal to their inner essence, to the soul’s 
quality of the Divine image within. And it is 
through this quality that one is able to feel that 
their life is purposeful, and is worth its value.  

 מעמדי, הבדל רק איננו לבן־החורין העבד שבין וַההבדל
 הוא וזה לאחר משועבד הוא זה שבמקרה מה

 הוא שרוחו משכיל עבד למצא יכולים אנו בלתי־משועבד.
 עבד. של רוח הוא שרוחו בן־חורין ולהיפך חירות, מלא

 וכן שהאדם הנשאה, הרוח אותו היא הצביונית החירות
 להעצמיות נאמן להיות ידה על מתרומם בכלל העם

 אשר אלהים צלם של הנפשית להתכונה שלו, הפנימית
 בתור חייו את להרגיש לו אפשר כזאת ובתכונה בקרבו,

 ערכם. את שוים שהם מגמתיים, חיים

 
Guiding Questions 
➔​ Rav Kook distinguishes legal freedom from inner freedom. Which forms of contemporary life 

might appear free externally while producing inner servitude? 
➔​ He defines freedom as loyalty to one’s inner essence. How does this differ from the common 

view that freedom means the absence of constraint? 
➔​ Rav Kook applies freedom to both the individual and the people as a whole. What does 

collective freedom add that personal freedom alone cannot provide? 
 
4. Rabbi Jonathan Sacks, Morality: Restoring the Common Good in Divided Times, 2020 

Happiness is a state of being, as a byproduct and not a state of having, and it depends on a sense 
of meaning and purpose in life… It is the result of a life lived in accord with ethical ideals. 

 
5. Viktor E. Frankl, Man’s Search for Meaning, 2006; originally published 1946 

He who has a why to live for can bear almost any how… Man’s search for meaning is the primary 
motivation in his life and not a ‘secondary rationalization’ of instinctual drives. 
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6. Harold S. Kushner, Foreword to Viktor E. Frankl, Man’s Search for Meaning, 2006 

His [Frankl’s] experience in Auschwitz reinforced what was already one of his key ideas: Life is not 
primarily a quest for pleasure, as Freud believed … but a quest for meaning. 

 
Guiding Questions 
➔​ Sacks describes happiness as a byproduct rather than a possession. Why might happiness 

become elusive when pursued directly, and what does that suggest about the modern 
pursuit of happiness? 

➔​ Frankl argues that meaning, not pleasure, is the primary human motivation. What evidence 
from your own experience supports or challenges that claim? 

➔​ Kushner contrasts the quest for pleasure with the quest for meaning. Do you see these as 
competing understandings of human nature, or complementary ones?  
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Facilitator’s Guide 
 

Prudence and the Right of Rebellion​ ​ ​ by: Leah Rosenthal 
 

This interactive text study is based on essay 3 of Talmud of America which can be found on pages 
18-21 in the essay booklet.   

 
Overview 

This session explores the tension between justice and stability, dissent and order, reform and 
rupture. Beginning with the Declaration of Independence and moving into a Talmudic dispute 
about the authority of the court, participants will examine when flawed systems deserve patience, 
when they lose legitimacy, and whether the power to revisit decisions strengthens or weakens 
institutions. 

 
Timeline: 90 min 

Set the Stage                                        5 min 
Havruta                                                 30 min 
Discussion                                            15 min 
Case Studies Activity                          15 min 
Discussion                                            20 min 
Closing                                                   5 min 

 
Preparation 

Review all texts and Guiding Questions in advance. Review the Set the Stage and Closing 
sections. These are prompts rather than scripts. Adapt them into your own voice. 
 
Before the session, prepare three short hypothetical scenarios involving flawed institutions. These 
can involve a school, synagogue, workplace, government, or family system. In each case, 
participants should need to decide whether to accept, reform, appeal, or resist. Examples:​
 

●​ A respected board repeatedly makes decisions without transparency. 
●​ A school policy is mostly fair but consistently harms a small minority. 
●​ A community leader is effective but refuses accountability. 

