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PEDAGOGIC DISTURBANCES IN THE JEWISH 
ADULT CLASSROOM: THE TEACHING AND 
LEARNING OF MORALLY PROBLEMATIC 
BIBLICAL TEXTS

T he educator and student of Tanakh need not dip far into its pages 
before encountering or confronting a “pedagogic disturbance.” 
These are usually verses or passages riddled with sin or moral 

misjudgments. These texts disturb because they present the reader with 
specifi c acts of violence, misogyny, sexual oppression, dishonesty, or other 
forms of moral lassitude found in a protagonist traditionally regarded as 
heroic.1 The morally problematic texts in question throughout this study 
are narrative rather than legal; the latter poses signifi cant and additional 
issues beyond the scope of this paper. These failings are not mere hiccups 
in an otherwise holy narrative structure. They can stand in opposition to 
the relationship that a reader of faith feels about the signifi cance of the 
Tanakh as foundational to his or her spiritual life and core values. This is 
particularly true when the image of God presented in the text demands or 
supports morally questionable behavior; these are unlike Biblical narra-
tives of human failure that seem to invite the reader’s judgment. 

1 Perhaps the most famous critique of the “morality” of the Tanakh came from the 
French philosopher Voltaire who skewered not only the Bible’s characters but also the 
God of the Hebrews as an immoral divine tyrant. An anthology of letters penned by 
French Jews to Voltaire exhibits the anxiety that his views caused for the writers who, 
perhaps, found it diffi cult to mount God’s defense but felt duty-bound to do so. See 
Antoine Geunee, Letters from Certain Jews to Monsieur: Containing an Apology for 
their Own People, and for the Old Testament… (Forgotten Books, 2016) and Harvey 
Mitchell, Voltaire’s Jews and Modern Jewish Identity: Rethinking the Enlightenment 
(Routledge, 2008).
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The Book of Genesis, for example, presents the challenge of an 
Abraham who lies about his wife being his sister, banishes his fi rst-born 
son and the child’s mother (initiated by Sara with divine approval), and 
willingly agrees to sacrifi ce his remaining son (at God’s specifi c request).2 
Judah, scion of leadership, mistreats and later sleeps with his daughter-in-
law, the veiled Tamar.3 A different Tamar, in the book of Samuel is raped 
and dismissed by her half-brother Amnon. Slavery is codifi ed in Jewish 
law.4 Jews are commanded to destroy any semblance of Amalek,5 and at 

2 See David Shatz, “‘From the Depths I Have Called to You’: Jewish Refl ections 
on September 11th and Contemporary Terrorism” in Jewish Thought in Dialogue: 
Essays on Thinkers, Theologies and Moral Theories, ed. David Shatz (Academic Stud-
ies Press, 2010). More critical thinkers include Burton S. Visotzky, who challenges 
Abraham’s decision in The Genesis of Ethics: How the Tormented Family of Genesis 
Leads Us to Moral Development (Crown Publishers, 1996), 103, and mines many of 
the Genesis stories for how its readers should not be. Jack Miles in God: A Biography 
(Knopf, 1995) softens this approach by acknowledging that this may have been an 
experiment for God to see how far authority extends in testing the faithful, 58-61. 
These readings can be hard to counter without a thoughtful and informed approach. 
Jon D. Levenson takes on those who criticize Abraham in “Abusing Abraham: 
Traditions, Religious Histories and Modern Misinterpretations,” Judaism 47 (Sum-
mer 1998), 259-77. See Erica Brown, “Religious Language and Modern Sensibilities: 
Teaching the Akeidah to Adults,” in Wisdom From All My Teachers, eds. J. Saks and 
S. Handelman (Urim Publications, 2003), 213-228.

3 This highly problematic story is an excellent illustration of the complexities of 
pedagogic disturbances because the behaviors of its chief characters are not easily 
defendable. Those interested in confronting such readings can look at an array of 
articles: Alan Dershowitz, in The Genesis of Justice (Warner, 2000), labels Tamar a 
prostitute and calls this narrative a “bizarre soap opera” (168), and highlights the fact 
that with the loss of two sons, Tamar is “the best and last hope that Judah will have 
any male heirs.” Tamar, therefore held the future of the Jewish people in her hands. 
His conclusion: “Genesis accepts trickery as a way of achieving one’s legitimate rights 
or accomplishing one’s destiny” (174-175). Ellen Frankel, in her feminist reading of 
the Pentateuch, The Five Books of Miriam, reads the narrative through a series of inter-
locutors and observers – Tamar herself, Lilith, Rebecca, Esther, contemporary women 
called “Our Daughters” and contemporary Sages who ask questions of the characters 
and the events to expose the interiority of its protagonists. See also Leonore Pieterson 
and William Fourie, “The Bible, Culture and Ethics: Trickery in the Narrative of 
Judah and Tamar,” Hervormde Teologiese Studies 71:3 (2015), 1-8, and Rachel Adel-
man, “Seduction and Recognition in the Story of Judah and Tamar and the Book of 
Ruth,” Nashim 23 (Spring-Fall 2012), 87-109.

4 See   Gamliel Shmalo, “Orthodox Approaches to Biblical Slavery,” The Torah 
u-Madda Journal 16 (2012-13). See also David Berger, “Jews, Gentiles, and the Modern 
Egalitarian Ethos: Some Tentative Thoughts,” in M. Stern, ed., Formulating Responses 
in an Egalitarian Age (Rowman & Littlefi eld, 2005), and Nahum Rabinovitch, 
“The Way of Torah,” Edah Journal 3:1 (Tevet 5763).

5 Norman Lamm, “Amalek and the Seven Nations: A Case of Law vs. Morality” in 
Faith and Doubt, 3rd ed. (Ktav, 2006), 329-330, 352. 
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God’s word, Joshua decimates entire cities – including women and 
children – in his conquest of Canaan. Issues of marriage and sexuality are 
fraught with tensions for a religious reader with modern sensibilities.6 A 
spate of recent books demonstrates how stories like these have not only 
put into question individual faith commitments, but have also stirred col-
lective extremism, using the Tanakh as a platform for religious violence.7 
For people of faith, grappling with such texts can be highly personal and 
painful.

