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TEACHER’s version

Teacher’s Guide
What is this curriculum?
The Girls in Trouble Curriculum is
a learning experience consisting of
ten modules.
Each module follows one woman
through her story in the Torah, rabbinic
interpretations, visual depictions, and
a song from Alicia’s song cycle about
women in Torah, “Girls in Trouble”.
Participants are then invited to create
their own interpretation of a biblical
woman’s story. We are in the process
of creating an online “Gallery of Biblical
Women” where participants can upload
their own artwork. By doing this,
participants join the Jewish tradition of
keeping our texts vibrantly alive.

Why women?
Our goal is to bring light to the often
under-studied stories of women in Torah.
Our reason for doing so is threefold:
first, we love these stories. Second, we
want to rectify the historical imbalance of
Jewish study focusing largely (though by
no means exclusively) on male characters.
Third, we believe that stories of women in
Torah are particularly fascinating.

As scholar Deena Aronoff writes:
In a patriarchal tradition, male characters
are under pressure to act as exemplars – or
villains. This is particularly true in rabbinic
midrash. The rabbis struggled to reconcile
the male characters of the Bible with
ideals of piety and heroism. The female
characters, in contrast, become acceptable
figures through which to express ambiguity,
questioning and even rebellion against
accepted norms.
These stories about the female body,
human sexuality, and resourceful
responses to difficult situations resonate
in our lives.

Why “trouble”?
Often we end our formal Jewish
education at twelve or thirteen – too
young to encounter some of the Torah’s
juiciest stories of seduction, betrayal
and hard choices. These women’s stories
are complex, nuanced, and adult, and we
believe they have much to offer as we
navigate our own complicated lives.

A Word About Midrash
Midrash is a traditional Jewish form of
commentary and storytelling going back
to the ancient rabbis. Midrashim (plural
for midrash) address a problem, difficulty,
or moment of confusion in the Torah text
and often connect the lived experiences
of Jews with a text from a very different
time. We are using the modern, expanded
definition of midrash as a living art form
that includes visual art and music.
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Practical advice for
using this curriculum
1. Pick and choose
We encourage you to make this your
own. Depending on how long your class
is, this may be more content than you
can comfortably cover in one lesson. If
using the midrashim feels too text-heavy
for your class, you can leave them out
entirely and just focus on the music and
art. Note that all the commentaries and
guiding questions here are meant to
support you in your own knowledge as
an educator. Share what’s helpful to the
class and leave the rest behind.

2. Use chavruta
We believe in the power of chavruta
(partner) study and encourage you to
incorporate as much chavruta study of
the texts and images as possible. If you
are new to chavruta study, you can think
of it as discussion between two partners
who help each other learn by challenging
each other’s first impressions. Breaking
the group into pairs and having them
read texts out loud, rather than silently, is
an essential part of chavruta study.

3. Challenge the original text
When studying the Torah text, we find
it helpful to have students identify
every problem, difficulty, or moment of
confusion they can find in the text, as
if they were on a scavenger hunt. This
opens up the door to midrash, which
addresses those questions. Students can
also challenge the midrashim and artistic
interpretations, of course.

4. Using visual art as a teaching
tool
We hope to present images as visual
midrashim interpreting our character,
rather than “art history”. Unless you
happen to have a background in teaching
art and art history, it is very likely that
questions will come up about the visual
art which you can’t answer - that’s ok!
We are excited about students noticing
the emotions of characters, the
relationships between them, whether
students agree or disagree with a
particular depiction of a character as it
relates to the original story, what they
like or dislike about an image, and even
what they might do differently if they
were making the image. We are not
particularly interested in analyzing these
images academically, looking at them
in historical context, or focusing on the
biography of the artist. With this in mind,
we encourage you to be a “participant”
along with your students while viewing
them. We have occasionally tried to
include information that specifically helps
participants understand the midrashic
and interpretive elements of the artwork,
while limiting biographical information
about specific artists (especially older
works).

5. Technology
Included in your download is a
PowerPoint of the student version
including all images, texts and music in
this unit. If your classroom is equipped,
you can project this Powerpoint so that
students see text and images as a class.
We still suggest printing out the texts
that will be used in chavruta study. If
your classroom does not have projection
capabilities, we recommend printing at
least one color copy of each of the images
per five participants. Note that some of
the images are not high-res and might
appear less crisp when printed.

6. If possible, allow time at the
end of class for students to create
midrashim
A major part of our goal is to invite
students into the creative midrashic
process. By showing these different
takes on a character, we hope to give
them permission to interpret the text
in their own way. For short classes, you
may only have time for a brief creative
session, but when possible, we suggest
leaving at least 20 minutes for creative
time and possibly additional time to
share with classmates. Ultimately, we will
be creating an online gallery of Biblical
women and participants will be invited to
upload their interpretations there!

6. Art supplies
For the midrash-making section, please
have a variety of simple art supplies
available for students to use. Some
suggestions: plain paper, colored
paper, watercolors, crayons, markers,
pastels, scissors, glue, modeling clay, old
magazines for collage.
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Why Hannah?
What do we do when we want something
we can’t have? Do we simply accept its
absence, or do we try everything we can
to find a way to fulfill our longing? Do
we accept our life for what it is, or try to
change it? What are the risks and costs of
each of these decisions? And how should
we approach the Divine – with humility
or chutzpah?
Hannah’s story carries us through
various approaches to these questions.
She is one of many women in the
Torah who suffers because of difficulty
conceiving a child. Though Hannah’s
supportive husband tries to console her,
she is miserable; adding insult to injury,
she is taunted by her uber-fertile sister
wife, Peninah. But then a shift happens.
After years of suffering, and from the
depths of her despair, Hannah decides to
take action using the most radical fertility
technology of her time: prayer. Hannah
goes into the Temple and begins to pray
with such intensity that the high priest,

Eli, accuses her of being drunk. But
Hannah defends herself, explaining that
she was praying fervently.
In one of those wonderful moments
where a Biblical man in power admits to
a woman that he’s wrong, Eli vindicates
Hannah. In the language of the Torah,
God “remembers” Hannah, and she
becomes pregnant. Later, rabbis make
her the model for reciting one of the
most important Jewish prayers. (It’s also
worth noting that she dedicates Samuel,
the son she finally conceives, to God –
she gets what she wanted, but at a price.)
This story holds a complicated interplay
between Hannah’s power to change her
life, and her reliance on forces beyond
her control. On one hand, Hannah’s
decision to take action after years of
suffering is a crucial part of changing her
story. But on the other hand, Hannah
cannot change her destiny alone; God
needs to “remember” her in order for her
to conceive.