 
Print sufficient copies of the Participant Source Sheet (pages 19-20 of this Facilitator’s Guide) for 
all of your learning participants. 
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Facilitation 
 
Set the Stage - 5 min 

Introduction 
Today we are exploring rebellion, but not only rebellion. We are exploring prudence: the discipline 
of knowing when to endure, when to reform, and when to resist. Some systems are flawed but 
repairable. Some are stable but unjust. Some are frustrating but necessary. Some lose moral 
legitimacy. Our texts today ask: 
 

●​ When does patience become complicity? 
●​ When does dissent become recklessness? 
●​ What gives institutions authority? 
●​ Can self-correction preserve trust? 

 
Texts in Context 
The Declaration of Independence argues that governments should not be changed for light and 
transient causes, but that sustained abuse can create both a right and a duty to resist. 
 
The sugya in Kiddushin discusses whether adult orphans may reopen a property division arranged 
by the court while they were minors. Beneath the legal case lies a larger question: how much 
finality does authority require? 

 
Havruta - 30 min 

In havruta pairs, participants read sources 1 and 2 aloud and discuss the Guiding Questions. 
Encourage participants to track where each text draws lines rather than choosing absolutes. 

 
Discussion - 15 min 

Return to the full group. Invite participants to share insights and tensions that emerged. Consider 
asking: 

●​ Which text is more cautious about change? 
●​ Which text is more concerned with justice? 
●​ What makes authority feel legitimate? 
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Case Studies - 20 min 

Divide participants into three groups. Give each group one scenario. Their task: 
●​ Diagnose the problem. 
●​ Decide whether the response should be patience, reform, appeal, or resistance. 
●​ Use one insight from the Declaration of Independence and one from the Talmud to justify 

their response. 
 
After 10 minutes, invite each group to report back briefly. 
 
Facilitator Note 
Push for thresholds, evidence, and consequences. 

 
Discussion - 15 min 

Return to full group discussion. Ask: 
●​ What standards did you use to decide when change was justified? 
●​ Did any scenario make rebellion feel too strong a word? 
●​ Can an institution become stronger by admitting error? 
●​ What is the difference between inconvenience, injustice, and despotism? 

 
Closing - 5 min 

Invite each participant to share one word or short phrase that best captures what they are taking 
with them from the learning. 
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Participant Source Sheet 
 
Prudence and the Right of Rebellion​ ​ ​ by: Leah Rosenthal 
 
This interactive text study is based on essay 3 of Talmud of America which can be found on pages 
18-21 in the essay booklet.   
 
1. United States Declaration of Independence, Second Continental Congress, 1776 

Prudence, indeed, will dictate that Governments long established should not be changed for light 
and transient causes; and accordingly all experience hath shewn, that mankind are more disposed 
to suffer, while evils are sufferable, than to right themselves by abolishing the forms to which they 
are accustomed. But when a long train of abuses and usurpations, pursuing invariably the same 
Object evinces a design to reduce them under absolute Despotism, it is their right, it is their duty, 
to throw off such Government, and to provide new Guards for their future security. 

 
Guiding Questions 
➔​ The passage moves from “it is their right” to “it is their duty” to throw off despotic 

government. Under what conditions does resistance cease to be optional and become an 
obligation? Who has the authority to make that determination? 

➔​ The Declaration of Independence distinguishes between ordinary injustice and a 
coordinated “design” toward despotism. Why does intent matter here? Should institutions be 
judged primarily by harmful outcomes or by the purposes animating them? 

➔​ The authors argue that people tend to endure tolerable evils rather than disrupt familiar 
systems. Is this prudence, complacency, fear, or wisdom? How might different answers 
reshape civic life? 

 
2. Babylonian Talmud, Tractate Kiddushin 42a-b 

Rav Naḥman said in the name of Shmuel: 
If orphans come to divide their father’s 
property, the court appoints for them a 
guardian, and selects for each of them a fair 
share. If, once they come of age, they object, 
they may protest [and seek a new division]. 
But Rav Naḥman himself said: If they come of 
age, they may not protest. For if so, what 
effective authority would the court have? 