The study of morally diffi cult narratives offers a seemingly unwelcome 
provocation to those of us who are religiously observant and believe that 
these ancient and diffi cult narratives are divinely given, sacred, and im-
mutable. Many such texts, like Jacob stealing his brother’s birthright or 
David’s affair with Bathsheba are routinely justifi ed, white-washed, and 
often avoided altogether in elementary and high school classrooms. But 
this approach, if indeed it can be called an approach, does not usually 
work in the adult classroom. Arguably, it may not work in any classroom, 
especially for high school students who are learning a Biblical book 
chronologically when a chapter or passage is obviously avoided.

Deciding Not to Teach a Text

With all this at stake, it is easy to defend an educator who chooses to side-
step these problems altogether by avoiding the legal or narrative texts in 

6 On the sota, or presumed adulterous woman, see Emanuel Rackman, “The Case 
of the Sotah in Jewish Law: Ordeal or Psychodrama?” National Jewish Law Review 
3 (1988); Mindy S. Kornberg, “Re: Diffi cult Topics to Teach: Sotah,” LookJED 
Discussion Group (March 15, 1999) at archives of lookstein.org, Walter Brueggeman 
deals directly with Joshua’s ethics of war in Divine Presence Amid Violence: Contextu-
alizing the Book of Joshua (Wipf and Stock, 2009) as does Lori L. Rowlett, Joshua and 
the Rhetoric of Violence: A New Historicist Analysis (Bloomsbury T&T Clark, 1996).

7 For a wide variety of treatments of this issue from within and outside of a Jewish 
perspective, see Mark Juergensmeyer, Terror in the Mind of God: The Global Rise of 
Religious Violence (University of California Press, 2003) and William T. Cavanaugh, 
The Myth of Religious Violence: Secular Ideology and the Roots of Modern Confl ict 
(Oxford University Press, 2009). On the implications for specifi c faith traditions, see 
Mark Allman, Who Would Kill Jesus?: War, Peace and the Christian Tradition (Anselm 
Academic, 2008), Robert Eisen, The Peace and Violence of Judaism: From the Tanakh 
to Modern Zionism (Oxford University Press, 2011), Donniel Hartman, Putting God 
Second: How to Save Religion from Itself (Beacon Press, 2016), Muhammed Abu-Nimar, 
Non-Violence and Peace Building in Islam: Theory and Practice (University Press of 
Florida, 2003). These books are not about Biblical exegesis per se, but do contain 
references to sacred texts that have provoked violence. For the treatment of spe-
cifi c Biblical verses that are used to stir religious violence but can and should be re-
interpreted, see Jonathan Sacks, Not in God’s Name: Confronting Religious Violence 
(Schocken, 2015).
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question. Since adult educators rarely follow a set curriculum, they can 
choose not to teach a text they have diffi culty explaining or defending 
when selecting and shaping content. Adult learners may be in the class-
room for a variety of reasons: to fulfi ll a commandment to study Torah, 
to connect with texts and ideas, to build community, and to satisfy an 
intellectual or religious need. Any treatment of Biblical characters that 
minimizes their extraordinary saintly or heroic behavior runs the serious 
risk of chipping away at the reverence for both text and character, ulti-
mately undermining one of the overall pedagogic goals of both teacher 
and student. Subsequently, a teacher may avoid selecting a diffi cult text 
out of fear of alienating learners or even repulsing them and, thereby, 
potentially undermining their relationship with Tanakh and with Judaism 
itself. 

The teacher may also not have worked out his or her own struggles 
with the text and may be uncomfortable discussing it.8 To that end, Uriel 
Simon warns of the danger of what he calls “hyper-realism” when study-
ing diffi cult Biblical texts and how to approach them unapologetically:

For as much as realism is able to give life to Biblical personalities and 
events, it also tends to reduce them to our own dimensions. In his cau-
tion against idealization the exegete is liable to be caught in standardiza-
tion, to blur the one-time greatness of a marvelous person or a sublime 
situation. By eschewing otherworldly spirituality too much, he is apt to 
cling to complete banality, forcing on the Bible a level of expectation that 
is derived from his own secular existence. The golden mean between 
these two dangers is not always apparent.9

Since identifying the “sweet spot” Simon points to is not easy, educators 
sometimes get around a pedagogic disturbance by not fully teaching the 
text. Jewish learning traditionally problematizes texts by fi rst focusing on 
a close reading to surface multiple diffi culties and questions which then 
often, but not always, give birth to a variety of interpretative solutions or 
an expansion of the question. With a morally problematic text, it can be 
tempting to focus on smaller textual issues – philology, defi nitions, cross-
references – than to engage in the larger ethical landscape. Indeed, one 
approach to teaching such texts is to problematize a text without 

8 For a discussion of teacher approaches here, see Michael Rosenak, “Jewish Reli-
gious Education and Indoctrination,” in Studies in Jewish Education, ed. B. Chazen 
(Magnes Press, 1983), 117-38.

9 Uriel Simon, “The Religious Signifi cance of the Peshat,” Tradition 23:2 (Winter 
1988), 48-9.
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encroaching on its more signifi cant dilemmas, thus delving into textual 
issues while ignoring the narrative’s deeper problems. This allows an in-
structor to claim coverage of the material without truly examining the 
main area of interest or concern. Kevin J. Vanhoozer’s observations on 
Bible study cut to the heart of this type of educational or theological 
avoidance: “If there is a meaning in the text, is there a right (and a wrong) 
way to respond to it?”10 Might we call avoidance a seductive but inher-
ently “wrong” pedagogic way to respond to such textual disturbances, 
especially because the drama of such texts seems to cry out for a reader’s 
attention? 

There is danger is skirting a morally problematic narrative or legal 
portion of Tanakh by encircling it with minor textual problems. This edu-
cational choice, while valid, comes with its own consequences:

1.  Adult learners may feel that a teacher who cannot discuss moral 
diffi culties has less knowledge, less integrity, or less credibility. The 
teacher may be regarded as intellectually lazy rather than spiritually 
protective.

2.  Adult learners are denied a valuable platform in which to ask long 
withheld questions about specifi c texts in the safety of a sacred 
space.

3.  Adult learners may feel that a troubling text provides a lens through 
which to discuss a morally pressing contemporary issue. When a 
teacher avoids a text, the teacher is also avoiding a potentially edify-
ing conversation.

4.  Not choosing a text is also making a choice for learners who may 
feel offended that a teacher did not deem the students suffi ciently 
capable of handling a diffi cult text.

5.  Not addressing a troubling narrative or legal passage may be making 
a broader theological statement that only some parts of the Tanakh 
are acceptable to study in the adult classroom.