I also love the way prayer is described
in Hannah’s story, and in the tradition of
commentary. We often think of prayer
as supplication, but many midrashim
note Hannah’s chutzpah in the story
and imagine her prayer as more of a
demand than a request. Again, there
is a rich tension between her ability to
change her situation, and her reliance on
a power outside herself. Is God a partner
in Hannah’s transformation, or a force
activated through her demands? It’s open
to discussion.
Hannah strikes me as a model for dealing
with our desires and disappointment, a
companion in our times of suffering, and an
inspiration for our power to find a way out.
She is a model for emotionally authentic
living, for being present to our sorrows
and disappointments, for taking action
to heal ourselves, and for acknowledging
when we need help. Hannah is a model
for asking for what we really want – and
maybe even demanding it.
Alicia
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HELPFUL THINGS TO KNOW ABOUT
Hannah
• In the interest of time and focus, we have chosen to end our
source text at verse 20. However, Hannah’s story does not
end here.
• First, Hannah carries out the vow she made to dedicate her
son to the service of God. The Torah gives a rather detailed
and fascinating account of her process as she delivers her
beloved son to the Temple, where he will live for the rest
of his life (I Samuel 1:21-28). The Israeli stamp included in
the visual art section of this unit reflects that moment in
the story, and a number of Renaissance paintings (which we
did not include but are easy to find online) also depict this
dramatic occasion.
• Also worth noting is that Hannah’s story continues with a
powerful song of praise in her voice (I Samuel 2:1–11). The
Torah then goes on to describe her knitting “little robes” for
Samuel and bringing them to the Temple each year when she
and Elkanah deliver their annual offering. During these visits,
Eli, the priest, blesses Hannah with more children “in place of
the loan she made to God” (meaning Samuel.)
• Hannah’s story concludes with God giving her an additional
four children: two sons and two daughters.

Teacher’s Version
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SUGGESTED LESSON PLAN
Please adjust this to fit the needs of
your class.
We encourage you to play Marble Floor
or other Girls in Trouble songs as people
are arriving to class.

INTRO
1. If this is the first class, have students introduce themselves. Optional: invite
students to share the first word that pops into their mind when they think of
Jewish prayer

CORE TEXT
2. Introduce concept of chavruta, divide class, pass out packets
3. Chavrutas read Biblical text out loud to each other and discuss questions
4. Come back together to discuss what arose in chavruta. You may want to begin
by inviting students to share their questions about the text and listing them on
the board. Explain that finding unanswered questions in the text is the starting
point of midrash; ask students to refrain from answering questions, unless
the questions address the basic plot of the story. Then continue on to share
responses to question 2

SONG
5. Listen to Marble Floor with lyrics.
6. Discuss song questions as a group

MIDRASH
7. Read the midrashim and discuss the questions, in chavruta or as a class.
Note: as noted above, this unit is midrash-heavy, so unless you are focusing
on rabbinic midrash in your class, you may want to choose only your favorites,
or only one mini-section. If time is limited, focusing on a few is preferable to
zooming over many.

VISUAL ART
8. Look at each group of images with guiding questions. Note that images are small
on the page; for a larger view, project these onto a screen using the “Hannah
images” Powerpoint.

CREATE YOUR OWN MIDRASH
9. Time for individual brainstorming/freewriting/drawing. Students may use
guiding questions to spark their creativity, or simply jump in.
10. Opportunity to share creative responses. Note: we find this works best when
students presenting their work explain elements of visual artwork but let
writing stand on its own.
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INTRO TO MAKING CREATIVE MIDRASH
Some people understandably get very nervous when you ask them to “make art.” A
little preparation can help take the pressure off and encourage people to leave their
perfectionism behind, get their hands dirty and have fun.
Here we offer a Jewish framework, which we call the PARDES model, for art-making
about text. We suggest you share this with your students before beginning. This will
encourage them to experience the midrash, visual art, and music in this session as
creative interpretations. Then, when it’s time to make their own creations at the end
of the lesson, they can look to these examples for ideas.
The PARDES model of Jewish text study can be a useful scaffolding for creating
midrash. “PARDES” is an acronym for the four levels of traditional Jewish text
interpretation, from the most literal to the most mystical. Here, we use each level of
PARDES as an inspiration for art-making:

• Pshat, “simple,” the literal level. What does the text say? Don’t feel you have
to introduce any new concepts; translating a story into your own words (or
images) is a form of commentary. For example, draw a specific moment in the
story, or turn it into a dance.
• Drash, “seeking,” the level of commentary. Where is there room to add into
this text? Could you fill in a narrative gap, like traditional midrashim? Create
a modern, updated version? Add the perspective of a character who remains
silent in the story? Draw a map of where the events in the story might have
happened relative to each other?
• Remez, “hint,” the level of deeper reading. How might this text be connected
to life in surprising ways? What could it be hinting at? You can psychoanalyze a
character’s motivation, draw connections between a contemporary politician
and a character in the story, create a wordless song that captures the feeling
of the story, or reveal a personal story of your own and how it connects to the
traditional text.
• Sod, “secret”, the most mystical level. Traditionally, this one is left for the
experienced mystics. We use it as a catch-all to encourage students to give
their wildest ideas a shot. Create a football play that reflects the interactions of
characters; use interior design to give a character a bedroom that reflects their
personality; write a script imagining a session between a character and her
therapist in the middle of this story.

There has always been a tension between the unchanging stories of Torah, and the
ever-shifting lives of Jews across the centuries. Although these stories come to us
from the ancient world, with a little digging we can see that the issues characters face
echo our own. That work is called midrash. In creating this arts-based curriculum, we
hope participants will experience the ongoing tradition of midrash as both a privilege
and a pleasure.

