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R501 Early Rabbinic Judaism 1: Introduction to Rabbinic Judaism 

Rabbi Dr. Vered Hillel; drvered@mjti.org  
Oct. 23–Dec. 25—Fall Semester 2022-23 

Asynchronous – first week video conference 
Populi: https://mjti.populiweb.com   

COURSE DESCRIPTION   
R501 and R502 comprise a two-course introduction to the development and core writings of early Rabbinic 
Judaism. These writings, especially the Mishnah and the Babylonian Talmud (or Bavli), played a decisive role 
in determining the shape of Jewish practice for subsequent generations. R501 introduces Rabbinic Literature 
in the context of Jewish history and society in Palestine of the late Roman and early Byzantine Empires. It 
provides an overview of Classis Rabbinic Literature, focusing on the origins, formation, and writings of the 
early rabbinic movement. The course provides an overview of Classic Rabbinic texts from the Mishnah, the 
foundation work of Jewish practice, and its companion text the Tosefta, to the Jerusalem and Babylonian 
Talmuds, as well as the midrash collections, which are Judaism's foundational works of biblical commentary 
and theology. 

RELATIONSHIP TO THE CURRICULUM  
This is a Core Course required for the Master of Jewish Studies and Master of Rabbinic Studies degrees 

RELEVANCE 
In R501 students gain basic familiarity with the early rabbinic movement, which arose after the destruction of 
the Second Temple, and its writings. This distinct form of Judaism differed in significant ways from pre-
destruction forms. On the one hand, this study frees students to understand pre-destruction groups, 
especially the Pharisees, on their own terms, avoiding the misunderstandings that arise from confusing them 
with the early rabbinic sages. On the other hand, studying the social dynamics, world view, and writings of the 
early rabbinic movement prepares students to understand Rabbinic Judaism as it has developed since this 
period. 

Students who are familiar with this material will be better able to grapple with issues that came to the fore 
when Judaism began to fragment in the nineteenth century, and to reflect on the relationship between 
Rabbinic and Messianic Judaism.  

PREREQUISITE 
Biblical Hebrew proficiency recommended but not required. (If you have any questions about this 
requirement, email the instructor at drvered@mjti.org.)  
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TECHNICAL REQUIREMENTS  
The student must have a computer and high-speed internet access.  

COURSE FORMAT  
This is an asynchronous course with one face-to-face video conference in week 1. 

REQUIREMENTS  
• Complete the required weekly reading on or before Monday of each week. Reading must be 

completed before entering the weekly discussion threads. 
• Listen to all the audio lectures. 
• Participate in the live video conference in week 1. 
• Actively participate in the weekly Discussion Threads. 
• Weekly Hevruta assignments. 
• Write Final exam.  

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

Literature (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2007).  

• Katz, Steven, ed. The Cambridge History of Judaism IV: The Late Roman Rabbinic Period. Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2008. (Free at Internet Archive: 
https://archive.org/details/TheCambridgeHistoryOfJudaismVolume4. 

• Strack, H.L. and Stemberger, Gunter. Introduction to the Talmud and Midrash (translated and edited by 
Markus Bockmuehl. Second edition & printing; Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1996. This edition 
required. 

• Course Pack of articles provided on Populi. Cost dependent on copyright permissions. 

RECOMMENDED READING  
• 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.  

• 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.  

• 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.  

• Peters, Simi. Learning to Read Midrash. Jerusalem: Urim Publications, 2004. An excellent overview of later, 
aggadic midrash, using both traditional and academic methodology.  

• Samely, Alexander. Forms of Rabbinic Literature and Thought: An Introduction. Oxford University Press, 
2007.  

• Urbach, Ephraim. The Sages: Their Concepts and Beliefs. Harvard University Press, 2001 Reprint.  
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ASSIGNMENT INSTRUCTIONS AND DEADLINES  

Reading and Lectures: All lectures and required readings are to be completed before entering the discussion 
threads. A quiz covering the weekly lectures and reading will be given each week. The quiz is due by 
Thursday, 11:59 pm Eastern of the corresponding week.  