מואֵּל: אָמַר נַחְמָן רַב אָמַר אוּ יְתוֹמִים שְׁ בָּ נִכְסֵי לַחְלוֹק שֶׁ  בְּ
ית אֲבִיהֶם ין בֵּ  לָהֶם ובּוֹרְרִים אַפּוֹטְרוֹפּוֹס לָהֶם מַעֲמִידִים דִּ

ילוּ וְאִם יָפֶה חֵלֶק ידֵיהּ נַחְמָן וְרַב לְמַחוֹת. יְכוֹלִים הִגְדִּ  אָמַר: דִּ
ילוּ אִם אִם לְמַחוֹת יְכוֹלִים אֵינָם הִגְדִּ ן דְּ חַ מָה כֵּ ית כֹּ ין בֵּ  יָפֶה דִּ
ן אִם נַחְמָן לְרַב לֵיהּ אִית ומִּי חַ מָה כֵּ ית כֹּ ין בֵּ  וְהָתְנַן: יָפֶה. דִּ

ינִים שׁוםּ יָּ פּיִחֲתוּ הַדַּ תותּ שֶׁ תותּ הוֹתִירוּ אוֹ שְׁ טֵל. מִכְרָן שְׁ  בָּ
ן מְעוֹן רַבָּ ן שִׁ מְלִיאֵל בֶּ ים. מִכְרָן אוֹמֵר: גַּ ן וְאָמַר קַיָּ מְעוֹן רַבָּ ן שִׁ  בֶּ

מְלִיאֵל: ן אִם גַּ חַ מָה כֵּ ית כֹּ ין בֵּ ר הונָּא רַב וְאָמַר יָפֶה. דִּ  בַּ
נָא דִבְרֵי הֲלָכָה נַחְמָן: רַב אָמַר חִינָּ יָא. לָא חֲכָמִים. כְּ   קַשְׁ
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The Gemara asks: Does Rav Naḥman really 
uphold the principle, “If so, what effective 
authority would the court have?” But did we not 
learn in a Mishnah: If judges appraised property 
for sale and undervalued it by one-sixth or 
overvalued it by one-sixth, the sale is void. 
Rabban Shimon ben Gamliel says: The sale 
stands. For Rabban Shimon ben Gamliel says: 
If so, what effective authority would the court 
have? Yet Rav Huna bar Ḥinnana said in the 
name of Rav Naḥman: The halakhah follows the 
Sages [who invalidate the sale]. This is not 
difficult. There is no contradiction. One case is 
where the judges made an error. The other is 
where they did not make an error. The Gemara 
asks: If they did not make an error, in what 
sense may the orphans protest? They may 
protest regarding the lots themselves [that is, 
not the value, but the particular parcel or 
portion each one received]. 

 
טְעוֹ הָא לָא הָא דִּ לָא אִי טְעוֹ. דְּ  לְמַחוֹת יְכוֹלִים מַאי טְעוֹ דְּ

רוחּוֹת. לְמַחוֹת יְכוֹלִים  בְּ
 
 

 
Guiding Questions 
➔​ Shmuel allows reopening a justly conducted process because those affected were minors 

and lacked agency. What role does meaningful consent play in conferring legitimacy on a 
decision, even when the process itself was fair? 

➔​ Rosenthal presents Rav Naḥman as charting a middle path. Is moderation here a principled 
synthesis, or simply a pragmatic compromise? 

➔​ “If so, what effective authority would the court have?” assumes that visible reversibility 
weakens institutions. Is that necessarily true? Can the ability to revisit decisions strengthen 
trust rather than diminish it?  
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Facilitator’s Guide 
 

Our Lives, Our Fortunes, and Our Sacred Honor​ by: David I. Bernstein, Ph.D 
 
This interactive text study is based on essay 4 of Talmud of America which can be found on pages 
22-27 in the essay booklet.   
 
