
 

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

RW783 The Riches of Rabbinic Narrative:  
Rav Carl Kinbar (ravcarl@gmail.com)   

Jan. 8 –Mar. 12—Winter Semester 2022–23 
Sundays, 10:00 AM to 12:30 PM EST 
Populi (https://mjti.populiweb.com) 

 
COURSE DESCRIPTION   
Our Sages lived in the paradoxical space between knowing that God is beyond comprehension and yet connecting with God 
emotionally and intellectually. Like authors of the world’s great literature, our Sages often used stories to convey their deepest 
thoughts and feelings, stories in which the Sages and angels and biblical figures appear (especially God!) appear. In this course, we 
will study and discuss some of their most meaningful stories and explore their relevance for us today. 

RELATIONSHIP TO THE CURRICULUM  
Rabbinic narratives are part and parcel of the curriculum. 

RELEVANCE 
The Rabbinic Narrative serves a dual function to preserve traditional Jewish theology and ethics and as a living idiom for ongoing 
reflection.   

PREREQUISITE 
None. 

TECHNICAL REQUIREMENTS  
Students must have a computer and good internet access. 

COURSE FORMAT  
Weekly interactive class sessions (150 minutes) and asynchronous discussion threads are the main learning 
components of the course. A final comprehensive final exam will also be given.  

REQUIREMENTS  
Students are required to: 

• complete the weekly reading assignments in advance of the weekly class sessions,  
• participate in the weekly class sessions via conferences on Populi, 
• participate in asynchronous discussion, 
• write a final exam.  
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REQUIRED TEXTS   
• Rubenstein, Jeffrey L. Rabbinic Stories. New York: Paulist, 2002. 
• Course Pack (Links to articles on Populi): 

o Englard, Izhak. “Majority Decision vs. Individual Truth.” Tradition, a Journal of Orthodox Jewish Thought 15 (1975): 137-
152. 

o Friedman, Hershey H. “Living the Virtuous Life: Lessons from Talmudic Stories.” SSRN (February 7, 2018), 1–107. 
Available at SSRN: https://ssrn.com/abstract=3120086 or http://dx.doi.org/10.2139/ssrn.3120086. 

o Friedman, Hershey H. and Friedman, Linda Weiser, “Encounters with God: Rabbinic Stories and What We Can 
Learn from Them.” SSRN (August 14, 2022). Available at SSRN: https://ssrn.com/abstract=4190077 or 
http://dx.doi.org/10.2139/ssrn.4190077. 

o Luban, David. “The Coiled Serpent of Argument: Reason, Authority, and Law in a Talmudic Tale.” Chicago-Kent Law 
Review, vol. 79.3 (2004). Available at https://scholarship.kentlaw.iit.edu/cklawreview/vol79/iss3/33  

o Oatley, Keith, “On Truth and Fiction: Dialogues between Literature and Cognition” in Dialogues between Literature and 
Cognition. Michael Burke and Emily Troscianco, eds. New York: Oxford, 2017, 259-278. 

o Shapira, Haim. “The Schools of Hillel and Shammai.” The Jewish Law Annual Volume 17 (1st ed.). ed. Lifshitz, B. 
London: Routledge-Cavendish (2007): 50 pages. 

o Stern, David. “Imitatio Hominis: Anthropomorphism and the Character(s) of God in Rabbinic Literature.” Prooftexts, 
vol. 12.2 (1992): 151-174. 

o Zaker, Christina R. “Parable as a Lens for Theological Reflection.” Reflective Practice: Formation and Supervision in 
Ministry, (2015): 55-67. 

o Zion, Noam. “Back to the Cave! Rabbi Shimon Bar Yohai's Dilemma: Torah or Tikkun Olam?” Article on 
academia.edu. 

RECOMMENDED READING  
• Pearl, Chaim. Theology in Rabbinic Stories. Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 2003. (180 pages) 
• Jeffrey L, Rubenstein. Jeffrey L. The Culture of The Babylonian Talmud. New York: Jewish Publication Society, 2018. 
• _____. The Land of Truth: Talmud Tales, Timeless Teachings. New York: Jewish Publication Society, 2018. 
• Amy Scheinerman, The Talmud of Relationships, Volume I and II. New York: Jewish Publication Society, 2018. 

ASSIGNMENT INSTRUCTIONS AND DEADLINES  
1. Read the article by Friedman and Friedman, Rabbinic Stories, before the first day of class to obtain a reasonable sense of 

the scope and depth of the Rabbinic narrative. Due by the first day of class, January 8, 2023. 
2. Read the assigned weekly readings prior to the weekly class session.  
3. Participate in the weekly class sessions and asynchronous discussions according to instructions given during class.   
4. Submit the Final Exam on Populi by 11:59 pm, Thursday, March 3, 2023. 

Note: The course outline and assignments are subject to minor revisions should the progress of the course demand them.  