1. Reading and Lectures: All lectures and required readings are to be completed before entering the 
discussion threads. A quiz covering the weekly lectures and reading will be given each week. The quiz 
is due by Thursday, 11:59 pm Eastern of the corresponding week.  

2. Discussion Threads: Regular and timely participation in the discussion threads posted on Populi. 
a. The instructor will post at least one to two discussion questions weekly. The questions will 

be available to students on Motzei Shabbat of the corresponding week. Note, however, that 
the questions may be viewed before they are available to answer. To ensure proper 
participation, you are required to post separate answers of at least 250-300 words to 
each discussion question weekly. Please keep your answers within the word count. This 
means that you need to process your answer and write what is most striking. You will say 
more in your responses to other students.  

b. Your first posts are to be made by Monday 11:55 pm EST of each week and the second by 
Tuesday 11:55pm EST. If a third question is posted, then a third post will be made no later 
than Wednesday 11:55 pm EST. In addition, you are to respond to at least three of your 
classmates’ posts in each discussion thread weekly. Stress is placed on “timely 
participation.” Points will be deducted for a lack of timely participation, not only for your 
posts but for your responses. The discussion threads close on Thursday evenings at 11:59 
pm EST.  

c. The “classroom” interaction via online discussion is the heart of the course. It is your 
opportunity to demonstrate that you have completed and understood the required readings. 
It is also your opportunity to demonstrate that you are learning from other students, 
formulating opinions, defending positions, and/or reconsidering your positions when 
evidence and reason call for it. You should use proper prose and pay attention to grammar 
and syntax. 

d. As graduate students, you should engage in higher-level critical thinking and analysis. While 
some of the discussion questions will be substantive, others will call for analysis and 
application. In your analysis, be sure to reference authorities and/or sources. Use 
parenthetical references when citing articles read in class. 

3. Hevruta Group Study: Students will be divided into “hevruta” study groups during the first class and 
will submit a group assignment in weeks 1–7.  While this is a group assignment, individual grades will 
be given. Each hevruta assignment and individual assessments are due by11:59 pm Eastern, on 
Thursday of the corresponding week. The concept will be explained more fully in the first week of 
class.  

4. Final Exam: A 3000-word essay exam will be given at the end of the semester. The exam will be 
available to students on Motzei Shabbat December 17 and is due by 11:59 pm Eastern, Sunday 
Dec. 25.  
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COURSE OUTLINE  

Unit & Date Title of Lesson Required Reading 
Week 1 
Oct. 23–27 

Classic Rabbinic Literature: Introduction 
and Rabbinic Hermeneutics  

Textbooks 
• Cambridge Companion  

o “Brief Timeline of Rabbinic Literature,” xii-xvi. 
o Isaiah Gafni, “Rabbinic Historiography and Representations of 

the Past,” 295–309.  
o Jeffrey Rubenstein, “Social and Institutional Settings of 

Rabbinic Literature,” 58–73.  
Articles on Populi or links 
• Mark Kinzer, “Messianic Judaism and Jewish Tradition in the 21st 

Century: A Biblical Defense of ‘Oral Torah’,” Israel’s Messiah and the 
People of God: A Vision for Messianic Jewish Covenant Fidelity, Eugene, 
OR: Cascade, 2011, 29–61. 

• Steven Fraade, “Concepts of Scripture in Rabbinic Judaism: Oral 
Torah and Written Torah,” Jewish Concepts of Scripture: A Comparative 
Introduction, Benjamin D. Sommer, ed. New York: New York 
University Press, 2021, 31–46. www.academia.edu  

Week 2 
Oct. 30–Nov 3 

Mishnah  

 

Textbooks 
• Cambridge Companion 
o Shaye Cohen, “The Judaean Legal Tradition and the Halakhah 

of the Mishnah,” 121-43.  
• Cambridge History of Judaism IV 
o David Kraemer, “The Mishnah” 299–315 
o Hayim Lapin, “The Origins and Development of the Rabbinic 

Movement in the Land of Israel,” 206–29. 