Overview 

This session explores sacrifice, responsibility, and the moral limits of risk. Beginning with the 
closing pledge of the Declaration of Independence and moving through Torah, Maimonides, and 
Talmud, participants will examine when noble sacrifice is required, when it is misguided, and why 
Jewish tradition so often prioritizes life over heroic death. 

 

Timeline: 90 min 

Set the Stage                                        5 min 
Havruta                                                 30 min 
Discussion                                            15 min 
Moral Mapping Activity                      20 min 
Discussion                                            15 min 
Closing                                                   5 min 

 

Preparation 

Review all texts and Guiding Questions in advance. Review the Set the Stage and Closing 
sections. These are prompts rather than scripts. Adapt them into your own voice. 
 

Before the session, place signs in different corners of the room: 
●​ Always Worth Risk 
●​ Sometimes Worth Risk 
●​ Rarely Worth Risk 
●​ Never Worth Risk 

 

Prepare to read several examples during the activity. Examples: 
●​ Protecting another person 
●​ Defending religious principle 
●​ Speaking truth to power 
●​ Financial generosity beyond comfort 
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●​ Protecting reputation 
●​ Political freedom 

 
Print sufficient copies of the Participant Source Sheet (pages 24-25 of this Facilitator’s Guide) for 
all of your learning participants. 

 
 

Facilitation 
 
Set the Stage - 5 min 

Introduction 
Today we are exploring sacrifice. Many faiths honor martyrdom, loyalty, and risk. Yet Jewish 
tradition introduces caution because life itself carries the greatest sacred weight. Our texts ask: 

●​ What is courage? 
●​ When is sacrifice noble? 
●​ When is sacrifice unnecessary? 
●​ What does it mean to live for values rather than die for them? 

 
Texts in Context 
The Declaration closes not with abstract principles but with a mutual pledge of lives, fortunes, and 
sacred honor. 
 
The Shema commands wholehearted love of God with heart, soul, and might. 
 
Maimonides sharply limits martyrdom, insisting that in many cases one must preserve life rather 
than choose death. 
 
The Talmud in Yoma teaches that commandments are given so that one may live by them, not die 
by them. 

 
Havruta - 30 min 

In havruta pairs, participants read sources 1, 2, 3, and 4 aloud and discuss the Guiding Questions. 
Encourage participants to notice that the texts do not speak in one voice. Some emphasize total 
commitment, others boundaries and preservation. 
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Discussion - 15 min 

Return to the full group. Invite participants to share insights and tensions that emerged. Consider 
asking: 

●​ Which text most surprised you? 
●​ Which kind of courage is hardest to practice? 
●​ Why do communities often romanticize sacrifice? 

 
Moral Mapping - 20 min 

Explain that participants will hear a series of values or causes. For each one, they should move to 
the corner that best reflects whether risking significant personal loss for that cause is justified. 
Read each example slowly, allowing movement after each. After participants choose positions, 
invite several voices to explain their reasoning. 

 
Discussion - 15 min 

Return to full group discussion. Ask: 
●​ Did your answer change depending on whether the risk was financial, reputational, 

physical, or mortal? 
●​ What did the Jewish sources complicate for you? 
●​ What does “live by them and not die by them” protect against? 
●​ How should communities honor sacrifice without glorifying self-destruction? 

 
Closing - 5 min 

Invite each participant to share one word or short phrase that best captures what they are taking 
with them from the learning. 

 

​
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Participant Source Sheet 
 
Our Lives, Our Fortunes, and Our Sacred Honor​ by: David I. Bernstein, PhD 
 
This interactive text study is based on essay 4 of Talmud of America which can be found on pages 
22-27 in the essay booklet.   
 
1. United States Declaration of Independence, Second Continental Congress, 1776 

And for the support of this Declaration, with a firm reliance on the protection of Divine 
Providence, we mutually pledge to each other our Lives, our Fortunes and our sacred Honor. 