Week and Date Title of Lesson Required Reading  

WEEK 1 
January 8 

Introduction to Rabbinic 
Narrative 

• Friedman and Friedman, “Encounters with God: 
Rabbinic Stories and What We Can Learn from 
Them.” 

WEEK 2 
January 15 Halakah and Aggadah 

• “A Fire in Zion” (b Bava Qamma 60b) 
• Rubenstein, Rabbinic Stories, “Introduction,” pp. 1–22.  
• Oatley, “On Truth and Fiction: Dialogues between 

Literature and Cognition.”  
• Stern, “Imitatio Hominis: Anthropomorphism and the 

Character(s) of God in Rabbinic Literature,” pp. 151-
174. 

WEEK 3 
January 22 

Hillel, Shammai, and Two 
Seekers 

• Shapira, “The Schools of Hillel and Shammai.”  
• Rubenstein, Rabbinic Stories, chaps. 2 & 3, “The 

Shaming of Abdan” and “Alfa’s Desperate Challenge,” 
pp. 21–61. 
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WEEK 4 
January 29 Akhnai’s Oven 

• Englard, “Majority Decision vs. Individual Truth” 
• Luban, “The Coiled Serpent”  
• Rubenstein, Rabbinic Stories, Chap. 5, “T. Tsadoq’s 

Firstling: Genesis of a Talmudic Story, 77–90. 

WEEK 5 
February 5 Words of the Living God 

• Several brief narratives. Information in on Populi week 5.  
• Rubenstein, Rabbinic Stories, Chaps. 6 & 7, “A Warning 

to Disciples: Manners and Mutilation” and “A 
Warning to Masters: Rebuff and Rejection,” pp. 91–
149. 

WEEK 6 
February 19 Living the Virtuous Life (1) 

• Friedman, “Living the Virtuous Life: Lessons from 
Talmudic Stories,” 1-53 (top).  

• Rubenstein, Rabbinic Stories, Chaps. 8 -9, “Stammatic 
Astrology” and “Theodicy and Torah," pp.150–202. 

WEEK 7 
February 26 Living the Virtuous Life (2) 

• Friedman, “Living the Virtuous Life: Lessons from 
Talmudic Stories,” 53-107. 

• Rubenstein, Rabbinic Stories, Chap. 10, “Conclusion” 
203–230. 

WEEK 8 
March 5 Narrative and Theology 

• Zaker, “Parable as a Lens for Theological Reflection, 
55-67.  

• Zion, “Back to the Cave! Rabbi Shimon Bar Yohai’s 
Dilemma: Torah or Tikkun Olam?” 

• Rubenstein, Rabbinic Stories, Appendix, 231–236. 
 
LEARNING OBJECTIVES  
After completing this course successfully, the student will be able to:  

1. Describe functions of halakhic and aggadic narrative in rabbinic discourse 
2. Explain the truth function of rabbinic fiction 
3. Articulate theological and/or ethical implications of given rabbinic narratives 

ASSESSMENTS   
Grades will be awarded according to the following criteria:  

Letter grades and grade point equivalents 

A 94-100  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    

 
  



5 

ASSESSMENT CRITERIA 

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 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. Incompletes: Incompletes will only be granted when the instructor and Academic Dean agree that significant 
extenuating circumstances have prevented a student from finishing the coursework by the stipulated due date. 
Extenuating circumstances are major, unplanned, unanticipated, and unavoidable disruptions in one’s life or work. To 
request an incomplete, fill out the form “Request for Grade Incomplete” on the MJTI Webpage 
(http://www.mjti.org/forms). The form will automatically be sent to the Registrar who will request permission from 
the Instructor and then the Academic Dean for final approval. If the Incomplete grade is granted, the completed 
coursework is due to the instructor within 8 weeks of the final assignment of that quarter. If the work is not completed 
within this time, the instructor, based on the amount and quality of the work that has been completed, determines 
whether a reduced grade or a grade of F is warranted. Further extensions of time, justified by extreme circumstances, 
are granted only by the Academic Dean. 

4. Leave of Absence/Withdrawal: 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.  
 
Students desiring to drop or withdraw from courses after registering may do so by submitting a Change of Course 
Status form to the Registrar. If the course is dropped before the quarter begins, the only financial penalty charged is a 
$30.00 drop/withdrawal fee. If the change is requested after the quarter begins, the student will be refunded according 
to the refund policy stated on page 28 of the current catalog. 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 withdrawals from a class. A student who officially 
withdraws from a class will receive a W on their transcript.  

5. 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 



5 

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. 

6. Late Assignments: Each day or part of a day an 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.   

7. Change of Student 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 (http://www.mjti.org/forms). The tuition differential will only be refunded if the request form is received by 
the end of the fourth week of the course. 

8. 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. 

9. 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 an email from students and to student 
questions asked of the instructor in asynchronous discussion.    

10. Questions: If you have any questions regarding assignments, feel free to e-mail them to the instructor at 
ravcarl@gmail.com.  


