
Amos
The Background:
Joshua led the Jewish people (in their tribal

groupings) into the land of Israel. A series of

judges followed Joshua. During this time the

northern tribes and the southern tribes rarely

cooperated. When the Canaanite threat grew,

the people asked for a king to be their leader

and Samuel appointed Saul. David followed

Saul and really unified the tribes into a nation.

David captured Jerusalem and made Israel

into a powerful nation. During his lifetime,

several of his sons tried to steal his kingdom.

Finally, David’s chosen son, Solomon, suc-

ceeded him. Solomon built the Temple in

Jerusalem, expanded his father’s empire, and

left his kingdom to his son Rehoboam. That is

when the trouble between the northern and

southern tribes pops up again. A rebel named

Jeroboam, who received the support of a

prophet named Ahijah, led the northern tribes

into splitting off. What had been one country

became two. Now in the south there was

Judah and in the north there was Israel. The

split happened some time around 920 B.C.E.

About 150 years later (786-746 B.C.E.), Israel

had a second king named Jeroboam. He was

a pretty powerful king who conquered a few

neighbors and again expanded the empire. It

was during the reign of Jeroboam II that

Amos spoke to the people of Israel.

Meet Amos:
Amos was a shepherd from a town in Judah

(The southern kingdom) called Tekoa. His

whole book may have been spoken in one

day when he showed up at the Temple in

Beth El. Beth El was the capital of Israel (the

northern kingdom). Listen to his words and

follow them on the map on page 2.

Go to the map and put an X on Beth El.
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[1] SYRIA
Put an X on Damascus and lightly shade
in the country of Syria. Syria is an imme-
diate neighbor of Israel and there had
been almost constant fighting between
Israel and Syria. How do you think the
people felt when they heard Syria being
doomed by God?

3. The Eternal said: For three sins 
of Damascus—in fact, for four—
I will not change My mind
after they thrashed Gilead 
with iron sledges.

4. I will set fire to the house of Hazael
and burn down the palaces of Ben-
hadad…

[2] GAZA
Put an X on Ashdod and Ekron, two
major Philistine cities. Then lightly shade
the country of Gaza (a.k.a. Philistia). In
the times of the judges, the Philistines
(who lived in Gaza) were major enemies
of the Families-of-Israel. It was because of
the Philistines’ constant oppression that
the tribes went to Samuel and demanded
a king. It was King David who finally con-
quered them. How do you think the peo-
ple of Israel felt when they heard God
doom Gaza?

6. The Eternal said: For three sins of
Gaza—in fact, for four—
I will not change My mind
because they carried a whole nation
away as captives
and delivered them to Edom…

7. so I will set fire to the walls of Gaza
and burn down its palaces….

[3] TYRE
Put an X on Tyre and Sidon, two major
Phoenician cities. Then lightly shade the
country of Tyre (a.k.a. Phoenica), which is
now Lebanon. It was an ally of King
David. Later, they helped Solomon build
the Temple by providing the cedar
planks. In the time of the Divided
Kingdom (Judah and Israel) Tyre (the
newest name for Phoenicia) became an
enemy of Israel. How do you think the
people of Israel felt when they heard God
doom Tyre?
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9. The Eternal said: For three sins of Tyre—in fact, for four—
I will not change My mind
because they sold their siblings up as slaves
and forgot their family covenant…

10. so I will set fire to the walls of Tyre
and burn down its palaces…

[4] EDOM
Put an X on Basra, a major Edomite city. Then lightly shade
the country of Edom. Edom is made up of the descendents of
Esau. While they caused lots of trouble for Israel, God had for-
bidden the Jewish people to attack them. How do you think
the people of Israel felt when they heard God doom Edom?

11. The Eternal said: For three sins of Edom—in fact, for four—
I will not change My mind
because they chased their own family with swords
and had no pity…So I will set fire to Teman

12. and burn down the palaces of Basra..

[5] AMMON
Put an x on Rabbah, a major Ammonite city. Then lightly shade
the country of Ammon. Ammon is another longstanding enemy
of Israel. Ammon was a son of Abraham’s nephew Lot and one
of his own daughters. As a nation, Ammon fought regularly with
Israel, starting in the time of the Judges. How do you think the
people of Israel felt when they heard God doom Ammon?

13. The Eternal said: For three sins of Ammon—in fact, for
four—
I will not change My mind
because they slashed the women and children of Gilead
so that they could enlarge their border.

14. So I will set fire to the walls of Rabbah
and burn down its palaces…

[6] MOAV
Put an x on Keriot, a major Moabite city. Then lightly shade
the country of Moav. Moav was an ancient enemy of Israel.
When Moses was leading Israel towards the land of Israel,
Balak the king of Moav twice tried to stop them. Ruth, howev-
er, one of the ancestors of King David, was also a Moabite.
Moav was captured by Israel and held until they broke free in
the time of King Ahab. How do you think the people of Israel
felt when they heard God doom Moav?