 
Guiding Question 
➔​ What might the move from abstract rights language to the concrete language of personal 

risk reveal about sustaining freedom? 
 
2. Deuteronomy 6:4-6 

Hear, Israel: the Eternal is our God, the Eternal 
is One. You will love the Eternal your God with 
all your heart and with all your soul and with all 
your might. Take to heart these instructions 
with which I charge you this day. 

מַע רָאֵל שְׁ ְתּה'  אֶחָד׃ אֱלֹקינוּ ה' יִשְׂ בַ הָ אְ ֵו ֹקיךא לֱ  'א
כׇל־לְבָבְךָ ךָ בְּ ָיוובְּכׇל־מְאֹדֶךָ׃ ובְּכׇל־נַפְשְׁ הְ ִיו רָ בְ דַּ ֶה לֵּ אָ ה

ר ךָ אָנֹכִי אֲשֶׁ עַל־לְבָבֶךָ׃ הַיּוֹם מְצַוְּ

 
Guiding Question 
➔​ What does the comparison between the Shema and the Declaration’s closing pledge help 

elevate about the language of total commitment? Where do the two texts illuminate each 
other, and where do their purposes remain distinct? 

 
3. Maimonides, Mishneh Torah, Foundations of the Torah 5:10 

Whenever one is told to transgress rather than 
be killed, and is killed rather than transgressing, 
that person bears responsibility for their life. 
But whenever one is told to be killed rather 
than transgress, and is killed rather than 
transgressing, that person has sanctified the 
Divine Name. 

ל אֱמַר מִי כָּ נֶּ ֶׁ  זֶה הֲרֵי עָבַר, וְלֹא וְנֶהֱרַג יֵהָרֵג, וְאַל יַעֲבֹר בּוֹ ש
ב נַפְשׁוֹ. מִתְחַיֵּ אֱמַר מִי וְכָל בְּ נֶּ ֶׁ  וְנֶהֱרַג יַעֲבֹר, וְאַל יֵהָרֵג בּוֹ ש

שׁ זֶה הֲרֵי עָבַר, וְלֹא ם. אֶת קִדֵּ ֵּׁ   הַש
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Guiding Question 
➔​ What does Maimonides’ limitation on martyrdom and sacrifice suggest about the difference 

between dying for your values and living by them? 
 
4. Babylonian Talmud, Tractate Yoma 85b 

Rabbi Shimon ben Menasya said: “And the 
children of Israel will keep Shabbat, to observe 
Shabbat” (Exodus 31:16). The Torah said: 
Desecrate one Shabbat on his behalf so he will 
observe many Shabbatot. Rav Yehuda said 
Shmuel said: If I would have been there [among 
the Sages who debated this question] I would 
have said my proof is preferable to theirs, as 
the verse states: [You will keep My statutes and 
My ordinances…] and live by them — not die by 
them. 

י מְעוֹן רַבִּ ן שִׁ מְרוּ אוֹמֵר: מְנַסְיָא בֶּ רָאֵל בְנֵי וְשָׁ ת. אֶת יִשְׂ בָּ ַ ּׁ הַש  
ל תּוֹרָה: אָמְרָה ת עָלָיו חַלֵּ בָּ דֵי אַחַת שַׁ מוֹר כְּ שְׁ יִּ תוֹת שֶׁ בָּ שַׁ  
ה. מואֵּל: אָמַר יְהודָּה רַב אָמַר הַרְבֵּ הֲוָה הָתָם הֲוַאי אִי שְׁ  
ידִי אָמֵינָא ידְהוּ: עֲדִיפָא דִּ הֶם וְחַי מִדִּ מותּ וְלֹא — בָּ יָּ הֶם שֶׁ בָּ  

 
Guiding Questions 
➔​ Violating Shabbat is permitted to save a life, as one Shabbat may be set aside so that many 

more may be kept. How does this logic navigate the tension between immediate need and 
long-term continuity? 

➔​ How should the principle that Torah is given so that one may “live by” it shape contemporary 
debates about risk, security, and communal obligation? 
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