• Strack, Part 2: I The Mishnah, pp.  119–29. 
Week 3 
Nov. 6–10 

Tosefta and Targumim Textbook  
• Cambridge Companion 

o Jaffee, “Rabbinic Authorship as a Collective Enterprise,” 17-37. 
20 

• Cambridge History of Judaism IV 
o Paul Mandel, “The Tosefta,” 316–35.   

• Strack, Part 2: II Tosefta  
o Secs. 1–2, 149-58.  

Articles on Populi 
• Zeev Safrai, “The Targums as Part of Rabbinic Literature,” Literature 

of the Sages, CRINT 2.3a, Shmuel Safrai z’’l, Zeev Safrai, Joshua 
Schwartz, Peter J. Tomson, Assen: Van Gorcum, 2006, 243–78. 

 
Week 4 
Nov.13–17 

Jerusalem Talmud and Extra-canonical 
Tractates 

Textbook 
• Strack, Part 2:  
o III, Palestinian Talmud, 164–80.  
o Sec. V, Extracanonical Tractates 226–32. 

• Cambridge History of Judaism 
o Leib Moscovitz, “The Formation and Character of the Jerusalem 

Talmud, 663–77. 
o Marc Hirshman, “Torah in Rabbinic Thought: the Theology of 

Learning,” 899–924. 
Articles on Populi 
• Steven Fraade, “The Early Rabbinic Sage,” The Sage in Israel and the 

Ancient Near East, John Gammie and Leo Perdue, eds. Winona Lake: 
Eisenbrauns, 1990, 417–36.” www.academia.edu 
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Week 5 
Nov. 20–24 

Babylonian Talmud Textbook 
• Strack, Part 2; IV Babylonian Talmud 

o Secs. 1–3, 191–207.  
• Cambridge History of Judaism IV  
o David Goodblatt, “The history of the Babylonian Academies” 

821–39  
o Richard Kalmin, “The formation and character of the Babylonian 

Talmud” 840–76  
• Jacob Neusner, “Dialectic Argument,” Introduction to Rabbinic 

Literature, pp. 73–85; 93–94. On Internet Archive. 
Week 6 
Nov. 27–Dec. 1 

Midrashim Textbooks  
• Cambridge Companion 
o Steven Fraade, “Rabbinic Midrash and Ancient Jewish Biblical 

Interpretation,” 99–118 
• Strack: Part 3: Midrashim  
• II Halakhic Midrashim 
o Secs. 1 & 2a–c, 247–55  
o Secs. 3 a–d & 4 a–c, 257–63  
o Secs. 5 & 6 a-c, 265–67 
o Secs. 7 & 8 a & c, 269–70, 272–73 

• III Oldest Exegetical Midrashim 
o Sec. 1 a–d, 276–80 
o Sec. 2 a, c & d, 284, 285–87 

• IV Homiletical Midrashim 
o Sec. 1, a, c–d, 288, 289-91 
o Sec. 2, a 292, 293–94 
o Sec. 3, 297–302 
o Sec. 4 a–c, 303-06 
o Sec. 5 a, c–d, 307–08 
o Sec. 6, 309 
o Sec. 7, 310-11 

• Midrashim on the Five Megillot 
o Sec. 1 b–e, 315–19 

Week 7 
Dec. 4–8 

Rabbinic Literature and the Apostolic 
Writings 

Textbooks  
• Cambridge Companion 
o Christine Hayes, “The Other in Rabbinic Literature,” 243–69.  

• Cambridge History of Judaism IV 
o Steven Katz, “The Rabbinic Response to Christianity,”259-98.  
o David Novak, “Gentiles in Rabbinic Thought,” 647-63.  

Week 8 
Dec. 11–15 

Mysticism, Medieval Commentaries and 
Codes. 