2.1 The Eternal said: For three sins of Moav—in fact, for four—
I will not change My mind
because they burned the bones of the king of Edom in lime.

2. So I will set fire to Moav
and burn down the palaces of Keriot…

[7] JUDAH
Put an X on Jerusalem, the capital of Judah. Then lightly
shade the country of Judah. Since the split, Israel and Judah
have not been the best of friends—but they have not fought,
either. How do you think the people of Israel felt when they
heard God doom Judah? How is this condemnation different
from all the other statements of doom?

4. The Eternal said: For three sins of Judah—in fact, 
for four—
I will not change My mind
because they have rejected the Torah
and not kept its laws…

5. So I will set fire to Judah
and burn down the palaces of Jerusalem.

[8] ISRAEL
Now, we have gotten to Israel. In what order has Amos’
speech been structured? How do you think the people of
Israel felt when Amos got to them last?

6. The Eternal said: For three sins of Israel—in fact, for
four—
I will not change My mind
because they sell righteous people for silver
and sell the needy for a pair of shoes…

7. They crave owning land,
taking it from the poor.
They act unjustly towards the humble,
and father and son sleep with the same woman,
profaning My Holy Name…

5.2 Israel is fallen
She shall rise no more
She is thrown down upon her land
There is no one to pick her up.
The city that started out as a thousand
shall wind up as a hundred
and that which started out as a hundred,
shall have only ten left—of the house of Israel…

7.11 Jeroboam shall die by the sword
and Israel shall be led away—out of their land—as
captives.

QQUUEESSTTIIOONNSS::
1. Why does God predict the destruction of each of

these eight nations?

2. How is God’s criticism of Judah and Israel different

from what has been said about the other six nations?
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Justice Stuff
At the heart of Amos’ teaching, was a demand for the Jewish
people to live good and ethical lives. This is the most famous
of his speeches.

14.1 Seek good and not evil—so that you can live
so that the Eternal, the God of Hosts, will be with you.

15. Hate the evil. Love the good.
Make your gate a place of justice.
So it will be that the Eternal, the God of Hosts
will have mercy on the final remnants of Joseph…
(The Eternal says)

21. I hate, I despise your holiday celebrations.
Your feasts do not make Me happy.

22. Even though you offer Me sacrifices and meal offerings—
I will not accept them.
I also will not look at the fat beasts of your peace-offerings.

23. Take the noise of your songs away from Me.
Do not let Me hear the melody of your Psalms of praise.
Instead:

24. Let justice well up as water does.
Let righteousness flow like a mighty stream.

QQUUEESSTTIIOONNSS::
1. Is Amos against holiday celebrations and sacrifices?

How does he feel about them?

2. What is Amos demanding?

3. What is the meaning of “LET JUSTICE WELL UP AS

WATER DOES. LET RIGHTEOUSNESS FLOW LIKE A

MIGHTY STREAM.”

The Rest of the Story:
When Amos said:

JEROBOAM SHALL DIE BY THE SWORD

AND ISRAEL SHALL BE LED AWAY—OUR OF THEIR LAND—
AS CAPTIVES. (7.11)

Amaziah, the chief priest at Beth El interrupted his

teaching. He told him: “HEY PROPHET, LEAVE, RUN AWAY TO

THE LAND OF JUDAH—EARN YOUR LIVING AS A PROPHET THERE.
BUT DON’T EVER EVEN THINK OF GIVING YOUR PREDICTIONS AT

BETH EL AGAIN. FOR THIS IS THE KING’S SANCTUARY—AND IT

IS A ROYAL HOUSE.” (7.12-13)

Amos then told him. “I AM NOT A PROFESSIONAL PROPHET. I
AM NOT THE SON OF A PROFESSIONAL PROPHET. I EARN MY LIV-
ING AS A SHEPHERD AND BY TENDING SYCAMORE TREES. THE

ETERNAL TOOK ME FROM MY FLOCK AND TOLD ME, ‘GO AND

GIVE THIS PROPHECY TO MY PEOPLE, ISRAEL’” (7.14-15). Then

Amos went on teaching.

QQUUEESSTTIIOONNSS::
1. What is the difference between Amos and the kinds

of prophets that Amaziah was talking about?

2. Why was Amos in Beth El, speaking the word of the

Eternal? Did he want to be there?