vi

Girls in Trouble Curriculum Hannah Raises her Voice

TEACHER’s version

Biblical text
1 Samuel 1:1–20
There was a man from Ramataim … whose name was Elkanah ... 2He had two wives, one named Hannah and the other
Peninnah; Peninnah had children, but Hannah was childless. 3This man used to go up from his town every year to worship
and to offer sacrifice to God of Hosts at Shiloh. – Hofni and Pinchas, the two sons of Eli, were priests of God there. 4One
such day, Elkanah offered a sacrifice. He used to give portions to his wife Peninnah and to all her sons and daughters; 5but to
Hannah he would give one portion only – though Hannah was his favorite – for God had closed her womb. 6Moreover, her
rival, to make her miserable, would taunt her that God had closed her womb. 7This happened year after year: Every time she
went up to the House of God, the other would taunt her, so that she wept and would not eat. 8Her husband Elkanah said to
her,“Hannah, why are you crying and why aren’t you eating? Why are you so sad? Am I not more devoted to you than ten
sons?” 9After they had eaten and drunk at Shiloh, Hannah rose. – The priest Eli was sitting on the seat near the doorpost of
the temple of God. – 10In her wretchedness, she prayed to God, weeping all the while. 11And she made this vow: “O God
of Hosts, if You will look upon the suffering of Your maidservant and will remember me and not forget Your maidservant,
and if You will grant Your maidservant a male child, I will dedicate him to God for all the days of his life; and no razor shall
ever touch his head.” 12As she kept on praying before God, Eli watched her mouth. 13Now Hannah was praying in her heart;
only her lips moved, but her voice could not be heard. So Eli thought she was drunk. 14Eli said to her, “How long will you
make a drunken spectacle of yourself? Sober up!” 15And Hannah replied, "Oh no, my God! I am a very unhappy woman. I
have drunk no wine or other strong drink, but I have been pouring out my heart to God. 16Do not take your maidservant
for a worthless woman; I have only been speaking all this time out of my great anguish and distress.” 17“Then go in peace,”
said Eli, “and may the God of Israel grant you what you have asked of Him.” 18She answered, “You are most kind to your
handmaid.” So the woman left, and she ate, and was no longer downcast. 19Early next morning they bowed low before God,
and they went back home to Ramah. Elkanah knew his wife Hannah and God remembered her. 20Hannah conceived, and at
the turn of the year bore a son. She named him Samuel, meaning, “I asked God for him.”
1”

Translation: JPS, slightly edited

.ן־א ִליהּוא ֶּבן־תֹּחּו ֶבן־צּוף ֶא ְפ ָר ִתי
ֱ ּושמֹו ֶא ְל ָקנָ ה ֶּבן־יְ ר ֹ ָחם ֶּב
ְׁ צֹופים ֵמ ַהר ֶא ְפ ָריִ ם
ִ ן־ה ָר ָמ ַתיִ ם
ָ וַ יְ ִהי ִאיׁש ֶא ָחד ִמ1
וְ ָע ָלה ָה ִאיׁש ַההּוא3 .ּול ַחנָּ ה ֵאין יְ ָל ִדים
ְ וְ לֹו ְׁש ֵּתי נָ ִׁשים ֵׁשם ַא ַחת ַחנָּ ה וְ ֵׁשם ַה ֵּׁשנִ ית ְּפנִ נָּ ה וַ יְ ִהי ִל ְפנִ נָּ ה יְ ָל ִדים2
.ּופנְ ָחס כ ֲֹּהנִ ים ַליהוָ ה
ִ י־ע ִלי ָח ְפנִ י
ֵ ֵימה ְל ִה ְׁש ַּת ֲחוֹת וְ ִלזְ ב ַֹּח ַליהוָ ה ְצ ָבאֹות ְּב ִׁשֹלה וְ ָׁשם ְׁשנֵ י ְבנ
ָ ֵמ ִעירֹו ִמיָּ ִמים יָ ִמ
5
ָ נֹות
ֶ ּוב
ְ יה
ָ ֶל־בנ
ָּ ּול ָכ
ְ וַ יְ ִהי ַהּיֹום וַ יִּ זְ ַּבח ֶא ְל ָקנָ ה וְ נָ ַתן ִל ְפנִ נָּ ה ִאשְּׁתֹו4
ּול ַחנָּ ה יִ ֵּתן ָמנָ ה ַא ַחת ַא ָּפיִ ם ִּכי ֶאת־
ְ .יה ָמנֹות
וְ ֵכן7 .י־סגַ ר יְ הוָ ה ְּב ַעד ַר ְח ָמּה
ָ  ַּב ֲעבּור ַה ְּר ִע ָמּה ִּכ,ם־כ ַעס
ַּ ַּוְ ִכ ֲע ַס ָּתה ָצ ָר ָתּה ג6 . וַ יהוָ ה ָסגַ ר ַר ְח ָמּה,ַחנָּ ה ָא ֵהב
ַ ֹ ֹלתּה ְּב ֵבית יְ הוָ ה ֵּכן ַּת ְכ ִע ֶסנָּ ה וַ ִּת ְב ֶּכה וְ לֹא ת
ָ יַ ֲע ֶׂשה ָׁשנָ ה ְב ָׁשנָ ה ִמ ֵּדי ֲע
ישּה ַחנָּ ה
ָׁ ֹּאמר ָלּה ֶא ְל ָקנָ ה ִא
ֶ וַ י8 .אכל
9
ְ ֹ ָל ֶמה ִת ְב ִּכי וְ ָל ֶמה לֹא ת
 וַ ָּת ָקם ַחנָּ ה ַא ֲח ֵרי ָא ְכ ָלה. וְ ָל ֶמה יֵ ַרע ְל ָב ֵבְך ֲהלֹוא ָא ֹנ ִכי טֹוב ָלְך ֵמ ֲע ָׂש ָרה ָּבנִ ים,אכ ִל
10
ַ ל־מזּוזַ ת ֵה
ְ ל־ה ִּכ ֵּסא ַע
ַ תה וְ ֵע ִלי ַהכ ֵֹּהן י ֹ ֵׁשב ַע
ֹ ְב ִׁשֹלה וְ ַא ֲח ֵרי ָׁש
 וְ ִהיא ָמ ַרת נָ ֶפׁש וַ ִּת ְת ַּפ ֵּלל ַעל־יְ הוָ ה.יכל יְ הוָ ה
ָ
א־ת ְׁש ַּכח ֶאת־
ִ ֹ אה ִת ְר ֶאה ָּב ֳענִ י ֲא ָמ ֶתָך ּוזְ ַכ ְר ַּתנִ י וְ ל
ֹ ם־ר
ָ אמר יְ הוָ ה ְצ ָבאֹות ִא
ַ ֹּ וַ ִּתד ֹּר נֶ ֶדר וַ ת11 .ּובכֹה ִת ְב ֶּכה
12
ָ
ֲא ָמ ֶתָך וְ נָ ַת ָּתה ַל ֲא ָמ ְתָך זֶ ַרע ֲאנָ ִׁשים ּונְ ַת ִּתיו ַליהוָ ה ָּכל־יְ ֵמי ַחיָּ יו
 וְ ָהיָ ה ִּכי ִה ְר ְּב ָתה.ּומֹורה לֹא־יַ ֲע ֶלה ַעל־רֹאׁשֹו
ָ ת־פ
ִּ ְל ִה ְת ַּפ ֵּלל ִל ְפנֵ י יְ הוָ ה וְ ֵע ִלי ש ֹׁ ֵמר ֶא
קֹולּה לֹא יִ ָּׁש ֵמ ַע
ָ ְיה נָּ עֹות ו
ָ ל־ל ָּבּה ַרק ְׂש ָפ ֶת
ִ וְ ַחנָּ ה ִהיא ְמ ַד ֶּב ֶרת ַע13 .יה
15
ָ יה ֵע ִלי ַע
ָ אמר ֵא ֶל
ֶ ֹּ וַ י14 .וַ יַּ ְח ְׁש ֶב ָה ֵע ִלי ְל ִׁשכ ָֹּרה
אמר לֹא
ֶ ֹּ  וַ ַּת ַען ַחנָּ ה וַ ת.ד־מ ַתי ִּת ְׁש ַּת ָּכ ִרין ָה ִס ִירי ֶאת־יֵ ינֵ ְך ֵמ ָע ָליִ ְך
ִ ת־רּוח ָא ֹנ ִכי וְ יַ יִ ן וְ ֵׁש ָכר לֹא ָׁש ִת
ַ
ֲאדֹנִ י ִא ָּׁשה ְק ַׁש
,ת־א ָמ ְתָך ִל ְפנֵ י
ֲ  ֶא,ל־ת ֵּתן
ִּ  ַא16 .יתי וָ ֶא ְׁשפְֹּך ֶאת־נַ ְפ ִׁשי ִל ְפנֵ י יְ הוָ ה
17
ֵ יחי וְ ַכ ְע ִסי ִּד ַּב ְר ִּתי ַע
ִ י־מרֹב ִׂש
ֵ ת־ב ִליָּ ַעל ִּכ
ְּ ַּב
ת־ש ָל ֵתְך
ֵׁ אֹלהי יִ ְׂש ָר ֵאל יִ ֵּתן ֶא
ֵ ֵאמר ְל ִכי ְל ָׁשלֹום ו
ֶ ֹּ  וַ יַּ ַען ֵע ִלי וַ י.ד־הנָּ ה
18
.יּו־לּה עֹוד
ָ א־ה
ָ ֹ יה ל
ָ ֶּופנ
ָ ֹּאכל
ַ אמר ִּת ְמ ָצא ִׁש ְפ ָח ְתָך ֵחן ְּב ֵעינֶ יָך וַ ֵּת ֶלְך ָה ִא ָּׁשה ְל ַד ְר ָּכּה וַ ת
ֶ ֹּ  וַ ת.ֲא ֶׁשר ָׁש ַא ְל ְּת ֵמ ִעּמֹו
ת־חנָּ ה ִאשְּׁתֹו וַ יִּ זְ ְּכ ֶר ָה
ַ יתם ָה ָר ָמ ָתה וַ יֵּ ַדע ֶא ְל ָקנָ ה ֶא
ָ ל־ב
ֵּ וַ יַּ ְׁש ִּכמּו ַבב ֶֹּקר וַ יִּ ְׁש ַּת ֲחוּו ִל ְפנֵ י יְ הוָ ה וַ יָּ ֻׁשבּו וַ יָּ בֹאּו ֶא19
.מּואל ִּכי ֵמיְ הוָ ה ְׁש ִא ְל ִּתיו
ֵ ת־שמֹו ְׁש
ְׁ וַ יְ ִהי ִל ְת ֻקפֹות ַהיָּ ִמים וַ ַּת ַהר ַחנָּ ה וַ ֵּת ֶלד ֵּבן וַ ִּת ְק ָרא ֶא20 .יְ הוָ ה

