
 
Teaching and living a prophetic vision of Jewish life renewed in Yeshua 

 

R501 – Early Rabbinic Judaism 1 

Carl Kinbar rav@mjti.org 

Location:  Online Video Conference 

Dates: Oct. 15-Dec. 17, 2017 (Fall Quarter, 2017-2018) 

Time: Sundays at 11:00 am Eastern 
 

COURSE DESCRIPTION 

R501 introduces Rabbinic Judaism in the context of Jewish history and society in Palestine 

during the late Roman and early Byzantine Empires. It focuses on the origins, formation, and 

writings of the early rabbinic movement. We study texts from the Mishnah, which is the 

foundational work of Jewish practice, and compare them to texts from its companion work, the 

Tosefta. We also study portions of the midrash collections, which are Judaism's foundational 

works of biblical commentary and theology. 

 

RELATIONSHIP TO THE CURRICULUM  

This is a Core Course for the Jewish Studies and Rabbinic Studies programs.  

 

RELEVANCE  

As students learn how the rabbinic movement developed and produced its writings within the broader 

Jewish community in the Land of Israel, they can better understand the dynamics of the halakhic process 

and the theology of the sages. Students who are familiar with these dynamics will be better equipped to 

reflect deeply on their relationship with Scripture and Messianic tradition, a reflection that is necessary in 

the development of a knowledgeable and integrated Messianic Jewish world view. 

 

PREREQUISITE 

Biblical Hebrew Proficiency, or permission from the instructor. 

 

TECHNICAL REQUIREMENTS  

This is a live, online course. The student must have a computer and reliable internet access.  

COURSE FORMAT 

Lecture (by podcast) and live online Zoom sessions 

REQUIREMENTS 

Complete the required reading, listening, and translation assignments for each session; write a mid-term 

and a final paper. 

REQUIRED TEXTS (Unless otherwise noted, the publication dates indicate the required edition of each 

text. You may prefer to save by buying a used paperback, where available). Note: these texts are also 

used in R502. 

• Biale, David, ed. Cultures of the Jews: A New History (New York: Shocken Books, 2002).  

mailto:rav@mjti.org


2 

 

• Fernández, Miguel Pérez. An Introductory Grammar of Rabbinic Hebrew (Leiden and Boston: 

Brill, 1999). (Free download at 

https://www.academia.edu/5559243/An_Introductory_Grammar_of_Rabbinic_Hebrew.pdf 

• Fonrobert, Charlotte and Jaffee, Martin, eds. The Cambridge Companion to Talmudic and 

Rabbinic Literatur  (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2007). (Paperback) 

• Jastrow, Marcus. A Dictionary of the Targumim, the Talmud Babli, and  Yerushalmi, and the 

Midrashic Literature. (Reprint, New York: Judaica Press, 1989). (Accessed free online at 

http://www.2letterlookup.com) 

• Strack, H.L. and Stemberger, Gunter. Introduction to the Talmud and Midrash (Minneapolis: 

Fortress Press, 1996). (Paperback) 

• Course Pack (electronic download) 

 

RECOMMENDED READING 

Mishnah  

• Alexander, Elizabeth Shanks. Transmitting Mishnah: The Shaping Influence of Oral Tradition. 

Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2006. Demonstrates that the study and interpretive 

methods that are ingrained in the Mishnah were carried over to the Bavli.  

• Kehati, Pinchas. Mishnayot Kehati. New York: Feldheim, 2005. Text, translation and 

commentary. This lucid, traditionally-oriented work exposes the thought and structure of the 

entire Mishnah. If you own only one Mishnah translation or commentary, this should be it.  

Midrash  

• Fraade, Steven D. From Tradition to Commentary: Torah and Its Interpretation in the Midrash 

Sifre to Deuteronomy. Albany: State University of New York Press, 1991. On the development of 

interpretative strategies in this halakhic midrash collection.  

• Peters, Simi. Learning to Read Midrash. Jerusalem: Urim Publications, 2004. An excellent 

overview of later, aggadic midrash, using both traditional and academic methodology.  

General  

• Bocaccini, G. Roots of Rabbinic Judaism: An Intellectual History from Ezekiel to Daniel. Grand 

Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2002. Though asserting that Rabbinic Judaism is a post-Hurban 

development, Bocaccini explores early roots of Rabbinic thought in the period from the 

Babylonian exile to the Maccabean revolt.  

• Jaffee, M. Torah in the Mouth: Writing and Oral Tradition in Palestinian Judaism,200 BCE-

400CE. Oxford and New York: Oxford University Press, 2001. A study of oral tradition as it 

functioned in the rabbinic discipleship community.  

 

 

 

https://www.academia.edu/5559243/An_Introductory_Grammar_of_Rabbinic_Hebrew.pdf
http://www.2letterlookup.com/


3 

 

ASSIGNMENT INSTRUCTIONS AND DEADLINES  

1. Write a mid-term exam of 3,500 words. The first part of the exam will be posted after class on 

Sunday, November 5 and is due on Wednesday, November 8 at midnight (your time). The second 

part of the exam will be posted after class on Sunday, November 12 and is due on Wednesday, 

November 15 at midnight (your time). 