The Hope:
Amos ends his book with these words of hope. This ending of
hope is called a äz˜îÀç‘ð† nehemtah, a statement of comfort. It is
very different from the criticism and predictions that fill the
rest of the book. Amos said:

9.14 I will end the captivity of My people Israel
And they shall rebuild the destroyed cities and live in
them.
They shall plant vineyards and drink the wine that is
made from them.
They shall also plant gardens and eat their fruit.

9.15 I will plant them on their land
and never again will they be plucked up
off the land which I have given them.
This is what the Eternal said.

QQUUEESSTTIIOONNSS::
How is this last teaching different from all of the previ-

ous teachings?

Why do you think Amos ended his teaching this way? 
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Deborah
Introduction:
Deborah, the Judge and the Prophetess, is one

of the stars of a story in the book of Judges.

Her story is told twice. First in a historical chap-

ter, (Judges 4) and then in an epic poem (Judges

5). We are going to read the two together to

learn her story.

Deborah is set in the time shortly after Joshua

has died and the twelve tribes have split up the

land of Israel. There is no central government.

There is no king or national leader. Rather, like

a family that has spread out, tribes have loyal-

ties to each other, they have a sense of family

“obligation,” but there is no real national law.

The Families-of-Israel have not conquered all of

the Land of Canaan. Mainly, they are still living

in the hill country. They are still shepherds and

farmers. Most of the cities that are found on the

valley floors still belong to the Canaanites. Each

city has a powerful army. It will not be until the

time of David that the Families-of-Israel really

owns the Land of Israel. Meanwhile, they settle

in the hills and start raising families.

The book of Judges tells the story of the period

between Joshua and the choosing of the first

King, Saul. That happens in the books of

Samuel. It is really one story over and over

again. Israel abandons God and adopts the wor-

ship of idols from their neighbors. When Israel

abandons God, God abandons Israel. It is then

that the Canaanites manage to conquer them

and make their lives miserable. Then the

Families-of-Israel cry out to God (and give up

the idols) and God sends them judges who lead

them to victory against the Canaanites. This

pattern starts with Otniel, is followed by Ehud

and then Shamgar. Deborah is next in line.

Judges like Gideon and Samson will follow.

ThinkProphets
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We are going to read our way through the song of Deborah. It

is one of the oldest pieces in the Bible.

Part 1: Israel’s Problem
Judges 5:1 Then Deborah and Barak… sang on that day: 
3 Listen kings; give ear, princes 
I will sing, I will sing to the ETERNAL,
I will make hymns to the God of Israel…

6 In the days of Shamgar, son of Anat, in the days of Yael,
caravans ceased 
and travelers sneaked past by roundabout paths
7 Deliverance ended—ended in Israel,
until you arose, Deborah—arose as a Mother of Israel.
8 After they had chosen for themselves new gods—
war was in their gates. 
There was no shields nor spears to be seen among forty
thousand in Israel…

Here is the second version:
Judges 4:1 After Ehud died, the Families-of-Israel again did what
was evil in the sight of the Eternal 2 So the Eternal sold them
into the hand of Yabin king of Canaan, who reigned from
Hazor. The commander of his army was Sisera, who lived
in Haroshet-ha-Goyim.

QQUUEESSTTIIOONNSS::
1. This poem is the story of a problem and a solution. The

solution will come from God. What is the problem?

2. According to both versions—what brought this problem
upon Israel?

3. How is Deborah introduced in the poem? What is her title?

Part 2: Gathering the Troops
Judges 5.12 “Awake, awake, Deborah!
Awake, awake, and sing a song!
Arise, Barak, lead away your captives…
13 Then down marched the last of the noble ones;
the people of the ETERNAL marched down against the
mighty.
14 From Ephraim they went out into the valley, following you, 
Benjamin, with your relatives came;
from Mahir (Manasseh) commanders marched,
and from Zebulun came those who bear the marshal’s staff;
15 the princes of Issachar marched with Deborah…
into the valley they rushed forward at his heels. 

Among the clans of Reuben there was great searching of
heart. 
16 Reuben why did you delay among the sheepfolds...?
17 Gilead (Gad) stayed beyond the Jordan; 
and Dan, why did he remain with the ships? 
Asher sat still at the coast of the sea…
18 Zebulun is a people that risked their own lives 
Naphtali, too, rushed onto the field.