1

Girls in Trouble Curriculum Hannah Raises her Voice

Biblical Text
Questions for discussion
1. What problems or questions do you find in this text?
2. What is your favorite moment in this story?

Teacher’s Version

2
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TEACHER’s version

Song
Marble Floor
by Alicia Jo Rabins/Girls in Trouble
Listen to this song as a class along with the lyrics (during piloting, download song from iTunes, or stream for free at
Bandcamp: https://girlsintrouble.bandcamp.com/track/marble-floor). Questions for discussion are at the end of the lyrics,
and Alicia’s detailed annotations of the song are at the end of this unit.

I opened my mouth but no words came
I lay down to sleep but I did not dream
I looked up at the stars but the sky was dark
like a mirror held up to my heart
A B C, D E F
Take away this alphabet
it’s heavy on my tongue
You can want a thing so bad it seems
That you lose yourself and everybody else
So I got down on my knees on the marble floor
And I cried until my throat was sore

A B C D, E F G
Tell me what you want from me
I’ll do it all I swear
I was not drunk, I was awake
I could not open so I had to break
to let the light come in
A B C D, E F G
Take this alphabet from me
It’s heavy on my tongue

Questions
1. What is your response to this song? How does it make you feel?
2. What parts of this song can you find in the original story? Which parts did the
songwriter add as part of the midrashic process?
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TEACHER’s version

Midrash
Hannah’s prayer
Babylonian Talmud Berakhot 31b
“And she vowed a vow and said, ‘God of Hosts [Adonai Tz’vaot]’” (I Samuel 1:11): Rabbi Elazar said, from the day that The
Holy One created the world, no one called The Holy One “God of Hosts” until Hannah came and prayed. Hannah said
before God: “Master of the Universe, of all the hosts of hosts [or, multitudes of multitudes] that You created in Your
world, is it so difficult for You to give me one child?!” What is this similar to? A king of flesh and blood who made a feast
for his servants. A pauper came and stood at the gate and said to the servants, “Give me one piece of bread!” But they did
not pay attention to him. He pushed his way in and entered before the king. He said to him, “My master the king, from
the entire feast that you prepared is it so difficult for you to give me one piece of bread?!”

 מיום שברא הקדוש ברוך הוא את: אמר רבי אלעזר,)יא:״ותדר נדר ותאמר ה׳ צבאות״ (שמואל א א
 לא היה אדם שקראו להקדוש ברוך הוא צבאות עד שבאתה חנה וקראתו צבאות; אמרה חנה,עולמו
 מכל צבאי צבאות שבראת בעולמך קשה בעיניך שתתן לי בן, רבונו של עולם:לפני הקדוש ברוך הוא
, בא עני אחד ועמד על הפתח, למלך בשר ודם שעשה סעודה לעבדיו- אחד? משל למה הדבר דומה
 מכל, אדוני המלך: אמר לו. תנו לי פרוסה אחת! ולא השגיחו עליו; דחק ונכנס אצל המלך:אמר להם
?סעודה שעשית קשה בעיניך ליתן לי פרוסה אחת
Teacher’s note: God has many names in Judaism. According to this midrash,
Hannah is the first to use one of these names: Adonai Tz’vaot, generally translated
as “God of Hosts.” Tz’vaot is a difficult word to translate in English; “multitudes”
is the probably the most literal translation. (It’s worth noting that tz’vaot means
“armies” in modern Hebrew.) This midrash interprets Hannah’s use of tz’vaot as a
jab at God. Hannah is saying, you can create multitudes - millions and millions of
human beings - but can’t give me one single baby?
We find this midrash fascinating for two reasons. First, we appreciate that it
gives Hannah a great deal of respect - naming God is an act of high importance. A
woman, and not a royal or otherwise “important” woman but a regular person, has
the power to name the Divine.
Second, we are interested in Hannah’s chutzpah here. She does not approach God
with deference and apologies. Instead, she directly demands what she wants,
and argues for why she should get it. If it is hard to ask a boss for a raise ... imagine
approaching the Divine with this sort of demand! And yet this direct confrontation
is what the rabbis imagine as one successful model for approaching the Divine.
Read this way, Hannah is a model for boldly pursuing our heart’s desires, asserting
ourselves – even with God - to get them. How might we apply this in our own
lives, not timidly asking for what we want, but demanding it? What if we adopted
Hannah’s faith that she deserves to get what she wants - that not having received
it does not mean we don’t deserve it? Might this, more than anything, make our
dreams come true?

