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Teacher’s Guide
TEACHER’s vERsion

What is this curriculum?
the Girls in trouble curriculum is an 
arts-based learning experience about 
women in torah created by musician, 
writer and Jewish educator alicia Jo 
rabins.

The curriculum consists of ten units 
inspired by and structured around “Girls 
in Trouble,” Alicia’s musical project about 
women in Torah. The units can be used 
alone or in any combination; each one 
follows a woman character through a 
Biblical story, rabbinic interpretations, 
visual art, and a Girls in Trouble song. 

As part of the session, participants 
are invited to create their own artistic 
interpretation of a character’s story 
and to share it through the online 
“Gallery of Biblical Women” at www.
girlsintroublemusic.com. By doing this, 
we invite you to join the Jewish tradition 
of keeping our texts vibrantly alive, and 
help develop our communal body of 
commentary on the women of Torah.

A word about intersectionality
The Girls in Trouble song cycle and this 
curriculum are, of course, just a beginning 
– or, more accurately, a continuation of 
the interpretive tradition that has gone 
on for millenia, and of the feminist Torah 
study pioneered in recent decades.

Countless characters from Torah and 
midrash, both women and men, remain 
to be explored, not just through the lens 
of gender, but also through race, class, 
sexuality, and other identities. We hope 
that Girls in Trouble inspires you to find 
your own truth echoed in the tradition, 
and to carry on the work by creating your 
own commentary.

Why women?  
Our goal is to bring light to the often 
under-studied stories of women in Torah. 

Our reason for focusing on stories of 
women 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 these stories, specifically because 
they are about women, can reveal 
interesting ambiguities within Torah. 

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. 

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, music and 
other interpretations of Torah. Through 
midrash, we seek to find the place where 
these stories about power, human 
sexuality, and resourceful responses to 
difficult situations resonate in our lives.SAMPLE
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Teacher’s Guide

TEACHER’s vERsion

Practical advice for  
usinG this curriculum
1. Pick and choose – don’t try to fit 
in all the sources 
unless your class is very long (say three 
hours), or you are using this unit over 
several sessions, this is more content 
than you can comfortably cover in one 
lesson. if using the midrashim feels too 
text-heavy for your class, leave them out 
entirely and just focus on the music and/ 
or art. Or, you may choose a particular 
moment or angle of the story to focus on, 
and explore that through selections from 
the different source sections.

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
Chavruta (partner) study, the traditional 
Jewish method of bringing Torah to life, 
is a powerful way to unlock these texts; 
incorporate as much chavruta study of 
the texts as possible. if you are new to 
chavruta study, 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 should also feel welcome to 
challenge the midrashic, artistic and 
musical interpretations included in this 
curriculum.

4. Have fun with the visual art
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 or art history, it is likely that questions 
will come up about the visual art which 
you can’t answer – that’s ok! 

encourage students to notice 
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. Note 
that we are not particularly interested 
in analyzing these images academically, 
looking at them in historical context, or 
focusing on the biography of the artist. 
We suggest you steer students back to 
the content if they get bogged down in 
academic details. 

That said, we have occasionally included 
information that specifically helps 
participants understand the midrashic 
and interpretive elements of the 
artwork, especially when contemporary 
artists explain their work. This can help 
demystify the artistic process and help 
empower students to create their own 
interpretations.

5. technology
Included in your download is a pdf of 
the student version, a PowerPoint of 
this unit’s images, and an mp3 of the 
Girls in trouble song. 

The student version is the same as the 
teacher version, except without the 
Teacher’s Notes in green. 

Don’t forget if you are playing the Girls 
in Trouble song you’ll need speakers. 
Computer speakers can work in a pinch.

if your classroom is equipped, you can 
project the PowerPoint so that students 
see images as a class. Note that some 
of the images are not high-res and may 
appear less crisp when printed out.

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 and insert their voices into 
the unfolding process of Torah study. 