Judges 4.3 Then the Families-of-Israel cried to the Eternal for help;
for he had nine hundred chariots of iron, and oppressed the
Families-of-Israel cruelly for twenty years. 
4 Deborah was a prophetess, She was the wife of Lappidot
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and was judging Israel at that time. 5 She used to sit under
the palm of Deborah between Ramah and Bethel in the hill
country of Ephraim; and the Families-of-Israel came up to
her for judgment. 6 She sent and called for Barak, the son
of Abinoam, from Kedesh in Naphtali, and said to him, 
“The Eternal, the God of Israel, commands you, ‘Go, gather
your men at Mount Tavor, take ten thousand from the tribe
of Naphtali and the tribe of Zebulun. 7 And I will draw out
Sisera, the general of Yabin’s army, to meet you by the river
Kishon with his chariots and his troops; and I will give
him into your hand.’”
8 Barak said to her, “I will go if you will go with me, but if
you will not go with me, I will not go.”
9 She said, “I will surely go with you; nevertheless, the road
on which you are going will not lead to your glory, for the
Eternal will sell Sisera into the hand of a woman.” Then
Deborah arose, and went with Barak to Kedesh. 10 And
Barak summoned Zebulun and Naphtali to Kedesh and ten
thousand men went with him; and Deborah went up with
him.
11 Now Heber the Kenite had separated from the Kenites, the
descendants of Hovav the father-in-law of Moses, and had
pitched his tent as far away as the oak in Zananim, that
is near Kedesh.

QQUUEESSTTIIOONNSS::
1. In the “poem version” we introduced Deborah as a “Mother

of Israel.” How is she introduced in “the story version?”

2. In both versions we learn that Deborah coaches Barak into
forming an army. In each version—some of the tribes send
soldiers to help and some do not. Using the map, figure
out which tribes helped and which tribes stayed home.

3. The tribe of the Kenites are probably descended from Cain.
Here they are also connected to Yitro, Moses’ father-in-law,
who goes by lots of names. Why are they mentioned here?
(You will probably not be able to figure it out—but remem-
ber them—they will show up later.)

4. Deborah predicts the future. She prophesizes: “I will surely
go with you; nevertheless, the road on which you are
going will not lead to your glory, for the Eternal will sell
Sisera into the hand of a woman.” What do you think she
is telling him? How do you think this story will end?

5. We need to keep track of the names. Here are the names
and their meanings. Can you tell who each one is in the
story:

Deborah (The Bee) ______________________________

Lappidot (Torches) ______________________________

Barak (Thunder) ________________________________

Sisera (?) ______________________________________

Part 3: The Battle
Judges 5.19 The kings came and they fought; 
the kings of Canaan fought at Taanakh, 
by the waters of Megiddo; 
they got no spoils of silver. 
20 The stars fought from heaven, 
from their orbits they fought against Sisera.
21 The current of the Kishon river swept them away, 
the raging current, the current of the Kishon…

Judges 4.12 When Sisera was told that Barak the son of
Abinoam had gone up to Mount Tabor, 13 Sisera called out
all his chariots, nine hundred chariots of iron, and all the
men who were with him, from Haroshet-ha-Goyim to the
river Kishon. 14 And Deborah said to Barak, “Up! For this is
the day that the Eternal has given Sisera into your hand.
The Eternal is going before you?” So Barak went down
from Mount Tabor with ten thousand men following him.
15 And the Eternal routed Sisera and all his chariots and all
his army before Barak at the edge of the sword; and Sisera
alighted from his chariot and fled away on foot. 16 And
Barak pursued the chariots and the army to Haroshet-ha-
Goyim, and all the army of Sisera fell by the edge of the
sword; not a man was left. 

QQUUEESSTTIIOONNSS::
1. The poem versions says: “The current of the Kishon river

swept them away, the raging current, the current of the
Kishon…” How was Sisera’s army defeated? What is this
verse talking about?

2. The “poem version” says: “The stars fought from heaven,
from their orbits they fought against Sisera.” What are
those words trying to teach about Barak’s victory?

3. How does the “story version” tell the same tale?

Part 4: Sisera’s End
Judges 5.24 Most blessed of women is Yael,
the wife of Hever the Kenite,
most blessed of tent-dwelling women
25 He asked water and she gave him milk,
she brought him curds in a princely bowl.
26 Her left hand reached for the tent peg
her right hand reached for the workmen’s mallet;
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she struck Sisera a blow, she crushed his head,
she smashed and pierced his temple.
27 He sank, he fell, he lay still at her feet;
at her feet he sank, he fell; where he sank, 
there he fell dead.

28 Out of the window she peered,
Sisera’s mother gazed through the lattice:
“Why is his chariot so long in coming?
Why are the hoof beats of his chariots so late?…

Judges 4.17 But Sisera fled away on foot to the tent of Yael, the
wife of Hever the Kenite; for there was peace between Yabin
the king of Hazor and the house of Hever the Kenite. 18 And
Yael came out to meet Sisera, and said to him,”Turn aside,
my master, turn aside to me; have no fear.”