Questions for
discussion
1. What do you think about this
“demanding” model of prayer?
Does it appeal to you, or not?
Have you ever prayed in this way?
2. How might “demanding” prayer
feel different from “requesting”
prayer,
in terms of the experience of a
person praying?
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TEACHER’s version

Midrash
1: Hannah’s PRayer continued
Babylonian Talmud Berakhot 31a
Rabbi Himnuna said: “How many important laws [about reciting the Amida prayer] we can learn from these verses
about Hannah! “And Hannah was speaking in her heart” (I Samuel 1:11): from here we learn that one who prays must direct
their heart [i.e., pray with intention]. “Only her lips were moving”: from here we learn that one who prays must enunciate
[lit., “cut with their lips”]. “And her voice could not be heard”: from here we learn that it is forbidden to raise one’s voice in
prayer. “And Eli thought she was drunk”: from here we learn that one who is drunk may not pray.

-  וחנה היא מדברת על לבה: כמה הלכתא גברוותא איכא למשמע מהני קראי דחנה:אמר רב המנונא
 וקולה לא ישמע. מכאן למתפלל שיחתוך בשפתיו-  רק שפתיה נעות.מכאן למתפלל צריך שיכוין לבו
. ששכור אסור להתפלל, מכאן-  ויחשבה עלי לשכרה. שאסור להגביה קולו בתפלתו, מכאן-

Questions
1. Do you find it surprising that the rabbis model one of the central Jewish
prayers after Hannah? Why or why not?
2. 	If you were to write rules (or suggestions) for how people should pray,
what would you include?
Teacher’s note: The Amida, one of the most important prayers in Judaism, was composed by the Rabbis to
replace the sacrifices they could no longer offer after the destruction of the Temple. They had to write the
prayer as well as prescribing how one should recite it. And they chose for their model a woman from the
book of Prophets - our own Hannah!
(It is worth noting that these laws apply only to the Amida prayer and not to every Jewish prayer, some of
which are definitely recited out loud.)
According to Jewish law, the Amida is recited three times daily (four on Shabbat and holidays); each time
Jews recite this prayer, we are walking in the footsteps of Hannah. We are told to emulate her focus, her
intensity, and even her physical behavior during her prayer. This is a mark of great respect for Hannah on
the part of the rabbis.
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Teacher’s Version

Midrash
2: Hannah and suffering
Midrash Samuel 2:11
“And Hannah answered ... I am a woman of hardened (lit. hard, keshat) spirit” (1 Samuel 1:15): My spirit has been hardened by
my hard suffering. [Another interpretation:] I am one of those women who receive their gifts in difficulty (lit. hardship,
kashot), like Sarah and her companions.

, רוחי מתקשה כנגד צרתי הקשה,)טו:״ותען חנה ותאמר לא אדוני אשה קשת רוח אנכי״ (שמואל א א
. כגון שרה וחברותיה, מאותן שהן קשות לקבל את מתנותיהן אני,רבי חגי בשם רבי יצחק

Questions for discussion
1. Which reading do you prefer? Do you think
Hannah’s spirit has hardened, or do you think she
is at peace with her difficult path?

S U F F ER I N G A N D P RAY ER

2. In the second interpretation, Hannah draws
on her foremothers for spiritual context and
support. Outside of your family and friends,
where do you find support in difficult times?
(Ancestors, spiritual teachers, other figures?)

One must stand to pray [the Amida] in a state of total
focus [lit. weighty head] … What is the source of these
words? Rabbi Elazar says, it is derived from [Hannah’s
story]: “And she was bitter of soul” (1 Samuel 1:3).

Teacher’s note: This midrash offers two different
versions of how Hannah might have responded and
adapted to her years of suffering.
In the first, her spirit is “hardened” by suffering (JPS
translates this as “I am a very unhappy woman.”) In
the second, she offers an empowered version of her
struggle. In this latter interpretation, Hannah shows
great awareness, knowing that it takes her a long
time to “receive her gifts” and that struggle is part of
that process. She sees her struggle as a mark of her
worthiness, and she also sees her foremothers as her
companions in suffering – much as I suggest we might
see Hannah as a companion in our difficult times.

Babylonian Talmud Berakhot 30b

... אין עומדין להתפלל אלא מתוך כובד ראש
:מנא הני מילי? אמר רבי אלעזר; דאמר קרא
.והיא מרת נפש
This text begins by quoting a foundational rule about how
to recite the Amida prayer: one must “stand to pray” in a
state of total focus. The rabbis then challenge each other
to find a Biblical source for this rule. Rabbi Elazar begins by
suggesting the story of Hannah (although it’s worth noting
that the text goes on to offer a number of other stories as
alternate sources for this rule.)
This text seems to draw on the idea that there is a
connection between longing or suffering and the ability
to connect spiritually. In this understanding, total focus
during prayer is most accessible not during joyful times, but
during difficult ones.
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Teacher’s Version

Midrash
2: Hannah and suffering continued
Genesis Rabbah 45:4
Why were the matriarchs barren? … Because the Holy One longs for their prayer and conversation. [The rabbis find a
poetic expression of this idea in a verse from the Torah’s great love poem:] “O my dove in the cranny of the rocks, Hidden by
the cliff” (Song of Songs 2:14): Why did I make you barren? So that you would “Let me see your face, let me hear your voice”
(Song of Songs 2:14).