Of course, some classes will not have 
time for a creative session, but when 
possible, we suggest leaving at least  
15-20 minutes for creative time, in 
addition to some time for sharing work 
with classmates. 

Please remember (and help  
participants remember) that the goal  
is to have fun and experiment, not to 
achieve perfection! In the spirit of 
ongoing discussion, participants are 
encouraged to upload their creations 
(anonymously or credited) to the  
“Gallery of Biblical Women” blog at  
www.girlsintroublemusic.com. 

7. 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. musically inclined 
participants may want to bring a guitar or 
ukulele for the creative portion. 

SAMPLE



Girls in Trouble CurriCulum MiriaM in the desert iii

Teacher’s Guide

TEACHER’s vERsion

Why this moment in miriam’s life?

helPful thinGs to knoW about             
miriam’s life

miriam the Prophet is one of the most 
famous women in torah. 

much artwork celebrates the famous 
moment when miriam joyously leads 
the israelites in song at the Sea of reeds 
after their escape from Egypt, or the 
wonderful tradition according to which 
she provides water to the israelites while 
they wander the desert. 

This unit, however, primarily addresses 
a difficult moment later in Miriam’s life, 
a lesser-known story from the book of 
Numbers, when miriam is stricken with 
leprosy and exiled after criticizing her 
brother moses.  

Note: all these events happened before our story 
• Miriam is a prophetess  (Exodus 15:19)

• miriam is introduced in the Torah as the older sister of 
Moses, who led the Israelites out of Egypt. She is a protective 
older sister to her brother moses, watching over him in the 
Nile (Exodus 2:4–8)

• in between miriam (the oldest) and moses (the youngest) 
is their brother, Aaron, who becomes the High Priest of the 
israelites

• Miram leads the women in song at the Sea (Exodus 15:21)

• According to tradition, Miriam provided water to the 
israelites as they wandered in the desert (based on  
Numbers 20:1–2) 

• Midrashic traditions about Miriam include a focus on the 
sanctity of procreation, and a willingness to intervene in 
moral situations. The midrash imagines her encouraging her 
parents to reunite, leading to the birth of moses 

• if you’re interested in a more comprehensive account 
of miriam’s Biblical life, the Jewish Women’s Archive 
encyclopedia entry has an excellent one-page summary.
http://jwa.org/encyclopedia/article/miriam-bible

i love the celebrated stories of female 
leadership, and i am glad miriam is rightly 
honored for her contributions to Israelite 
history in song, art, and (in modern times) 
with a special cup at the seder table. But 
when writing my Miriam song, I decided to 
write about this challenging moment rather 
than the Song at the Sea. i was interested 
in such a beloved character expereincing 
exile and exclusion; I felt it was something 
relatable and worth exploring. 

After all, we all experience moments of 
feeling like we are on the outside looking 
in. These difficult moments are as much 
a part of life as celebration and joy, and 

i appreciated the fact that the Torah 
includes a story of such an experience. 

In writing the Girls in Trouble song 
“Snow/Scorpions and Spiders,” as well 
as putting together the sources for this 
unit, i wanted to consider what miriam’s 
experience of this might have been like, 
and to investigate her story as a source 
of companionship for the inevitable 
moments of alienation and isolation we 
encounter  in our own lives.

SAMPLE
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Teacher’s Guide

TEACHER’s vERsion

suGGested lesson Plan 
Please adjust this to fit the needs 
of your class. This lesson plan is for a 
longer class; any one section can be used 
independently and in fact, for a shorter 
class, we suggest you pick and choose.

If you’re looking for a simple teacher’s 
guide to the Girls in trouble song 
about Miriam, the appendix to this unit 
includes a section called Explanation of 
a Musical Midrash where Alicia shares 
thoughts, sources and interpretations 
underlying the song.

We encourage you to play Snow/
Scorpions and Spiders  or other Girls in 
Trouble songs as people are arriving to 
class. 

INTrO 
1.  Invite participants to say their name and (if they wish) share one personal 

experience, large or small, of loneliness or solitude. 