So he turned aside to her into the tent, and she covered him
with a rug. 19 And he said to her, “Pray, give me a little
water to drink; for I am thirsty.” So she opened a skin of
milk and gave him a drink and covered him. 
20 And he said to her, “Stand at the door of the tent, and if
any man comes and asks you, 

‘Is anyone here?’ say, No.” 21 But Yael, the wife of Hever,
took a tent peg, and took a hammer in her hand, and went
softly to him and drove the peg into his temple, till it went
down into the ground, as he was lying fast asleep from
weariness. So he died.
22 And behold, as Barak pursued Sisera, Yael went out to
meet him, and said to him, 
“Come, and I will show you the man whom you are
seeking.” So he went in to her tent; and there lay Sisera
dead, with the tent peg in his temple. 

QQUUEESSTTIIOONNSS::
1. Now do you know why we mentioned Hever the Kenite?

Why did Sisera choose to run there?

2. Why do you think Yael killed him? (There is nothing in
either version of the story that gives us that answer for
sure.)

3. Do you remember Deborah’s prophecy “the Eternal will sell
Sisera into the hand of a woman?” What was she actually
predicting?

4. The “poem” version begins by calling Deborah “a Mother of
Israel.” It ends the poem by talking about “Sisera’s mother.”
Do you think there is a connection?

Part 5: The Closing
Judges 5.31 ETERNAL, so may all of Your enemies perish!
But may Your friends be like the sun rising because of
God’s might.

And the land was peaceful for forty years.

Judges 4.23 So on that day God conquered Yabin the king of
Canaan before the Families-of-Israel. 24 The hand of the
Families-of-Israel bore harder and harder against Yabin, the
king of Canaan, until they destroyed Yabin, king of
Canaan.

QQUUEESSTTIIOONNSS::
1. Both versions end with the same idea. What is the moral of

both versions of this story?

2. We learn three things about Deborah. She is a Mother of
Israel. She is a Prophet. She is a judge. What can you tell us
about each role?

3. What does Deborah add to our understandings of what it
means to be a prophet?
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Hannah
The Background:

When Moses died, Joshua took over the leadership

of the Jewish people. He led them out of the wilder-

ness and out of the book of Deuteronomy. He led

them into the land of Canaan and into the book of

Joshua. The book of Joshua is the sixth book of the

Bible and starts right after the Torah is finished. In it,

the Families-of-Israel conquer Jericho and a number of

other cities and spread out and begin to turn Canaan

into the land of Israel.

The book that follows Joshua is Judges. The story

of the book of Judges is the story of how the tribes

spread out all over the land. The map on page two

will help you understand this. In the book of Judges, a

group of leaders (known as judges) unifies the tribes

when a big enemy presents a threat. When the book

of Judges ends, Israel has settled into some of the

land, but not all of it. In general, they live in the hill

country while the Canaanites still have many city

fortresses in the valley floors.

Next come the books of Samuel (1 Samuel and 

2 Samuel). Hannah will be Samuel’s mother. Her story

begins his books. Samuel will become the High Priest

of Israel. All of Israel comes to worship at the

Mishkan, the tent known as the Tabernacle, that now

rests in Shiloh. In the future, Samuel will anoint first

Saul and then David, Kings of Israel. Here is the story

of his mother, Hannah.

ThinkProphets
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Question: 
Find Shiloh on the map.
What tribe is it in?

Find the tribe of Ephraim.
Was it far for Elkanah’s
family to go to Shiloh?

Can you find twelve tribes
on the map?
Color each one a different
color.

What areas on the map
are nations other than
Israel? Leave them white.

Where is the tribe 
of Levi located? Why is it
hard to find?
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The Story of Hannah
Narrator: 1:1 There was this certain man from Ramat ha-

Tzofim… in the hill country of Ephraim. His
name was Elkanah… and he was an
Ephraimite. 2 He had two wives; one’s name
was Hannah and the other’s name was
Peninnah. Peninnah had children, but Hannah
had no children. 3 This man used to go up
every year from his city to worship and to sac-
rifice to the Eternal at Shiloh…
4 Every time Elkanah sacrificed, he would give
multiple portions to Peninnah his wife and to
all her sons and daughters; 5 and, although he
loved Hannah, he would give Hannah only one
portion, because the Eternal had kept her
childless.
6 Her rival used to taunt her to make her miser-
able just because the Eternal had kept her child-
less. 7 This went on year by year; every time she
went up to the house of the Eternal, Penninah
would taunt her. When that happened,
Hannah wept and would not eat.
8 Elkanah, her husband, said to her:

Elkanah: “Hannah, why do you weep? Why do you not
eat? And why is your heart sad? Do I not
mean more to you than ten sons would?”