6.  Not studying a diffi cult text implies that there is something inher-
ently wrong with the text’s inclusion in the Biblical canon.

Each of these concerns should be carefully weighed and considered by 
educators who are articulating their values and suppositions with their 
pedagogic choices. Despite the challenges, for many adults the Jewish 
classroom is sometimes the only room where moral conversations are tak-
ing place in their lives. 

10 K.J. Vanhoozer, Is There a Meaning in This Text?: The Bible, The Reader and the 
Morality of Literary Knowledge (Zondervan, 1998), 368. 
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This does not mean that the teacher, in presenting this diffi cult mate-
rial, must solve the problems the text presents. If anything, the educator 
stands in the humility of limited infl uence. In “The Education of Char-
acter,” Martin Buber warns, “it is advisable not to over-estimate what the 
educator can even at best do to develop character.”11 It is also advisable 
to know that an educator who thinks he or she is protecting adult stu-
dents by not studying morally diffi cult texts cannot protect them from 
encountering violence, sexual scandal, or debauchery in all of the other 
texts they read daily from newspapers to novels—to say nothing of what 
is encountered on the Internet. 

Adult students may also wish to discuss these very stories to gain clar-
ity and understanding about Biblical stories that were avoided at earlier 
stages of their Jewish education. They cannot help but notice discrepan-
cies between the way the world ideally works and the way certain stories 
unfold, wonder what they mean, why they are there, how to understand 
them in their larger context, and what the teacher does with them and 
thinks about them. The imbalance of power that exists between teacher 
and students in day school which often precludes this kind of question-
ing, implicitly or explicitly, does not exist to the same degree in the adult 
classroom. It is important to note that many day school students, particu-
larly older high school students, may struggle with precisely the same 
dilemmas and wish they had the freedom and encouragement to discuss 
such texts openly with an instructor. With age, adults may also be more 
willing to accept complex and contradictory readings. They are used to 
negotiating their own moral, sometimes turbulent, life choices. As a re-
sult, they may be less willing to evade such texts, feel betrayed by teachers 
who will not discuss them, and may even regard such narratives as impor-
tant case studies in the human condition. 

Scaffolding a Morally Problematic Text

Some adult educators do the very opposite of micromanaging a troubling 
text by conducting an ethical discussion not suffi ciently anchored in text, 
favoring relevance over authenticity. The class almost bypasses the nu-
ances of the story to use the text as a springboard. Meir Sternberg stresses 
accountability to the text before seeking its relevancy: “Even to judge 
against the text’s grain, you must fi rst judge with it: receptivity before 
resistance, competent reading before liberated counterreading, poetics 

11 Martin Buber, “The Education of Character,” CrossCurrents 1:2 (Winter 1951), 
16.
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before politics.”12 A competent textual reading is then followed by a 
meta-conversation on what the text is trying to communicate to the 
reader and how it accomplishes its task. Elie Holzer contends that the 
literary features of Biblical narratives are an “intended and calculated 
pedagogical device designed to embody and convey the Bible’s most im-
portant ideas to the learner in a non-propositional manner.”13 Stories 
provide a gentle onramp by which a text passes on its central values either 
by offering portraits of what one should or should not do to live a morally 
enriched, God-saturated, meaningful, and covenantal life. Using literary 
studies of the Bible done by Robert Alter and Meir Sternberg, Holzer 
challenges the conventional notion that “people have related to the Bibli-
cal text as a window through which a referent located beyond the text is 
sought: the referent being constituted, for example, by theological ideas, 
the author’s psychological message or an historical event.”14 The allit-
erations, repetitions, and wordplays are not stumbling blocks to clarity; 
they are “expressions of meaning” that invite the reader to participate in 
enhancing and personalizing its implications through the process of inter-
pretation precisely because the text is not as didactic as assumed. The text 
does not yield all of its depth through a surface reading, the kind of read-
ing that asks the learner to distill information from the narrative and “in-
ternalize it as true knowledge about something or as a set of injunctions 
of moral action or belief.”15 Slowly and with careful attention to lan-
guage, meaning unfolds. A laconic reading does not allow the student to 
confront fully the moral trouble at the text’s center.

A more dense, more laborious process heightens what is revealed 
and concealed from the reader that requires further elucidation and of-
fers prooftexts in the form of small details that risk being ignored. The 
emotions of characters in such texts, their judgments, and often their 
actions, are hidden from the reader. This creates gaps in understanding, 
the kind of gaps that prompted rabbinic sages to create a body of midrash 
to fi ll in the text’s mysteries. It is in these gaps that exploring the full 
moral implications unfolds for both adult student and teacher, as Holzer 
notes:

12 Meir Sternberg, “Between Poetics and Sexual Politics: From Reading to Coun-
terreading,” Journal of Biblical Literature 111:3 (Autumn 1992), 473.

13 Elie Holzer, “Allowing the Biblical Text to Do Its Pedagogical Work: Connect-
ing Interpretive Activity and Moral Education.” Journal of Moral Education 36:4 
(2007), 498.

14 Holzer, 498.
15 Holzer, 498.
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Interpretations should not be delivered explicitly by the teacher to the 
student, since it is only in and through the learner’s engagement and 
involvement in the interpretive process that the type of experiential inter-
pretive activity with a potential for moral effect…can take place.16 

Giving adult learners the independence to formulate their own observa-
tions on the Biblical text through structured facilitation allows them to 
create the moral lens with which to move from text to life and back again. 
This approach also aids the instructor of Biblical texts who places the text 
in front of learners, helps guide a critical reading of it, and catalyzes a 
conversation around it. When a teacher encounters a pedagogic distur-
bance, decelerating the exposition, inviting adult learners to occupy the 
space of the characters and withholding judgment, enables students to 
create a framework by which they can later interrogate their own experi-
ence. It also absolves the teacher of the obligation to defend the charac-
ters in question or resolving the moral dilemma. The study of the text 
surfaces the issues. The process of analysis enables students to form their 
own judgments and hear the interpretation of others. Thus, morally 
problematic texts should be taught much the way that morally complex 
situations are navigated: slowly, with compassion, an initial suspension of 
judgment, and an opportunity to occupy the decision-making interiority 
of characters while also investigating morally preferable alternatives. This 
form of reading in the adult classroom is a potent strategy for approach-
ing pedagogic disturbances in Tanakh: carefully, deliberately, and openly 
without a commitment to resolution but as a spiritual thought exercise 
that allows students to embody characters and their reactions.