 שהקב״ה מתאוה לתפילתן,ולמה נתעקרו אמהות? ר׳ לוי (אמר) בשם ר׳ שילא ר׳ חלבו מש׳ ר׳ יוחנן
 למה עיקרתי אתכם? בשביל ״הראיני את מראיך,)יד: ״יונתי בחגוי הסלע״ (שיר השירים ב.ולסיחתן
.)יד:השמיעני את קולך״ (שיר השירים ב
Teacher’s note: This text addresses the question of theodicy: why bad things happen to good people.
This is always a hot button issue, and we present this text not necessarily as a satisfying answer, but as an
interesting take on Hannah’s story.
The rabbinic authors assume that the matriarchs had trouble conceiving through no fault of their own,
but rather because of God. But why would God cause suffering? In this rabbinic imagining, God longs for
closeness and conversation with the matriarchs, and knows that their suffering will cause them to reach
out for God.
We find this somewhat shocking from a theological perspective. It pains us to imagine a God who
intentionally makes us suffer, and we instinctively recoil from the idea that God would cause suffering in
order to satisfy God’s desires. This feels like a capricious and selfish version of our Divine.
But unsatisfying as this midrash may be as an explanation of suffering, we find it to be a powerful imagining
of how we might grow from these difficult times. The truth is that suffering does occur in everyone’s lives.
This text offers one positive outcome that can come from difficult times: we can grow, personally, and in
relationship to others, including the Divine. This midrash quotes the Song of Songs, the great Jewish love
poem, implying that suffering itself can generate love. Difficult times can open us to others around us. In
these times, we learn to ask for help, we deepen our compassion, we build community, and perhaps we
even call out to God.
This text considers the challenging question - is there a positive outcome of suffering? - and answers that
suffering can cultivate our spirituality. And so Hannah’s years of suffering are an important part of her
story. And the challenges we all experience are an important part of ours as well.

Question for discussion
1. What do you think of this text: have times of difficulty deepened your
sense of spirituality, connection with the Divine, or other people?
Or do you disagree with the premise of this text?
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Midrash
3. Hannah and the female body
Babylonian Talmud Berakhot 31b
“And Hannah was speaking in [lit. ‘on’] her heart” (1 Samuel 1:13): ... she was speaking about matters that rested on [lit.
matters concerning] her heart. She said before God: Master of the Universe, of everything that You created in woman,
you did not create one thing for naught; eyes to see, ears to hear, a nose to smell, a mouth to speak, hands with which to
do work, feet with which to walk, breasts with which to nurse. These breasts that you placed on my heart, for what? Not
to nurse with them? Give me a child and I will nurse with them!”

. על עסקי לבה: אמר רבי אלעזר משום רבי יוסי בן זמרא,)יג:״וחנה היא מדברת על לבה״ (שמואל א א
, עינים לראות, כל מה שבראת באשה לא בראת דבר אחד לבטלה, רבונו של עולם:אמרה לפניו
 דדים להניק, רגלים להלך בהן, ידים לעשות בהם מלאכה, פה לדבר, חוטם להריח,ואזנים לשמוע
. לא להניק בהן? תן לי בן ואניק בהן,בהן; דדים הללו שנתת על לבי למה
Questions for writing
Choose one of these:
1. Write an appreciation: name parts of your body
and the functions you are grateful they perform
(this can be as literal or as poetic as you wish.)
2. Think of something you want, and write a
reasoned argument to God (or another audience)
detailing why you should get it.

A W o r d a bout M ot h e r h ood
& B odi e s
These Rabbinic texts, based on Hannah’s desire for a
child, assume that childbearing and motherhood are an
integral part of the female experience. We want to clearly
acknowledge that this is not part of every woman’s story,
nor does it need to be. We include these texts because
we appreciate these strongly positive (if goal-oriented)
Rabbinic depictions of the female body.
In the same vein, these texts assume “normative” function
of the human body as an ultimate goal. We do not share
this view; rather, bodies come in many forms and abilities,
and all are equally valuable.

Teacher’s note: This midrash beautifully asserts that
God made each part of the female body for a reason.
While Judaism emphasizes intellectual study quite
heavily, our sacred texts also address and often
appreciate the fact that we live in a body. Sometimes
these texts are unfortunately quite misogynistic, but
this midrash feels almost like a yoga class in its loving
attention to different parts of the body, appreciating
their functions. We find it powerful that the rabbis
chose to interpret the simple line, “Hannah was
praying in her heart,” as a woman who dreams of
nursing her child.
To some, this midrash may feel relatable on a literal
level; others may relate more metaphorically to the
desire to use our skills and abilities, our “God-given”
strengths, in a meaningful way. Stepping outside the
literal meaning of this midrash, we are moved by how
this midrash viscerally articulates the human desire
to lead a life that resonates with our passions.
Finally, we appreciate that the rabbis put a classically
rabbinic-sounding argument in the mouth of a female
character, attributing to Hannah their highly honed
style of logical argument.
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Midrash
3. Hannah and the female body continued
Pesikta Rabbati 43
“And she vowed a vow, saying, ‘God of Hosts [Adonai Tz’vaot]’” (1 Samuel 1:11). What is the meaning of “God of Hosts?”…
Hannah said before the Holy One, “Master of the Universe, there is a [heavenly] host above and an [earthly] host below.
The host above do not eat, do not drink, do not reproduce, and do not die, but live forever. And the host below eat,
drink, reproduce and die. And I do not know which host I belong to – above or below. If I belong to the host above, let
me not eat, drink, give birth, or die; rather, let me live forever just as they live forever. And if I belong to the host below,
let me eat, drink, give birth and die, just as they eat, drink and reproduce.” This is the meaning of “God of Hosts.”

 אמרה חנה, אמר רבי יהודה בר׳ סימון, מהו ה׳ צבאות,)יא:״ותדור נדר ותאמר ה׳ צבאות״ (שמואל א א
] הצבא של מעלה אינם [לא. רבונו של עולם יש צבא למעלה יש צבא למטה,לפני הקדוש ברוך הוא
 והצבא שלמטה אוכלים ושותים,אוכלים ולא שותים ולא פרים ורבים ולא מתים אלא חיים לעולם
 אם מצבא של מעלה. אם משל מעלה או משל מטה, ואיני יודעת מאיזו צבא אני.ופרים ורבים ומתים
 לא אהיה לא אוכלת ולא שותית (אלא) [ולא] מולידה ולא מתה אלא חיה לעולם כשם שהם חיים,אני
 אהא אוכלת ושותית ומולידה ומתה כשם שהם אוכלים ושותים ופרים, ואם מצבא של מטה אני.לעולם
. זהו ה׳ צבאות.ורבים
Questions for discussion
1. How does this midrash relate to your own experience of living in a body?
2. Think of a specific request or prayer from God, and choose or create a
name for the Divine that relates to your prayer, as Hannah does in this
midrash.