Narrator: 9 After they had eaten and drunk in Shiloh,
Hannah rose. Meanwhile, Eli the priest was
sitting on the seat beside the doorpost of the
Sanctuary of the Eternal. 10 She was bitter of
soul and prayed to the Eternal. She wept bitter-
ly, 11 and she vowed a vow. She said:

Hannah: “O Eternal… if You will look on the suffering
of Your maidservant—if You remember me and
do not forget Your maidservant—if you give
Your maidservant a son—then I will give him
to the Eternal…”

Narrator: 12 As she continued praying before the Eternal,
Eli observed her mouth. 13 Hannah was speak-
ing only in her heart; just her lips moved, but
her voice could not be heard. Eli thought that
she was drunk. 14 Eli said to her:

Eli: “How long will you be a drunken fool? Get rid
of the wine.”

Narrator: 15 But Hannah answered:

Hannah: “No! My master! I am just a woman with a
hardened spirit; I have not drunk, neither wine

Saam
lee 

OOnly



nor hard liquor; I have been pouring out my soul to the Eternal. 16 Do not think of
your maidservant as a base woman; it is because of the largeness of my anger and
my anguish that I have been speaking.”

Narrator: 17 Then Eli answered:

Eli: “Go in peace, and may the God of Israel give you that for which you have asked.”

Narrator: 18 And she said:

Hannah: “Let your maidservant find favor in your eyes.”

Narrator: Then the woman went her way, ate, and her face was no longer sad. 19 They rose early
in the morning, worshiped before the Eternal; then they went back to their house at
Ramah.

Then Elkanah knew Hannah, his wife, and the Eternal remembered her. 20 When her
time came, Hannah conceived and bore a son. She called his name Samuel, for she
said,

Hannah: “I have asked the Eternal for him.”

QUESTIONS:
1. What problem does Hannah have at the beginning of this story?

2. Why do you think that Penninah was mean to her?

3. Did Elkanah do the right thing?

4. What was Hannah doing when Eli saw her?

5. Why did he misunderstand her? Why did he think she was drunk?

6. The story ends with Samuel being born. What do you think is the moral of this story?

The Rabbis Learn from the Story of Hannah
The Amidah, the standing prayer, is the heart of the daily service. It is said by standing,

taking some steps forward, and praying silently with great concentration. When you are

done, you take some steps back. During the week, the Amidah is the time we ask God to

give us the things we feel we really need. On Shabbat, the Amidah is shorter. Shabbat is not

a time to ask for things.

In the Talmud, the Rabbis teach that we learn how to pray the Amidah from Hannah. She

stood. She moved her lips but was silent. Finally, Hannah pointed her heart towards God and

prayed with a “bitterness of the soul.” The Rabbis taught in Brakhot 30b that we need to pray

just like Hannah did. We take steps forward. We move our lips but do not make a sound. We

use kavanah (we point our hearts towards God) and we pray with ma’arat nefesh. Ma’arat

nefesh means “bitterness of the soul.” It really means, “with a soul as bitter as horseradish.”

The Rabbis taught that if a prayer that asks for something is to work, we must be as desper-

ate as Hannah was, and we must believe as much as Hannah did.

QUESTIONS
1. Have you ever had a soul as bitter as horseradish?

2. Why do you think that Hannah is a good model for praying?

She was
bitter of
soul and
prayed to

the
Eternal.
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Jeremiah
The Background and the Message:
Jeremiah was a prophet who lived from the end of the sev-
enth century B.C.E. and into the latter part of the sixth. His
book is the longest of the latter prophets’, and it is called
by his name: Jeremiah. During his life he saw the Jews’
Promised Land fall into the hands of the Babylonians, and
he witnessed injustice among his own people, Jews toward
Jews. 

The southern Israelite kingdom Judah, once the glorious
seat of kings David and Solomon (1000-924 B.C.E.), was
wavering back and forth between pleasing God and setting
itself up for worshipping idols. Jeremiah, from the small vil-
lage of Anatot northeast of Jerusalem, was called on to
become a mouthpiece of The Eternal and a model for
Jewish repentance. This very human prophet lodged harsh
criticism of the Jews’ empty religious behaviors or their
complete lack thereof. In the Jewish tradition this is called
to’khah’hah. Jeremiah also modeled how to look at God
critically, through his prayers—asking questions and
expressing doubts about God’s promises. Surprisingly or
not, the same prophet was also full of words of comfort,
ne’hem’ta, for the Jewish people. At every juncture, we can
see Jeremiah’s deep faith in The Eternal.

Jeremiah prophesied that God felt that the Jewish people
had abandoned the covenant. He spoke up about how
Jews needed to add spirit and faith into the rituals, ‘doing
the mitzvot’ in order to honor God and make society better.
Jeremiah lambasted Jews for turning to idolatry and for
rejecting the teachings of Judaism. When he began preach-
ing during the thirteenth year of the reign of King Josiah,
Jeremiah saw that national reforms by the new King would
not be enough—the Jewish people needed to re-engage the
mitzvot as a way of life on a personal level in order to
please God. Josiah restored The Eternal (Adonai) to the
rightful place in the Temple, once again centralizing wor-
ship in Jerusalem, but there was leftover immorality from
the time of King Manasseh. God felt abandoned, and the
prophet warned of God’s anger. 