In this sense, Robert Alter’s words on the literary study of Bible can 
actually be said to apply to such moral dilemmas:

Meaning, perhaps for the fi rst time in narrative literature, was conceived 
as a process, requiring continual revision – both in the ordinary sense and 
in the etymological sense of seeing-again – continual suspension of judg-
ment, weighing of multiple possibilities, brooding over gaps in the infor-
mation provided.17 

Indeterminacies in a narrative not only prompt exegesis and invite the 
reader to interpret their meaning, they also stimulate larger conversations 
on the very nature of the personalities, behaviors, and activities described. 
This type of study can easily transition into adult students refl ecting on 

16 Holzer, 505.
17 Robert Alter, The Art of Biblical Narrative (Basic Books, 1981), 12.
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their stories refracted through Biblical narratives. Henry Corcoran 
contends that educators should “use Biblical narratives to foster life 
transformations.”18 He believes that transitional periods in the life cycle 
are particularly ripe for the study of Bible to help people “re-story” their 
own lives: 

The self has its own form of refl ecting on life experiences, a narrative 
form. The narrative nature of consciousness grants a sense of self by unit-
ing the stored images of memory, the present experiences, and the imag-
ined future. I am the storied version of what I did, what I do, and what 
I imagine I might do.19

In addition, Corcoran believes that shared core narratives help faith com-
munities sustain and affi rm values and a particular orientation to reality.20

In contrast, Tanakh is classically taught in ways that do not incremen-
tally disclose larger issues that invite philosophical or emotional refl ection 
and integration. This approach, argue Jon A. Levisohn and Susan Fendrick, 
can inhibit the probing responses the text demands: 

…for the most part, we do things because (we believe that) this is how 
they’ve always been done, or because we lack the imagination to do 
things differently, or because we’re not quite sure why we’re studying 
these texts to begin with.21

While their observations here are directed to those teaching school-age 
children, their description of how texts are generally taught could easily 
describe many adult classrooms:

We cover ground in sequential fashion rather than carefully identifying 
our learning goals and creating the appropriate opportunities to help stu-
dents meet those goals. We confuse knowledge of peshat, the plain sense 
of the text, with substantive progress in the subject. We celebrate whimsi-
cal personal connections to the text, rather than the development of 

18 Henry A. Corcoran, “Biblical Narratives and Life Transformation: An Apology 
for the Narrative Teaching of Bible Stories,” Christian Education Journal 4:1 (2007), 
34.

19 Corcoran, 35. 
20 Corcoran, 41. For thinking about the use of narrative in the classroom, see also 

Carol Witherell and Nel Noddings, Stories Lives Tell: Narrative and Dialogue in Edu-
cation (Teachers College Press, 1991).

21 Jon A. Levisohn and Susan P. Fendrick, S. P. “Cultivating Curiosity about the 
Teaching of Classical Jewish Texts,” Turn It and Turn It Again: Studies in the Teach-
ing and Learning of Classical Jewish Texts (Academic Studies Press, 2014), 22.
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student’s knowledge and ability to engage in meaningful textual interpre-
tation. We prize the delivery of the new insights by the teacher over the 
shared, disciplined investigation of the topic, and our assessments focus 
on the retention of those insights. We get derailed by ideological dis-
putes, mistaking them for pedagogic ones. And most of all, we tolerate a 
culture of idiosyncrasy, a pedagogic culture in which whatever lesson we 
come up with is good enough, so long as the students are minimally 
engaged.22 

Minimal engagement is the opposite of what morally troubling texts 
demand but often what they receive in terms of pedagogic attention 
because educators may be unsure how to handle them. Despite the fact 
that much commentary exists on troubling Biblical texts, there is far less 
discussion and guidance on how one might go about teaching texts that 
require maximal engagement. This minimalist approach can be justifi ed 
when the way a Biblical text is taught is almost secondary. The primary 
duty is the fulfi llment of a religious obligation to study rather than ap-
plication or exploration of attendant beliefs. With this mindset, the idio-
syncratic approach described above is not problematic. It is acceptable. 
The entertaining teacher – the one who can keep adult learners’ attention 
through humor, passion, and intelligence – may attract more students 
but does not necessarily create the kind of learning environment that is 
designed to spark the provocation and response that troubling texts 
invite.

Teaching Tanakh to Adult Learners

How do adult educators themselves think of teaching morally troubling 
texts and how do adult learners approach such narratives? This section 
presents correspondence with six highly-regarded Tanakh educators who 
teach adults. It also includes the voices of ten adult students who study 
Tanakh to understand how both educators and learners negotiate peda-
gogic disturbances. All those cited are quoted anonymously so that each 
could approach this delicate issue with complete honesty; some are 
employed or associated with religious schools or institutions that may or 
may not appreciate their candor. Finally, we will explore how Christian 
evangelical adult educators who also believe the Bible is the word of God 
approach such problems. What are their pedagogic decisions when similar 
religious ramifi cations are at stake and what is to be learned from some of 
the approaches presented here? 

22 Levisohn and Fendrick, 22.
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The educators cited, most of whom have over twenty years in the 
fi eld, responded to three defi ning questions: Do you think morally trou-
bling texts of the Tanakh should be studied in the adult classroom? Why 
or why not? And second, are there specifi c Biblical stories that you avoid 
teaching? The adult learners were also asked to refl ect on three questions: 
Do you think morally troubling texts of the Tanakh should be studied 
in the adult classroom? Why or why not? And does studying such texts 
undermine, in any way, your own faith commitment or understanding of 
Judaism? Their answers will be explored after offering a broad framework 
for the learning and teaching of Biblical texts generally and how peda-
gogic disturbances fi t within this overall approach.

“Every religion and tradition has diffi cult texts,” notes an expert 
teacher of Tanakh. Those who put together these stories and texts be-
lieved that they “…were a refl ection of the divinity within each of us and 
that were rooted in that divine image that God implanted in us.” This 
teacher acknowledges the importance and even the beauty of such diffi -
cult texts despite the moral challenges they present. The fact that these 
texts exist and are included in the Biblical canon, however, does not make 
any of these texts easy to teach. It is these one “must study carefully to see 
the methods and moves that were made by those who reverently and lov-
ingly felt bound by canonical texts but saw them in contradiction to other 
valued texts that spoke in other voices or that directly challenged their 
most basic ethical notions…” Embedded in this teacher’s observation is a 
love for the text accompanied by a struggle to maintain the reverence the 
text demands when it counters morally acceptable norms.