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 and 3.

SONG 
5.  Listen to Snow/Scorpions and Spiders with lyrics.  

6.  discuss song questions as a group.

MIdRASH
7.  Read the midrashim and discuss the questions, in chavruta or as a class. 

unless you are focusing on rabbinic midrash in your class, you may want to 
choose only your favorite(s), especially if time is limited.

VISuAl ARt 
8.  look at the images with guiding questions. Images are small on the page; if 

possible, project these onto a screen using the “MIRIAM IMAGES” PowerPoint. 

CReAte yOuR OWN MIdRASH 
9.  time for individual brainstorming/free writing/drawing. Students may use 

the guiding questions provided to spark their creativity, or simply jump in.

10.  Opportunity to share creative responses. We find this works best when 
students presenting their work explain elements of visual artwork but let 
writing stand on its own. 

11. Encourage students to join the conversation beyond the class by uploading  
their own interpretations to the Gallery of Biblical Women at  
www.girlsintroublemusic.com/gallery.

SAMPLE
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Biblical text

במדבר יב:א-טו
ֹּאְמרּו ֲהַרק ַאְך־ ית ָלָקח: 2ַוי ָשה ֻכשִׁ י־אִׁ ר ָלָקח כִׁ ית ֲאשֶׁ ָשה ַהֻכשִׁ ה ַעל־אֹּדֹות ָהאִׁ ְרָים ְוַאֲהרֹּן ְבמֹּשֶׁ ר מִׁ 1ַוְתַדבֵּ

י  ר ַעל־ְפנֵּ כֹּל ָהָאָדם ֲאשֶׁ ה ענו ָעָניו ְמאֹּד מִׁ יש מֹּשֶׁ ְשַמע ְיקָֹּוק: 3ְוָהאִׁ ר ַויִׁ בֵּ ֹּא ַגם־ָבנּו דִׁ ר ְיקָֹּוק ֲהל בֶׁ ה דִׁ ְבמֹּשֶׁ
ָהֲאָדָמה:

ד  רֶׁ ְצאּו ְשָלְשָתם: 5ַויֵּ ד ַויֵּ ל מֹועֵּ ל־אֹּהֶׁ ם אֶׁ ְרָים ְצאּו ְשָלְשְתכֶׁ ל־מִׁ ל־ַאֲהרֹּן ְואֶׁ ה ְואֶׁ ל־מֹּשֶׁ ְתאֹּם אֶׁ ר ְיקָֹּוק פִׁ ֹּאמֶׁ 4ַוי

ה  ְהיֶׁ ם־יִׁ ְמעּו־ָנא ְדָבָרי אִׁ ר שִׁ ֹּאמֶׁ ם: 6ַוי יהֶׁ ְצאּו ְשנֵּ ְרָים ַויֵּ ְקָרא ַאֲהרֹּן ּומִׁ ל ַויִׁ ַתח ָהאֹּהֶׁ ְיקָֹּוק ְבַעּמּוד ָעָנן ַוַיֲעמֹּד פֶׁ
ל־ ה אֶׁ ֱאָמן הּוא: 8פֶׁ י נֶׁ יתִׁ ה ְבָכל־בֵּ י מֹּשֶׁ ן ַעְבדִׁ ֹּא־כֵּ ר־בֹו: 7ל ְתַוָדע ַבֲחלֹום ֲאַדבֶׁ ָליו אֶׁ ם ְיקָֹּוק ַבַּמְרָאה אֵּ יֲאכֶׁ ְנבִׁ
ַחר־ַאף  ה: 9ַויִׁ י ְבמֹּשֶׁ ר ְבַעְבדִׁ ם ְלַדבֵּ אתֶׁ ֹּא ְירֵּ יט ּוַמדּוַע ל ידֹּת ּוְתֻמַנת ְיקָֹּוק ַיבִׁ ֹּא ְבחִׁ ה ְול ר־בֹו ּוַמְראֶׁ ה ֲאַדבֶׁ פֶׁ
ה ְמצָֹּרַעת:  נֵּ ְרָים ְוהִׁ ל־מִׁ ן ַאֲהרֹּן אֶׁ פֶׁ ג ַויִׁ ְרָים ְמצַֹּרַעת ַכָשלֶׁ ה מִׁ נֵּ ל ְוהִׁ ַעל ָהאֹּהֶׁ ָעָנן ָסר מֵּ ַלְך: 10ְוהֶׁ ְיקָֹּוק ָבם ַויֵּ
י  ר ָחָטאנּו: 12ַאל־ָנא ְתהִׁ ר נֹוַאְלנּו ַוֲאשֶׁ ינּו ַחָטאת ֲאשֶׁ ת ָעלֵּ י ַאל־ָנא ָתשֵּ י ֲאדֹּנִׁ ה בִׁ ל־מֹּשֶׁ ר ַאֲהרֹּן אֶׁ ֹּאמֶׁ 11ַוי