Textbooks 
• Cambridge History of Judaism IV 

o Rachel Elior, “Early forms of Jewish Mysticism,” 749–71. 
Reading on Populi 
• Gershom Scholem, “General Characteristics of Jewish Mysticism,” 

Major Trends in Jewish Mysticism, New York: Schoken, 1995, 1–39. 
Finals 
18–25 End-term exam: Due 11:59 EST Dec. 25 

LEARNING OBJECTIVES  
After completing this course successfully, the student will be able to:  

1. Objective #1: Gain knowledge of (1) Classic Rabbinic Literature, (2) The concept of “Oral Law”, 
and (3) The logic and method of rabbinic hermeneutics and discourse.  
• Identify the various texts of classic Rabbinic Literature and their genre.  
• Explain the contents, structure, purpose and motivation of each text studied. 
• Understand the vocabulary peculiar to rabbinic writings.  
• Describe the historical background of the various texts and their relevance. 
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• Identify some of the influential authors of rabbinic writings and recite their life and 
contributions.  

2. Objective #2: Learn fundamental and abstract principles and theories for interpreting Rabbinic 
texts.  
• Identify and explain major issues in interpreting rabbinic literature. 
• Articulate and apply the logic and method of rabbinic hermeneutics and discourse.  
• Describe the flow of thought in rabbinic discourse and its overall coherence. 
• Assess and evaluate rabbinic literature for interpreting the New Testament.  

3. Objective #3: Learn to apply course material to improve one’s thinking and problem-solving in 
one’s own personal life, to the development of a cross-cultural Jewish ministry, and to Jewish-
Christian relations  

• Interpret the relevance of the rabbinic texts for ministry with Jewish people. 
• Differentiate between the hidden pearls that can be accepted and applied to one’s life and ministry, 

and the bones that should be set aside. 
• Acquire wisdom and tools from the study of these texts that will enhance the student’s decision-

making skills to aid in their ministry and in the needs of contemporary Messianic Jewish and church 
communities.  

ASSESSMENTS   
Grades will be awarded according to the following criteria:  

• Reading and Online course participation—face-to-face class (25%) 
• Discussion Threads (25%) 
• Hevruta Assignments (25%) 
• Final exam (25%) 

GRADING SYSTEM  
Letter grades and grade point equivalents 

A 100-94  C+ 79.9-78 
A- 93.9-90  C 77.9-75 
B+ 89.9-87  C- 74.9-70 
B 86.9-83  F Below 69.9 
B- 82.9-80    

ONLINE COURSE HOURS  
 Direct Instruction hours 
 Online Class instruction  3 hrs 
 Audio Lectures 10 hrs 
  Weekly Discussion Threads 15 hrs 
  Weekly Reading Quiz 3.5 hrs 
 Out of class work  
 Weekly Reading 53 hrs 
 Hevruta Assignments 15 hrs 
 Final Exam 13 hrs 
Total direct and indirect teaching hours  112.5 hours 
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STANDARD MJTI ASSESSMENT RUBRICS   

ASSESSMENT CRITERIA FOR ASYNCHRONOUS ONLINE DISCUSSION 

Analytical 
Reflection Evidence/Support Interaction Writing Total 

30%  30%  30%  10%  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.  

Writes in clear, 
concise, and 
grammatically 
acceptable terms.  

 

 

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 & support Well-argued and 
documented 

Reasonable clarity 
and support 

Roughly argued 
and poorly 
documented 

No clearly supported 
argument or support 

MJTI COURSE POLICIES  
1. Preparation: Each student is expected to be prepared for and to participate in the online class 

discussions. 
2. Dishonesty and plagiarism: Any form of dishonesty (copying from another student’s work or allowing 

your work to be copied) or plagiarism (passing off another's work as your own, not giving appropriate 
credit to another’s ideas) will not be tolerated. Such misconduct will result in an automatic “F” grade for 
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the class and a permanent notice placed in the student's academic record. If you are unsure whether an 
action is permissible or not, please check with the instructor. 