Another Tanakh teacher feels that such texts are morally engaging 
precisely because they surface the complexities and realities of an adult 
world:

This is exactly the message that fairy tales get across to the child in mani-
fold form: that a struggle against severe diffi culties in life is unavoidable, 
is an intrinsic part of human existence – but that if one does not shy 
away, but steadfastly meets unexpected and often unjust hardships, one 
masters all obstacles and at the end emerges victorious... I feel similarly 
about the role of the Hebrew Bible with regard to our development as 
adults. 

The educators interviewed had given much thought to their role in 
the adult classroom in terms of their actual teaching choices when con-
fronting a specifi c pedagogic disturbance. Teachers felt that such texts 
could not be avoided and most felt that they should not be avoided. That 
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said, there were some nuanced points about audience and pedagogy that 
serve as important reminders of the complexity of the matter.

A 22-year veteran Tanakh teacher believes all the Biblical stories 
should be studied because “morally troubling texts are meant to trouble 
us… Stories of individual’s moral failings may be meant to teach us what 
not to do, or to highlight the complexities of the moral choices we may 
face.” When it came to stories about Joshua’s conquest, one instructor – 
who had no trouble teaching narratives about deception in Genesis or 
King David’s adultery – paused with some level of discomfort. She had 
tried to make sense of it and attended a workshop discussing this very 
issue but did not leave feeling fully satisfi ed. Instead, she made peace with 
not making peace: 

I think it’s OK to teach texts which we are struggling to understand and 
sharing that struggle with students. That struggle is part of our faith. My 
understanding of Judaism includes room to explore questions and 
doubts, and I do not believe this exploration undermines faith – it is part 
of the process of faith. The fact that troubling and complex stories are in 
Tanakh shows that the Torah doesn’t shy away from facing the world 
head on with all its ugliness and still insists that there is room for faith. 

Pedagogic struggles mirror life struggles mirror text struggles. A psy-
chologist who also teaches Tanakh looks at the David and Bathsheba 
story as “tragic, complex and very humanly real.” Stories like this make 
us, “think about how much we learn about the loneliness and vulnerabili-
ties of being a leader; or about the potential for abuse of power and then 
such powerful psychological denial.” This teacher is also charmed by the 
way the Sages of the Talmud “wanted desperately to forgive him [David] 
for his mistakes,” even when the text exposes them. 

Another experienced Tanakh teacher said he would not “prima facia, 
skip any specifi c texts, but would deeply try to engage them [students] 
within the constraints of time, other values and material to cover.” There 
are practical constraints in the teaching of any subject, let alone one as 
rich and dense as the Bible. By privileging a problematic text, time is 
taken away from texts which may be spiritually more enriching. Another 
educator pointed out that while she would not hide any part of the Bibli-
cal canon from a student, she would not rush to teach problematic texts 
to beginners “since this may prevent them from further exploring many 
of the other passages that would speak to them if it is taught too early or 
without context.” This teacher understood that a novice in the tender 
start of a relationship with the material may not be intellectually or 
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emotionally ready for troubling texts. She also confessed that it was not 
always easy for her to learn the very texts she was sometimes called upon 
to teach:

I do think these parts unfortunately undermine my own relationship 
with Tanakh, because these passages make Tanakh seem more grounded 
in a particular era, rather than every passage containing eternal wisdom. 
As a woman, passages of misogyny and “men behaving badly” are par-
ticularly hard to read, both because they could more normalize these 
behaviors or how we relate to them, and because it is hard sometimes to 
feel like the Tanakh values women and their intellect as much as it values 
men.

Another gifted educator was less bothered: “We live in a morally trou-
bling world. Engagement with religion is all the more shallow if it fails to 
address the more diffi cult and ugly realities of human existence.” And yet, 
she pondered the larger pedagogic value of such instruction: “The ques-
tion becomes how to teach these texts and towards what end. One option 
is for students to question the texts and the motivations of ‘characters’ in 
these stories as a means to sharpen their own moral sense. The texts are, 
in a way, under attack in this approach.” She observed that while such 
pedagogic disturbances may sharpen the student’s sense of righteous in-
dignation, they are essentially learning who to be by learning who not to 
be – even when those “not to be” are the patriarchs and matriarchs of the 
Bible. “People sometimes frame this as modern values trumping ancient 
texts. It can weaken commitment and faith in Torah – how could this be 
sacred if it is morally wrong, and I already know what is morally right?” 
Nevertheless, and despite these caveats, she still feels that such texts are 
important catalysts towards moral growth. They are powerful because, 
“the voice of critique itself becomes affi rmed as sacred.” Calling such 
Biblical texts “mirrors,” this educator believes that theses mirrors are in-
cluded in the Tanakh so that its readers can see the Torah criticizing those 
who people its pages, forcing greater introspection on how readers con-
front their own moral ambiguities.

She added a dour note, echoing an earlier voice: “Personally, my faith 
wavers when I wonder whether these texts do more to address ugly reali-
ties by bringing us to confront them or actually participate in perpetuat-
ing these realities by being in the cannon of Torah.” She concluded, 
however, that anger may really be misplaced and ultimately directed at 
the fact that murder, rape, and adultery happen all of the time in our own 
fragile world.
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The mixed gender classroom gave one Tanakh instructor an unwel-
come hurdle in approaching such stories:

I do not avoid [morally challenging] texts with adults unless it is a mixed 
audience. For me, I am less comfortable exploring texts about rape in 
mixed company. I would present the material very differently for differ-
ent groups… Above all, I think it is imperative to narrate our own dis-
comfort – if there is any – with text, even when we have no perfect 
resolution.

She questions if the discomfort of being in a mixed classroom dealing 
with sexually sensitive or potentially infl ammatory material affects the 
learning in a negative way. Gender can infl uence the lens through which 
one reads these stories and can change the conversation. Some teachers 
may regard it as a distraction rather than an avenue for exploration. Per-
haps we are not asking the right question, pondered one young teacher, 
who suggested the re-framing of a judgment to a question: “Not this is so 
repugnant, but why is this so repugnant? Doing so will allow us to grapple 
not only with the texts, but also with its reverberations.”