When people would not listen to Jeremiah about living in
God’s ways and giving up sin in order to not feel ashamed,
Jeremiah’s message turned to warning the people about
the threat of a national foe—an ‘enemy from the north.’
Babylonia, coming to power over the Assyrians, loomed on
the horizon as the instrument of God’s destruction, accord-
ing to the prophet. Jeremiah foretold the Babylonian exile
that would occur in two stages. He was right.

The first Jewish surrender to Babylonia was in 597 B.C.E.,
and the final expulsion occurred in 586 B.C.E., coinciding
with the destruction of the Temple in Jerusalem. During the
years of servitude to Babylonia Jews fought with Jews; it
even led to the assassination of one Jew at the hands of
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another—the Jewish governor Gedaliah was murdered by
another Jew. Jeremiah was in prison for criticizing Tzedekiah’s
government, and from his own captivity he saw the destruc-
tion of Judah. Though all looked lost, and even though he
himself had foretold the gloom and destruction because of the
people’s disrespectful ways, Jeremiah himself comforted the
people. He received messages in visions about the exiles
returning one day, making the utterly tragic bittersweet. The
Jews who were being taken to Babylonia under the order of
Nebuchadnezzar were told to keep their Jewish ways because
one day they would re-inherit the Promised Land and rebuild
a great society in Israel. 

The To’kha’hah
Jeremiah tried inspire teshuvah—a return to God—changes in
behavior among Jews. He was speaking to Jews who lived in
a comfortable kingdom with freedom to practice their religion.
His harsh criticisms—to’kha’hah—generally centered around two
messages. 

A.The first was that people were acting religiously, but they
were not putting their hearts into it. Jeremiah told them
they should be ashamed of their actions. He urged them
to think about the deteriorating relationship between
them and The Eternal (because of their evil ways) and to
make teshuvah. 

B. The second message foretold destruction and exile. An
instrument of God’s anger hung on the horizon in the
form of the Babylonian Empire. Jeremiah warned of God’s
promise to exile the people if they did not change.

QQUUEESSTTIIOONNSS::
1. When is delivering criticism—to’kha’hah—the right thing to

do? How harsh should it be? ____________________________

_________________________________________________________

2. When do you need criticism?____________________________

_________________________________________________________

3. Why is it important to give it? To get it? __________________

_________________________________________________________

The first message: Be ashamed of yourself!
So said The Eternal—
The Jewish people has falsely accused me of acting
unjustly!

They have distanced themselves from Me;
They have become vain—become worthless. 
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They did not say:
Where is The Eternal Who brought us up from the Land of
Egypt

Who guided us in the wilderness, through a land of deserts
and pits,

A land of drought and the nearness of death
A land that no one passed through, where not a soul lived?

And I brought you to a bountiful land 
To eat Her fruit and of all her goodness;
You came and you defiled My land—
You made all that I am to future generations into a joke!…

Though you wash yourself with lye; 
and use much soap—yet 
The stain of your transgression and injustice stands out
before Me;

This is the message of God!
How can you say ‘I have not polluted myself by going after
false gods?!’

See your way in the valley, know what you have done…

As the thief is ashamed when s/he is discovered
So the House of Israel should be ashamed…(Jeremiah 5:5-7,
22-23, 25).

QQUUEESSTTIIOONNSS::
4. What should the Israelites be ashamed of, according to

Jeremiah? Did they deserve criticism? ____________________

_________________________________________________________

5. If we apply Jeremiah’s words to today, what ‘Promised

Land’ has God brought us to, as individual Jews and as a

Jewish community? Are we going after any false gods

today? Name some of them. ____________________________

_________________________________________________________

6. What ways should we change in order to not be ashamed?

Think about your actions with friends and family as well as

between you and God. _________________________________

_________________________________________________________

The second message: Something bad is going to
happen…
This evil people, refusing to hear My word, 
Walking in the stubbornness of their heart
They sought out other gods to worship them, to bow down
to them…

Hear and Listen!
Do not be too proud; the Eternal has spoken.
Give respect to your Eternal One

Before it grows dark
Before your feet stumble upon the mountains of the
twilight;

You were hoping for light
Yet it turns to the nearness of death
It turns to complete darkness.

And if you will not hear it while in your depths
My soul will weep for your bloated pride;
My eyes pouring tears 
As the Eternal’s flock is carried away in captivity….