Teacher’s note: In this midrash, Hannah pleads with God for a child by arguing that reproduction is an intrinsic
part of living in a human body, just like eating, drinking, and death. As noted before, this can be problematic for a
contemporary reader - but if we can look past the assumption that everyone must reproduce, there is a beauty in
Hannah’s embrace of the physical reality of human life.
The Rabbis imagine Hannah honoring the animal side of the human experience; this midrash embraces our mortality,
our non-angelic status, and the fact that we are part of nature. Embodied living is seen as a fundamental part of the
meaning of life. I like how this interpretation emphasizes this simple, basic respect for the body in a conversation
with God; our goal as humans is not to escape our bodies, but to inhabit them more fully. We often think of religion
as looking to transcend the body and access the spiritual plane, whereas this text argues that human fulfillment is
predicated on being fully present in our bodies.
This midrash also powerfully connects reproduction and the end of life, emphasizing the link between these
foundational aspects of the human experience. We cannot have birth without death; either we are angels who know
neither, or humans who must eventually know both. This midrash attributes great wisdom to Hannah, as she chooses
to call the Divine “God of Hosts” to remind God what it means to be human.
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TEACHER’s version

Visual Art
Teacher’s note: A good way to approach these images is to simply spend a few minutes on each depiction of Hannah, having
students describe what they see and responding to the artists’ imagination of her character. This can happen in groups,
chavrutas, or as a class.
Here are some guiding questions as students encounter these images:

Images 1–5: HANNAH’S PRAYER
Questions for discussion
1. What is the relationship between Hannah and Eli? Between Hannah and God?
2. What does Hannah’s body language tell us about how the artist interprets her character and her prayer?
3. Which of these images of Hannah (if any) feels closest to your imagination of her and her prayer?

Image 1

The Prayer of Hannah, from the Paris Psalter, mid 10th
century, tempera on parchment, Byzantine
The red text in the image reads, in Middle Byzantine
iconic Greek, “The Prophetess Hannah, the Mother of
Samuel, lifting her hands on high in prayer, and hearing
from the Lord.”

Teacher’s note: The swastika symbol adorning the corners
of this image was a sacred symbol, used in both ancient
Greek and Buddhist artwork. In early Byzantine art, which
derives much of its visual language from ancient Greece,
the swastika was worn on the body (very much like the
cross) as a talisman to protect against illness and the devil.
The use of the swastika in this 10th century Byzantine
illumination marks a long tradition of symmetrically
balanced, interwoven and geometric border decorations
within Hellenistic art. It likely still retained its sacred and
protective significance as well.
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Visual Art
HANNAH’S PRAYER continued

Image 2

Image 3

1 Samuel 1:14, Illustration by Swiss artist and storyteller
Annie Vallotton, as taken from the Good News Translation
©1976, 1992, 2015 American Bible Society.

Hannah Before Eli the High Priest from an illuminated bible,
Malnazar and Aghap’ir, 1637 - 1638, Tempera colors, gold
paint, and gold leaf on parchment, Armenian, Isfahan,
Persia
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Visual Art
HANNAH’S PRAYER continued

Image 4

Image 5

Hannah and Eli, from Biblia Ectypta, engraving by
Christoph Weigl, German, 1654-1725

Libra, Avner Moriah, oil on canvas, 2001, Jerusalem, Israel.

Teacher’s note: the text on this image is a summary of this
moment in the story. “Hannah apologized to Eli, saying that
she is not drunk. After that he consoles her and lets her go
with [his] blessing.” Translation by Julian Voss-Andreae.

Teacher’s note: the zodiac sign of Libra (written in Hebrew
on the bottom left square, in pink) occurs during the
Hebrew month of Tishrei (written in the bottom right
square). During Tishrei, the month of the High Holy Days,
we read Hannah’s story as the Rosh Hashana haftarah.
The text beneath the image is from 1 Samuel 2:1-3: “And
Hannah prayed: ‘Talk no more with lofty pride, let no
arrogance cross your lips, for the Lord is an all-knowing
God, by whom all actions are measured.’”

We note that the original story does not portray Hannah
as “apologizing” to Eli! This is a midrashic interpretation
on the part of the artist, which unfortunately seems to
take away some of Hannah’s power in the story. Strangely,
Hannah’s posture here does not seem particularly
apologetic and even feels more powerful than in other
depictions!

Painted as part of the Women of the Zodiac project for the
Jewish Theological Seminary. www.avnermoriah.com
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Visual Art
Images 6–7: Hannah’s home life
Questions for discussion
1. These artists choose very different settings to depict similar material: Elkanah comforting Hannah, and Penina with
her children. How does each of these images make you feel?
2. If we consider these as visual midrashim about Hannah and her family, what are the differences and similarities
between these two interpretations? Do you have a favorite?

Image 6

Elkanah and his Two Wives Peninnah and Hannah,
Barent Fabritius, oil on canvas, 1655, Dutch

13

Girls in Trouble Curriculum Hannah Raises her Voice

Teacher’s Version

Visual Art
Hannah’s home life continued

Image 7
Teacher’s note: the artist writes this description of her
illumination. “Here you see Hannah locked in a bubble of
her own acidic depression, unable to perceive her husband’s
loving attention, unable to participate in the flourishing
household filled with the presence of her husband’s
second wife’s children....I employ the kabbalistic idea of
the primordial vessel, here shown as the clay storage jars
that were plastic bags of the era, to act as something of a
barometer for the community’s sense of well-being. Outside
of Hannah’s green bubble, the upright, brimming jars
symbolize the wholeness and health of her husband’s second
wife’s family; piercing her depression, broken clay potsherds
express her pain.”
Image 7 and 8 from the book: Arise, Arise! Deborah, Ruth, and
Hannah
http://dbandart.com/books/arisearise-deborah-ruth-andhannah/

Hannah, Illumination 2, illuminated manuscript on
calfskin vellum, with ink, gouache and 23 KT gold,
Debra Band, American, 2011
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Visual Art
IMAGES 8–9: Hannah as a mother
Teacher’s note: These images depict different moments in Hannah’s life as a mother. In the first, she joyously holds her baby
up to the sky. In the second, she stands beside her son in the Temple, where he is dedicated as a servant of God (as Hannah
promised in verse 11).

Questions for discussion
1. What theme of Hannah’s story is emphasized by the moment each artist chooses to depict?
2. If you were to create a midrash imagining Hannah’s relationship with her son, which moment would you choose?
3. How do you think Israeli culture might have influenced the stamp’s depiction of Hannah and Samuel?