3. Incomplete: A student whose work cannot be completed by the submission deadline at the end of the 
semester may request a grade of Incomplete from the instructor (see procedure next paragraph). To qualify 
for an incomplete, the student must have completed at least 70% of the weighted total of course work up 
to the point of time of the incomplete request. Incomplete requests may only be submitted after the 
beginning of week 6 and before the last day of week 8. Incompletes are granted only when the 
student’s work in the course has not been completed due to extenuating circumstances, such as personal 
illness of more than a brief duration; illness in the family that has required the student’s attention; death 
in the family; personal or family crisis of a traumatic nature; or an unexpected increase in job 
responsibilities. 
 
To request an incomplete, a student must complete and submit a “Request for Incomplete” form found 
on the MJTI website (https://www.mjti.org/forms/change-of-course-status-form/). This form goes first 
to the instructor and then to the Academic Dean for approval or rejection.  
 
If the incomplete is granted, the default due date of all incomplete course work is eight weeks from the 
due date of the final assignment for the term in which the course is taught. However, it is important to 
note that the instructor may set an earlier due date for the incomplete material, but not a later date. If the 
work is not completed within this time, the instructor determines whether a reduced grade or a grade of 
F is warranted, based on the amount and quality of the work that has been completed. Further extensions 
of time, justified by extreme circumstances, can only be granted by the Academic Dean. 

4. Leave of Absence: MJTI programs are designed to permit students to pursue their studies while 
managing the many responsibilities they have as adult professionals. MJTI will consider a leave of 
absence for a student who is experiencing hardships that make effective progress in her/his academic 
program unusually difficult. Students who, due to unforeseen and serious circumstances (including 
personal, family emergency, medical, and military service) are unable to take or complete a course during 
the academic year may submit a Request for a Leave of Absence status to the MJTI Registrar’s office. 
Such status is granted at the sole discretion of the Academic Dean.  

5. Withdrawal/Drop: Students desiring to drop or withdraw from courses after registering may do so by 
submitting a Change of Course Status form to the Registrar (https://www.mjti.org/forms/change-of-
course-status-form). A course may be dropped before the semester begins with a financial penalty of a 
$30.00 drop. The latest a course may be dropped is the end of the first week of class. After that the 
student must withdraw from a course.  If the change is requested after the semester begins, the student 
will be refunded according to the refund policy stated on page 28 of the current catalog. All withdrawals 
must be submitted and approved no later than the end of the seventh week of class. The student’s 
transcript will read WP or WF depending on the student’s grade at the time of withdrawal. Non-
attendance does not constitute official withdrawal. A student who begins a course and does not officially 
withdraw will receive the grade earned for the entire course, which will usually be a failing grade. MJTI 
does not accept unofficial withdrawal from a class.  

6. Extensions:  Extensions of the due date for the final assignments are not permitted. Students who do 
qualify for an Incomplete should submit as much work as possible by the due date so that the instructor 
has time to grade all work in time to meet the instructor’s deadline for submitting grades to the MJTI 
office.  At the instructor’s discretion, work may be accepted later than the due date, with a deduction of 
grade for each late day. 

7. Late Assignments: Each day or part of a day and assignment is late, the grade is to be reduced by 10%. 
An instructor may adjust this policy to be lenient with a student, when their situation warrants being 
handled with grace.   

8. Change from Credit to Audit Status: A student who has registered to take a course for credit may 
switch to the status of auditor up to, and including, the last day of the fourth week of class by submitting 
a Change of Status request form to the Registrar (https://www.mjti.org/forms/change-of-course-status-
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form). The tuition differential will only be refunded if the request form is received by the end of the 
fourth week of the course. 

9. Discussion privacy: The course discussion is accessible only to those registered for the class through 
Populi. To ensure a positive forum for course interaction, students are asked to refrain from excerpting 
lessons or thread discussions from the course in any format. This will enable the cultivation of a safe and 
honest forum for dialogue. 

10. Instructors and Email: Regardless of the course format, instructors shall be available during the course 
week for private contact from students via email.  Instructors are required to respond within 24 hours of 
receipt (Sunday – Thursday) of student inquiries made via email. These guidelines apply both to email 
from students and to student questions asked of the instructor in asynchronous discussion. 

11. Questions: If you have any questions regarding assignments, feel free to e-mail them to the instructor at 
drvered@mjti.org . 

 