Lift up your eyes! Look at those who come from the north: 
Where is the flock that was entrusted to You [Jerusalem]?
The sheep that were your pride…

This is your fate, the portion that I have measured out,
says the Eternal;

Because you have forgotten Me and trusted in falsehood;
I will strip your garments from your face; your shame will
be seen.

Your adultery and your lustful moans,
Your disgusting harlotry
On the hills, in the field your idolatrous deeds—
Woe to You Jerusalem!
Will you not purify yourselves
How much longer will it be? (Jer. 12:10, 15-17, 20, 25-27)

QQUUEESSTTIIOONNSS
7. What is Israel doing that upsets God? ____________________

_________________________________________________________

8. What will happen if they continue doing what they are

doing? ________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________

9. Do they have a way out? _______________________________

_________________________________________________________

Take my comfort as you have taken my criticism
When the Jewish people were exiled from their land, Jeremiah
bought a field in his home village of Anatot to show proof of
God’s plan that the Jews would one day return to Israel. 

“So says the Eternal:
Just as I have brought this great evil upon this People, 
so too will will I bring all of the goodness 
that I spoke about with them and their ancestors…
I will return the captives—this is the decree of The Eternal”
(32:42, end of 44). 

These are words of consolation, nehamah. Jeremiah inspired
the people to hold fast to their faith in God and to God’s
promises. He foretold and envisioned a better future for the
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Jewish people, and he spoke to fellow Jews at their times
of greatest sadness. 

Questions
10. How are Jeremiah’s words comforting to people being

driven from their land?_____________________________

_____________________________________________________

11. When do you need to hear words of comfort? What

are some comforting words that you have heard in

your life?

_____________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________

12. When should you give comforting words? What are

some appropriate words for those times? ____________

_____________________________________________________

When the Jewish people were exiled, as one way to be
comforted they found it appropriate to record their strug-
gles in Psalms or prayers. The exiled Jewish people’s
hopes are reflected in Psalm 137, which is customarily
read before reciting the Grace after Meals, Birkat ha-Mazon,
during the week, when it is not Shabbat or a special day
with celebrations. Read it:

By the Rivers of Babylon
There we sat down, and there we wept
Remembering Zion.
On Her willows, we hung our lyres.
Because there, our captors requested 
Lyrics of song, with our lyres we hanged, playing in
joy—

‘Sing for us of the Songs of Zion!’
How can we sing the Song of God 
In a foreign land?!  
If I forget You, Jerusalem, let my right hand be
forgotten.

Let my tongue stick to my cheek if I do not remember
You.

Questions
13. What does this poem tell Jews who where exiled from

Jerusalem?________________________________________

_____________________________________________________

14. When in your life have you been forced to act happy

when you were sad?_______________________________

_____________________________________________________

15. Where is the hope in the Psalm?____________________

_____________________________________________________
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Rejoice with Bride and Groom and Remember Jerusalem 
Jeremiah did not go to Babylon, but wrote a letter to the Jews who
went into exile there. He said:

Build houses and live in them. Plant gardens and eat their fruit.
Take wives and husbands and have children, and take wives and
husbands for your sons and daughters so that they can have
children. Continue to multiply and do not shrink. Seek the peace
of the city where I have sent you in exile and pray to the Eternal
for its peace, because in the peace of that city you will find peace.
(Jeremiah 29:5-7)
Later he says:

“So says the Eternal: yet there will be heard…in the cities of
Judah and the streets of Jerusalem that lie in waste…the voice of
gladness and the voice of joy, the voice of the bridegroom and the
voice of the bride…” (Jeremiah 33:10-11) 
With these words of ne’hem’ta, consolation, Jeremiah helped inspire
Jews of his time to look forward to rebuilding a great nation and a
faithful people. These words from Chapter 33 are sung at weddings
today, usually after the breaking of the glass in the ceremony (if not
before). Psalm 137 reminds us that we should put Jerusalem higher
than our highest joys, so one way to see breaking the glass is to
recall, even at a wedding, the destruction of Jerusalem and her need
to be rebuilt, even in our day. 

QQuueessttiioonnss
16. Where is the comfort in the letter that Jeremiah sent the exiles? _

_______________________________________________________________

17. Where is the comfort? _______________________________________

_______________________________________________________________

18. What do you think breaking the glass at a wedding means?

What needs rebuilding in our world? _________________________

_______________________________________________________________

19. Why do you think that this last verse is sung at Jewish weddings

today, even outside of Jerusalem? ____________________________

_______________________________________________________________

Review:
1. What is to’kha’ha? When do we need it?_______________________

_______________________________________________________________

2. What is ne’hem’ta? When do we need it? ______________________

_______________________________________________________________
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