Curiously, the word “ugly” or some variation of it came up several 
times in communication with teachers and learners about troubling 
texts:

Life is full of diffi culty and ugliness and that trying to excise it from the 
Tanakh is as futile as trying to excise it from life… The Tanakh isn’t any 
worse than what’s happening in the world today – rape culture, violence, 
racism – and rather than shying away from those pieces of the Tanakh, 
I think they can actually be useful in helping us navigate the messy reality 
of our lives and our society. 

By making such teaching front and center in the adult classroom, we are 
forced “to face the darker truths about ourselves and the world and move 
from there towards tikkun [repair].”

“I believe,” writes one teacher of Tanakh and author on the subject, 
“morally troubling texts must be taught and engaged directly…they 
are part of the canonical texts. According to this educator, “it is simply 
intellectually dishonest not to explore them and try to understand them 
both in their original context and in their subsequent ‘life’ and impact in 
the tradition.” Not one teacher was prepared to hide from the morally 
problematic text. But more than one teacher asked practical questions 
about privileging such texts or fi nding appropriate settings in which to 
teach them and when, along the study venture, they should be introduced. 
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If the teachers had hesitations about presenting this material, the learners 
interviewed had no qualms about it. Morally problematic texts must be 
taught. Failure to do so was perceived as masking aspects of Judaism 
“that God included.”

Jewish Adult Learners Speak

“It is important,” one student who studies Tanakh weekly observed, “for 
adults to know what the Tanakh says and the message it is trying to teach 
us. Adults need to be knowledgeable of the Bible; the good parts and not 
so good parts, the hard parts and the easy parts.” Another said, “What 
I take from these texts is that even the greatest of us is a human being, 
fl awed but with infi nite potential… The challenging stuff comes with the 
‘easy’ stuff. And, in fact, I feel the challenging stuff helps prove the verac-
ity of our faith and tradition.” More than one adult learner shared the 
comforting recognition that Judaism does not have a sainthood tradition 
that almost deifi es human beings. “I have greatly respected and been 
proud of the fact that our traditional texts do not shy away from describ-
ing repugnant actions… It is said that we learn more from our mistakes 
than our successes. I believe it may be because our mistakes sear us with 
pain.” A professor of humanities who studies Jewish texts on a regular 
basis posits that, “If Judaism was only about being perfect human beings 
it would be Christianity…” This sentiment was echoed by a number of 
other contributors:

While troubling and disturbing to read, studying these texts are not just 
necessary but critical. Unlike the New Testament, we don’t parade a cast 
of angel-like characters to put up on a pedestal. Judaism doesn’t white-
wash, but rather, no doubt lays the ground work for therapists like Jung, 
to help us explore our dark sides by exposing humanity’s many imper-
fections, fl aws and even worst forms of ugliness. The alternative of ‘not 
going there’ would be most unfortunate. 

The word “ugly” appeared again but not in a pejorative way. Its use 
implies a necessary negotiation with the darker side of humanity that is 
disclosed in the teaching of such texts. In fact, one adult student was 
more troubled by the justifi cation some interpreters made for these texts 
than the texts themselves. The attempt to justify bad behavior created 
little sympathy in this reader: “There is very little if anything that Tanakh 
describes that has never happened in human history.” As such, he felt that 
teachers who shied away from problematic verses or narratives were actu-
ally being irresponsible. Teachers who avoid instruction are making a 
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decision that should be left up to the learner: “How an individual student 
handles these texts is up to him or her. If they throw it all away because 
something makes them uncomfortable, then they were likely to fi nd a 
reason to throw it all away eventually anyway.”

He, too, struggles with early rabbinic attempts to smooth over or 
mask the fl aws of Biblical characters by suggesting that these individuals 
must be pious “in ways we don’t understand.” This approach upset him. 
He went as far as to call it “a growing cancer in Judaism,” suggesting that 
ignoring the “dialectic of good and evil within each of us” or trying to 
paper over it deprives us of the Bible’s complexity. “Bottom line – teach 
moral complexity because otherwise Torah would not be relevant. But 
when teaching moral complexity make it relevant because morality changes 
over time.” 

Interestingly, one avid learner complained that in her liberal syna-
gogue such texts were also avoided but for the opposite reason; some 
clergy were uncomfortable that such texts exist at all:

Each Shabbat during the Torah service the clergy leads us in a participa-
tory and thoughtful discussion of the week’s parasha. On many occasions 
when “morally problematic” texts are before us, the clergy rather than 
teaching the texts, tend to offer a blanket disclaimer about how “we no 
longer follow these proscriptions, beliefs, etc. We then move on. I believe 
this is a missed opportunity in our community for some really thoughtful 
and engaging discussion. 

A woman who has served as the president of a large, progressive syna-
gogue said she was never convinced by the fairy-tale version of Tanakh 
stories so popularly taught in her childhood. Instead, when she studies 
these texts it “somehow stirs deep feelings and evokes mixed emotions” 
that inspire her to “want to know more and to understand more.” Another 
adult student believes that the study of such texts is troubling but neces-
sary in that these texts “exist as a vehicle for distinguishing right from 
wrong.” She continued with the impact that this has on her belief 
system: 

These stories don’t shake my faith... I don’t expect moral perfection from 
Biblical characters. The diffi culty for me lies in those instances when God 
seems to be asking that we act in a morally indefensible way. How do we 
understand the condemnation of homosexuality? Why were the Israelites 
called upon to wipe out or enslave all of the inhabitants of Canaan - men, 
women, and children - in the process of conquering the land? The 
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answers to these questions never feel satisfying. The best I can do is admit 
that I don’t understand.

Even when the answers are unsatisfying, the relationship to the text and 
to the tradition remains. Adults encountering dilemmas in their home 
and work lives are worldly enough to wrestle spiritually from a place of 
commitment. Troubling texts stimulate conversation, decelerate the pace 
of study by forcing learners into critical encounters with the text, 
with themselves, with others in the learning community, and with 
God. Answers, in this model, are secondary to the signifi cance of the 
conversation.