2. Write an end-term exam of 3,500 words. The exam will be posted after class on Thursday, 

December 7 and is due on Sunday, Dec. 17 at midnight (your time). 

 If you have any questions regarding exams after they are assigned, post them on the discussion thread so 

everyone can benefit from them. 

 

COURSE OUTLINE 

Unit 1 – Introduction (October 15)  

This unit introduces the goals, content, and conduct of the course in the context of the syllabus and 

Lapin’s “Origins and Development” article. 

READING (20 pages) 

• Download  Lapin, "The Origins and Development of the Rabbinic Movement in the Land of 

Israel." [20]  

Unit 2 – Social History of the Early Rabbinic Movement (October 22) 

The early rabbinic movement arose in the chaotic aftermath of the destruction of the Second Temple 

in 70 CE and the failed Bar Kokhba revolt in 132-135 CE. It developed as a network of rabbinic 

discipleship circles and households that formed a sub-culture in the wider Jewish community. Over 

time, their relationship with the wider community continued to grow and, eventually, the Judaism of 

the sages prevailed before the Muslim invasion in 634. 

READING (62 pages) 

• In Cultures of the Jews, Meyers,” Jewish Culture in Greco-Roman Palestine,” pages 135-136 

(first paragraph) and 147-179 [35 pages] 

• Download, Momigliano, “The Rules of the Game in the Study of Ancient History” [7]  

• In Cambridge Companion, Schwartz, “The Political Geography of Rabbinic Texts,” 75-89 

(partial chapter) [15] 

• Strack and Stemberger, “Political History” and “The Beginnings of the Rabbinic 

Movement,”1-5 [5] 

TRANSLATION: M. Shevuot 3.1-4 

 

https://www.academia.edu/21487064/Arnaldo_Momigliano_The_Rules_of_the_Game_in_the_Study_of_Ancient_History_translated_by_Kenneth_W._Yu_
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Unit 3 – Oral and Written Tradition (October 29) 

The sages and their disciples learned in homes or small buildings where they studied the written 

Scriptures and the accumulating  oral traditions that had been passed down to them. The Mishnah, edited 

in the early third century, was the first written expression of the oral tradition of its time.   

READING (52 pages) 

 

•Download Hezser, “The Social Structure of the Rabbinic Movement in Roman Palestine,” [8] 

•In Cambridge Companion, Jaffee, “Rabbinic Authorship as a Collective Enterprise,” 17-37 

[21] 

•In Cambridge Companion, Rubenstein, “Social and Institutional Settings of Rabbinic 

Literature,” 58-65 (partial chapter) [8] 

•Strack and Stemberger,”Oral and Written Tradition” 31-45 [15] 

 

Optional: In Cambridge Companion, Alexander, “The Orality of Rabbinic Writing,” 38-57 

TRANSLATION: M. Shevuot 3.5-6 

Unit 4 – Tannaitic Tradition: The Mishnah and Tosefta (November 5) 

The Mishnah, dated circa 225 C.E., was the first completed work of the early rabbinic movement. It 

was followed by its companion work, the much larger Tosefta. Comparing parallel Mishnah and 

Tosefta texts reveals oral and literary development and halakhic variation that existed in Rabbinic 

Judaism in the third century C.E.. 

READING (65 pages) 

 

•Download Hezser, ”Mobility, Flexibility, and the Diasporization of Palestinian Judaism After 

70 C.E.” [20] 

•Strack and Stemberger, “The Mishnah,” 108-118, 126-129, 133-139; “The Tosefta,” 149-155 

[25] 

•Download Kinbar, “Analysis of a SAGES Parallel,” 98-107 [20] 

TRANSLATION: M. Shevuot 3.7-8 

Unit 5 – Tannaitic Midrash (November 12) 

The third century rabbinic movement also produced works consisting primarily of halakhic commentary 

to the Torah. Like the Mishnah and Tosefta, these works shed further light on the oral and literary 

development and halakhic variation in their time.  

READING (40 pages) 

• Download  Kinbar, “The Tannaitic Milieu: Mishnaic and Toseftan Material in the Halakhic 

Midrashim,” 26-46 [21]  
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• Strack and Stemberger, “The Midrashim: Introduction,” The Halakhic Midrashim,” 233-246; 

247-251 [19] 

 TRANSLATION: M. Shevuot 3.1-8 (review) 

Unit 6 – Introduction to Amoraic Midrash; Genesis Rabbah (November 19) 

By about 400 C.E., the sages in the Land of Israel had produced their last major halakhic work, the 

Yerushalmi (Jerusalem Talmud).  In the following Amoraic era, they collected and developed a half dozen 

major and about the same number of minor volumes of commentary on books of the Tanakh. The first 

complete midrash collections were Genesis Rabbah and Leviticus Rabbah, in the early fifth century C.E. 