Image 8

Image 9

Teacher’s note: this image
depicts Hannah dedicating her
son Samuel to the service of
God in the Temple, as she vows
in our text, verse 11. The text
continues with a description
of Hannah’s process as she
fulfills her vow; if you’d like to
read the full story, see I Samuel
1:21-28.
Hannah, Illumination 9, illuminated manuscript on
calfskin vellum, with ink, gouache and 23 KT gold,
Debra Band, American, 2011
Teacher’s note: text from 1 Samuel 1:19-20

Hannah, Asher Kalderon, from “Moadim L’Simcha” series,
Israeli stamp, 1984
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Create
SOME IDEAS TO JUMP-START YOUR OWN
CREATIVE INTERPRETATIONS
Choose one of these verses and write, draw, dance or
sing about it:

Or try one of these:

›› One such day, Elkanah offered a sacrifice. He used
to give portions to his wife Peninnah and to all her
sons and daughters; but to Hannah he would give one
portion only — though Hannah was his favorite — for
God had closed her womb. (1 Samuel 1:4-5)

›› Draw Hannah in prayer; decide whether or not to
include Eli and God, and if so, how and where to depict
them

VISUAL

›› In her wretchedness, she prayed to God, weeping all
the while. (1:10)

›› Using torn paper midrash (ripping colored paper
and gluing or taping it down to create an image) - or
any other medium - depict the relationship between
Hannah and Peninnah

›› Now Hannah was praying in her heart; only her lips
moved, but her voice could not be heard. (1:13)

MUSIC

›› Eli said to her, “How long will you make a drunken
spectacle of yourself? Sober up!” (1:14)

›› Write Hannah’s prayer in the form of a melody or a
song with words
›› Create a song based on Hannah’s song (1 Samuel
2:1–10) about the gratitude she feels when her prayers
are answered

MOVEMENT
›› Dance a prayer
›› Interpret the midrash from Genesis Rabbah 45:4
(about the dove emerging from the rocks) through
dance. If you want, use music from your phone or
computer as a soundtrack

WRITING
›› Write a prayer - for yourself or for the world.
›› Write about a personal experience you had that feels
connected to Hannah’s story
›› Summarize Hannah’s story in six words
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Create
Space for your Midrash

Teacher’s Version
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Appendix
Marble Floor: EXPLANATION OF
A MUSICAL MIDRASH
by Alicia Jo Rabins
Some Girls in Trouble songs are commissions or requests.
This is one of those - thanks to the wonderful Rabbi Ellen
Lippman, of congregation Kolot Chayeinu in Brooklyn, NY,
where I taught bar/bat mitzvah students. More specifically,
Rabbi Lippman asked me if I had a song about Hannah to
perform during Rosh Hashana, when we read Hannah’s
story as the haftarah. I said no, but I’d be happy to write
one. So I debuted this song on the bimah during services
for one of the holiest days of the year.
No pressure.
That said, I was thrilled to write about Hannah. First of all,
Chana is my Hebrew name. More importantly, it’s always
a particular pleasure for me to write about the women in
Torah who take bold risks and are rewarded for it. Growing
up, I didn’t know these women existed. Although I did have
a bat mitzvah, my deep Jewish education began during
college, when a chance encounter led me to study Jewish
texts for the first time. I had always assumed women in
Torah would be powerless creatures, trapped in an ancient
patriarchal, world with few opportunities to control their
own destiny; I was shocked to find that the Torah contains
stories of strong, brave, active women like Tamar, Deborah,
Rachel, and yes, Hannah.
I love how Hannah’s story addresses the universal human
experience of wanting something deeply - experiencing
a profound need for something we don’t have. And I love
how Hannah offers a model of prayer which is not humble,
but instead full of chutzpah and direct demands.

Hannah’s strength is especially dear to my heart because
it lies in her ability to embrace her own vulnerability.
Hannah’s power comes not through pretending to be
brave, but rather through fully inhabiting her difficult
reality. She speaks openly about her sorrow and her
longing, and in the end, it is her speech that brings about
what she most desires. I think this can be a lesson for all
of us as we negotiate the balance between our public and
private selves, between the face we show the world, and
the innermost longings of our secret hearts.
I also love Hannah’s relationship to God, not as a distant
force beyond her reckoning, but as an intimate Presence.
God is sensitive enough to hear Hannah when she
whispers, yet powerful enough to withstand the full force
of her demands. The chorus includes a nod to another
model of Jewish prayer: the story of the little boy in the
back of the synagogue, who recites the Hebrew alphabet
because he doesn’t know any of the traditional prayers, and
whose pure intention makes his pleas more powerful than
those of the learned rabbis at the front of the congregation.
Writing this song, I thought about speech, prayer,
the alphabet. I thought about how hard it can be to
honestly acknowledge our struggles, our difficulties, our
disappointments, and our truth. I thought about how
Hannah activates God’s powerful presence through
speech, just as God spoke and created the world.
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Appendix
Marble Floor, annotated
by Alicia Jo Rabins/Girls in Trouble

I opened my mouth but no words came1
I lay down to sleep but I did not dream
I looked up at the stars but the sky was dark
like a mirror held up to my heart
A B C, D E F
Take away this alphabet
it’s heavy on my tongue
2

You can want a thing so bad it seems
That you lose yourself and everybody else
So I got down on my knees on the marble floor3
And I cried until my throat was sore

1 1 Samuel 1:13: Now Hannah was praying in her heart; only her lips
moved, but her voice could not be heard.
2 The chorus of this song draws on the famous Jewish folk tale of
a small boy who didn’t know any Hebrew prayers, only the alphabet.
He desperately wanted to pray to God, so he went to the back of the
synagogue and started to fervently recite the letters: “Aleph, bet,
gimel...” The important men in the congregation, furious at the boy for
interrupting the service, stand up and yell at him, but the rabbi rebukes
them. He says that the boy’s alphabet, because it comes directly
from his heart, is the holiest prayer that has ever been recited in the
synagogue.
3 Although the text says that Hannah was standing, I – like some of
the visual artists – imagined her kneeling on the floor in her despair, and
took some liberties.

A B C D, E F G
Tell me what you want from me
I’ll do it all I swear4
I was not drunk, I was awake
I could not open so I had to break5
to let the light come in6
A B C D, E F G
Take this alphabet from me
It’s heavy on my tongue

4 1 Samuel 1:11 And she made this vow: “O God of Hosts, if You will
look upon the suffering of Your maidservant and will remember me and
not forget Your maidservant, and if You will grant Your maidservant a
male child, I will dedicate him to God for all the days of his life; and no
razor shall ever touch his head.”
5 This is related to the midrashim about suffering enabling a
connection with the Divine. I imagined that Hannah, after years of
trying to hold it together, had to really let go and feel the full force of her
sorrow - and demand a change to her circumstances - in order to change
her destiny.
6 A nod to one of the best lyrics of all time, by my favorite songwriter
Leonard Cohen, from his song “Anthem.” Note that these words are
also about what happens in the Temple and how acknowledging our
brokenness is a crucial part of relating to the Divine: “Ring the bells that
still can ring / Forget your perfect offering / There is a crack, a crack in
everything / That’s how the light gets in”
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