A Religious Teaching Agenda

To further the invitation, we turn to an unlikely source to consider the 
importance of teaching morally challenging Biblical texts: evangelical 
Christian adult educators. Do they have the same concerns, especially 
since there is no Christian mandate of daily study akin to our own con-
cept of Talmud Torah? Were they also concerned that the teaching and 
learning of troubling texts would challenge a student’s faith and relation-
ship with God? To address the concern that morally diffi cult texts might 
precipitate a crisis of faith, I investigated educational guide books for 
teaching Bible to adults produced by Christian evangelists. They, like 
Orthodox Jews, believe unapologetically that the Bible is inerrant, although 
clearly the scope of that belief plays out differently within each belief sys-
tem. “Christians understand that truth is absolute. All truth must be con-
sistent with and not contrary to the inerrant Word of God.”23 If God is 
incapable of being wrong, and the Bible is the word of God, then any-
thing contained in the Bible is wise, instructional, and to be heeded, as 
Dockery writes, it is “the supreme standard by which all human conduct, 
creeds, and religious opinions should be tried.”24 As a result, would they, 
because of a religious agenda, sideline morally diffi cult texts or re-interpret 
them? The answer depends on the pedagogic goal of teaching Bible to 
adults. For these evangelical educators, the goal is spiritual transforma-
tion. That which is taught, both through selection of material and through 
method, should be aimed at this singular goal. 

23 D. Dockery, Christian Scripture: An Evangelical Perspective on Inspiration, Author-
ity and Interpretation (Broadman and Holman, 1995), 149.

24 D. Dockery, “The Divine-Human Authorship of Inspired Scripture,” in Authority 
and Interpretation: A Baptist Perspective, eds. D. Garrett and R. Melick (Baker Book 
House, 1987), 13. 
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This is not only the educator’s goal. According to Barbara Bruce in 7 
Ways of Teaching Bible to Adults, the students also have the same educa-
tional desideratum: “They are in your class because they want to be. No 
one is making them come. They are hungry for God’s word in their lives. 
They know deep in their hearts that there is something more. They want 
a growing, meaningful relationship with their Creator.”25 As such, she 
advocates approaches to the study of Bible that are relevant to the learner 
and can capitalize not only on verbal and cognitive skills but on the ap-
plication of visual, musical, and kinesthetic approaches, applying Howard 
Gardner’s research on multiple intelligences to teaching Bible to adults. 
The faith commitment, she assumes, is a “pre-existing condition” brought 
to the adult classroom. As a result, adult students need not worry about 
the theological impact of troubling texts because those in the Bible who 
falter but alter themselves become paradigms for the process of transfor-
mation that study engenders. Effective teaching methods assure that the 
learning is supportive of a positive re-reading to assist in this transforma-
tive process. This is similar to two of Barry Holtz’s Bible teaching orien-
tations: the “Moralistic-Didactic” and “The Bible Leads to Action” 
models in his map of orientations for teaching the Bible.26 In these ap-
proaches, the text has discrete meanings which the teacher is tasked to 
distill for the students: “it aims to extract a specifi c kind of message from 
the text.”27

Like Bruce, Rick and Shera Melick believe that the Bible’s teachings 
have the power to transform the Christian adult learner, but that teaching 
methods most often employed are frontal and arid, diminishing the ca-
pacity of the text to affect change or strengthen faith. They posit that 
knowing how adults learn helps Christian educators achieve their goals, 
so, too, does the knowledge of three major theories in adult education 
developed in the last century: andragogy, self-directed learning theory, 
and transformative learning theory. They intimate that there is reluc-
tance in the Christian world to utilize research and new methodologies 
for the teaching of Bible. In this spirit, the Melicks created their own 
objective for adult Bible study: transformactional, a combination of 

25 Barbara Bruce, 7 Ways of Teaching the Bible to Adults (Abingdon Press, 2000), 
14.

26 Barry W. Holtz, “A Map of Orientations to the Teaching of the Bible,” in Turn 
It and Turn It Again: Studies in the Teaching and Learning of Classical Jewish Texts 
(Academic Studies Press, 2014), 49-50. For more on these orientations, see “Teach-
ing the Bible: Building a Conceptual Map” in his Textual Knowledge: Teaching the 
Bible in Theory and in Practice (Jewish Theological Seminary, 2003), 61-102.

27 Holtz, 41.



TRADITION

36

transformation and action. Real learning, they contend, is both interac-
tive and includes action as a result of transformation.28 They marshal vers-
es from the New Testament to affi rm their view that the purpose of Bible 
study is change; this refers not only to what is termed in the evangelical 
world “conversion,” but to an open posture to spiritual and character 
growth. In this scheme, the failure of any Biblical hero offers an opportu-
nity to its readers to redeem the text by redeeming themselves. 

In contrast to Bruce and the Melicks, Jackie Smallbones believes that 
re-focusing Bible instruction for adults on theology will more naturally 
lead to transformation than simply strengthening or upgrading teaching 
methods.29 She defi nes transformation as “a radical change that comes 
from deep within the person” and borrows the language of Helen Moyle 
that it “takes us to a place that is different from the one at which we 
started and prompts change in us that is essentially spiritual.”30 To that 
end, she argues that the text alone will do its work through simple expo-
sure once the right theological coordinates are in place:

It is God’s Word that is “living and active,” that trains us in righteous-
ness, and not the human effort of the teacher to communicate it. But this 
does not mean that human effort is unnecessary… The constant chal-
lenge of the human teacher is to prepare the lesson as though transforma-
tion was entirely a result of her or his abilities to teach, and then to 
present that lesson knowing full well that transformation is entirely the 
work of the Spirit of God, “interiorly.” This is a truth that we are aware 
of and affi rm, but one that we constantly need to remind ourselves of as 
we refl ect on teaching Bible to adults.31

Teachers are useful as potential instruments to aid in transformation but 
cannot supplant the primary motivation for transformation: an intimate 

28 Richard and Shera Melick, Teaching that Transforms: Facilitating Life Change 
Through Adult Bible Teaching (B&H Academic Books, 2010), 4. See also Richard 
Melick and Duane Garrett, Authority and Interpretation: A Baptist Perspective (Baker 
Book House, 1987).

29 Jackie L. Smallbones, “Teaching Bible for Transformation,” Christian Educa-
tion Journal 4:2 (Fall 2007), 294.

30 Helen Moyle, “The Experience of Learning,” The Way 37:2 (1997), 112-21. 
This may be contrasted with the approach of L.A. Paul in her book, Transformative 
Experience, which does not deal with religion per se but with the philosophical conun-
drum that dramatic choices are presaged on the notion that we can imagine ourselves 
in situations that are unimaginable since we know little of our subjective futures. 
We only learn what we need to know after committing ourselves to our choices. (Oxford 
University Press, 2014).