READING (70 pages) 

• In Cultures of the Jews, Irshai, “Jews in Byzantium” [48]  

• Download  Porton, “Midrash and the Rabbinic Sermon” [22] 

 TRANSLATION: “Abraham and the Birah Doleket” (Genesis Rabbah 39.1) 

 

Unit 7 – Leviticus Rabbah (November 26) 

 

READING (40 pages) 

 

•Online, Pruwer, “Why Doesn’t Halakhic Man Learn Aggadah”? [6] 

•Download Harrington, “The Rabbinic Reception of Leviticus” [31] 

•Leviticus 7 [3] 

TRANSLATION: Leviticus Rabbah 7.2 

Unit 8 – Song of Songs Rabbah (December 3) 

The Song of Songs is the unique key to comprehend the Torah. The sages completed Song of Songs 

Rabbah, a commentary on the Song, in the early to mid-sixth century C.E.  

READING (36 pages)         

• Online, Goshen-Gottstein, “Love as a Hermeneutical Principle in Rabbinic Literature.”  

https://www.academia.edu/6056961/Love_as_a_Hermeneutic_Principle_in_Rabbinic_Literat

ure [21] 

• Download Kates, “Entering the Holy of Holies” [11]  

• Songs Rabbah 2.9a [4] 

TRANSLATION: Song of Songs Rabbah 2.9a 

 

https://www.academia.edu/6056961/Love_as_a_Hermeneutic_Principle_in_Rabbinic_Literature
https://www.academia.edu/6056961/Love_as_a_Hermeneutic_Principle_in_Rabbinic_Literature


6 

 

LEARNING OBJECTIVES 

Upon completion of the course, students will be able to:  

• Narrate the development of the community of sages in the context of the broader Jewish 

community in the Land of Israel until 638 CE.  

• Describe the oral/literary milieu of the community of sages in the same period. 

• Describe, and interpret basic examples of, the three primary non-talmudic genres of this era: 

Mishnah (and Tosefta), Tannaitic Midrash, and Amoraic Midrash. 

• Demonstrate a  grasp of the basics of Rabbinic Hebrew. 

ASSESSMENT 

Grades will be awarded according to the following criteria: online course participation (50%), mid-term 

exam (25%), and end-term exam (25%) 

THE GRADING SYSTEM  

The basic letter grades have the following significance: 

A Exemplary 

B Adequate 

C Passing, but requiring substantial improvement 

P  Passing (for use only if the Pass/Fail option is available and selected) 

F Failed 

Grades have been assigned the following numerical values for the purpose of computing the grade point 

average: 

A 4.0  │  A- 3.7 │  B+ 3.3  │ B 3.0  │  B- 2.7  │  C+ 2.3 │ C 2.0  │  C- 1.7  │  F 0.0 

Further aspects of the MJTI Grading System can be found on page 32 of the MJTI Catalog 

 

Standard MJTI Assessment Rubrics 

At the end of each quarter, along with the class grades, the instructor will submit a statement of the 

method of assessment used in the course.  The rubrics supplied here are available to be used by all 

instructors.   
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Assessment Criteria for Online Sessions 

Analytical Reflection Evidence/Support  Interaction Total 

33%  34%  33%  100% 

Demonstrates a serious 

attempt to grapple with 

the Unit material. 

Analysis is reasonable 

and gives opportunity 

for interaction. 

Asks relevant 

questions. 

Supports discussion 

points with references 

to assigned readings, 

logical analysis, and 

examples. 

Gives citations (work, 

page number) for 

material quoted or 

paraphrased.  

Interacts with the instructor and 

other students. 

Discusses agreement or 

disagreement with classmates’ 

analytical reflections and provide 

explanation of logic; and/or 

respond to questions posed in 

classmates’ analytical reflections, 

and when appropriate, reference 

assigned readings, logical analysis, 

and examples.  

 

 

Assessment Criteria for Essays 

 A (exemplary) B (adequate) C (passing) F (failed) 

Quality of thought Fresh or even 

original 

Mostly  derivative 

or clichéd 

Fully derivative; 

clichéd 

No evident 

effort to 

understand 

Engagement with 

subject 

Deeply engaged Modestly 

engaged 

Superficially 

Engaged 

Disengaged  

Organization Well organized Somewhat 

choppy 

Poor Disorganized 

Mechanics of writing 

and documentation 

Nearly error-free Some errors or 

sloppiness 

Many errors and 

very sloppy 

Filled with 

errors and 

sloppiness 

Argument and 

support 

Well argued and 

documented 

Reasonable 

clarity and 

support 

Roughly argued 

and poorly 

documented 

No clearly 

supported 

argument or 

support 
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STRUCTURED WORK HOURS  

 20 hours 400 pages of reading (20 pages per hour)  

 20 hours Preparation for class text study (for seven of the eight online sessions)       

   7 hours  Podcast Instruction  

 15 hours  Eight 8 90-minute online sessions (15 50-minute hours) 

 28 hours  Written Exams (7,000 words)  

90 Total hours 

 