31 Smallbones, 296.
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personal relationship with God. Richards argues this most plainly: “It is 
only this – personal relationship with God – that can transform.”32 Small-
bones argues that were the Bible only a book, it would not have the in-
herent power it does to change our lives. “We are changed not because 
we studied the Bible, agonized over responsible interpretations and then 
turned them into scriptural principles to live by, but because God is en-
countered and revealed to us and because we respond in loving 
obedience.”33

Subsequently, Smallbones advises the inclusion of prayer or other 
spiritual disciplines to accompany Bible study so that its focus on affi rm-
ing theology is pronounced. As Peterson points out, “Technique is not 
healing; information is not knowledge.”34 To achieve the desired trans-
formation in the adult classroom, Smallbones advocates studying the text 
with full authenticity. Even without the mediation of a moral messenger, 
the text itself will reveal its lessons. Failure to do this prevents learners 
from engaging in interpretation; only then will the adult learner encoun-
ter God:

As evangelicals, this has always been our intention. We train our students 
to ask, as the prior question in Bible study, “What does the text say?” But 
it is all too easy to fail in this, especially for those of us who are already 
familiar with the Biblical text. We fall into the trap of seeing in a text only 
what we already know and then jump, too soon, to questions of meaning 
and application. It takes discipline to train ourselves to observe the text, 
coming to know what we see, that is, what the text actually says, rather 
than seeing only what we think it says.35

Thus, while Smallbones has an overall religious agenda, she does not be-
lieve in the need to hide or avoid texts that offer a less than compli-
mentary look at Biblical heroes. She believes that the text alone has the 
power to inspire change when a learner sees himself in relation to it and 
to God. Because the educator and the student share the same end goal, 
neither need fear the text. Instead, such texts are embraced because they 
model the change that that both teacher and student most desire for 
themselves. 

Would having a goal of personal spiritual transformation in teaching 
Tanakh minimize the fear for teacher and student and offer students a more 

32 Lawrence Richards, Creative Bible Teaching (Moody Press, 1970), 55.
33 Smallbones, 299.
34 E.H. Peterson, Working the Angles (William B. Eerdmans, 1987), 76.
35 Peterson, 302.
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direct and dialogical encounter with Biblical texts? The confi dence and 
unapologetic way these educators both embrace and confront complex 
texts can serve as a laudatory example for Jewish educators in helping 
students see the text for what it is, a vehicle for personal refl ection and 
transformation and as an expression of their relationship with God.

The First Jew, the First Sin: A Closing Thought

Ten verses into Genesis 12, the fi rst Jewish patriarch who journeyed to 
Canaan, departed the land due to famine. In an inopportune moment, 
Abraham’s commitment to his new homeland and all he left behind to 
get there was called into question: he tarnished the divine promise to 
go to a new land by almost immediately leaving it. Nahmanides names 
Abraham’s act a transgression and a failure of trust: “And you should 
know that our father Avraham committed a great sin unintentionally, in 
which he brought his righteous wife to stumble into transgression because 
of his fear of getting killed, and he should have trusted God to have saved 
him.” 36 Nahmanides adds the sin of leaving during a famine and then 
shares the ramifi cations of Abraham’s poor judgment: “And because of 
this deed, it was decreed that his seed would be in exile in Egypt under 
the hand of Pharaoh.” In this reading, the consequences of Abraham’s 
actions reverberated for generations.

In a well-known and important passage in R. Samson Raphael 
Hirsch’s Torah commentary, he uses this defi ning moment for Abraham 
to discuss one of the Bible’s fi rst pedagogic disturbances: 

The Torah never hides from us the faults, errors and weaknesses of our 
great men. Just by that it gives the stamp of veracity to what it relates. But 
in truth, by the knowledge which is given us of their faults and weak-
nesses, our great men are in no wise made lesser but actually greater and 
more instructive. If they stood before us as the purest models of perfec-
tion we should attribute them as having a different nature, which has 
been denied to us. Were they without passion, without internal struggles, 
their virtues would seem to us the outcome of some higher nature, hardly 
a merit and certainly no model that we could hope to emulate.37 

In a few sentences, R. Hirsch offers the ultimate justifi cation for teaching 
such narratives: their very presence exists as a teachable moment. 

36 Nahmanides on Genesis 12:10 (translations slightly adjusted from Sefaria.org).
37 R. Samson Raphael Hirsch, The Pentateuch: Translation and Commentary – 

Exodus, trans. Isaac Levy (Judaica Press, 1967), 236.
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Educators need not fear pedagogic disturbances but should regard them 
as welcome textual speed bumps that slow the learner down and surface 
dilemmas that are part and parcel of the universal human story and par-
ticularistic religious quest. A fl awed human being is no less extraordinary 
for having failed. 

When educators contextualize moral problems as part of the trajec-
tory of a character’s maturation and development, these foibles generate 
hope for us all. Sometimes the central moral issue at the heart of a text 
remains unresolved, which is both an indicator of its diffi culty and its 
signifi cance. Rather than not addressing such questions, the typical rab-
binic response is “tzorekh iyun” or “tzorekh iyun gadol,” an issue deserves 
additional probing or more advanced study. This is not a non-response 
but a very valid response. Within it lies an educational worldview that is 
complex, curious, multi-faceted, and often deeply mysterious. Not all 
problems can result in clear, unambiguous answers. When morally diffi cult 
narratives trigger critical conversations on moral growth, they help stu-
dents re-story such texts into their own lives precisely because the texts are 
troublesome. We cannot and should not avoid such problems in life. We 
cannot and should not avoid them in the classroom. Tzorekh iyun gadol.



 

 

 

 

CLARIFICATION 

After reviewing my recent article, “Pedagogic Disturbances in the Jewish Adult Classroom” 

(TRADITION 51:3, Summer 2019), I would like to correct an inadvertently misleading 

footnote. On p. 19 fn. 2, the reference to David Shatz’s article in the first sentence should 

have appeared later in the paragraph. The note should have begun with the articles by 

Visotzky and Miles, since they are critical of Abraham’s behavior in Genesis 22; the Shatz 

article should have been grouped with authors like Jon Levenson who defend Abraham’s 

actions and argue against such negative readings. In addition, Shatz is the author of Jewish 

Thought in Dialogue: Essays on Thinkers, Theologies and Moral Theories and not the editor of the 

work. 
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