ל ָנא ְרָפא ָנא ָלּה: אמֹּר אֵּ ל־ְיקָֹּוק לֵּ ה אֶׁ ְצַעק מֹּשֶׁ י ְבָשרֹו: 13ַויִׁ ל ֲחצִׁ ָאכֵּ ּמֹו ַויֵּ ם אִׁ חֶׁ רֶׁ אתֹו מֵּ ר ְבצֵּ ת ֲאשֶׁ ַכּמֵּ

ה  חּוץ ַלַּמֲחנֶׁ ים מִׁ ְבַעת ָימִׁ ר שִׁ ָסגֵּ ים תִׁ ְבַעת ָימִׁ ם שִׁ ָכלֵּ ֹּא תִׁ יָה ֲהל יָה ָירֹּק ָיַרק ְבָפנֶׁ ה ְוָאבִׁ ל־מֹּשֶׁ ר ְיקָֹּוק אֶׁ ֹּאמֶׁ 14ַוי

ְרָים׃ ף מִׁ ָאסֵּ ֹּא ָנַסע ַעד־הֵּ ים ְוָהָעם ל ְבַעת ָימִׁ ה שִׁ חּוץ ַלַּמֲחנֶׁ ְרָים מִׁ ר מִׁ ָסגֵּ ף: 15ַותִׁ ָאסֵּ ְוַאַחר תֵּ

TEACHER’s vERsion

Teacher’s note: Ask students to study this text out loud in chavruta (emphasize that the text should be to read out loud; there 
should be a buzz in the room) and then discuss questions 1-3 below. Students can raise their hands to call you over if they 
have clarification questions while reading.

Numbers 12:1–15
1Miriam and Aaron spoke against Moses about the Cushite woman he had married, for he had married a Cushite woman. 
2They said, “Has God spoken only through Moses? Has God not spoken through us as well?” God heard it. 3Now Moses 
was a very humble man, more so than any other man on earth. 

4Suddenly God called to Moses, Aaron, and Miriam, “Come out, you three, to the Tent of Meeting.” So the three of 
them went out. 5God came down in a pillar of cloud, stopped at the entrance of the Tent, and called out, “Aaron and 
Miriam!” The two of them came forward; 6and God said, “Hear these My words: When a prophet of God arises among 
you, I make Myself known to him in a vision, I speak with him in a dream. 7Not so with My servant Moses; he is trusted 
throughout My household. 8With him I speak mouth to mouth, plainly and not in riddles, and he beholds the likeness of 
God. How then did you not shrink from speaking against My servant Moses!” 9Still incensed with them, God departed. 
10As the cloud withdrew from the Tent, there was Miriam stricken with snow-white scales! When Aaron turned toward 
Miriam, he saw that she was stricken with scales. 11And Aaron said to Moses, “O my lord, account not to us the sin which 
we committed in our folly. 12Let her not be as one dead, who emerges from his mother’s womb with half his flesh eaten 
away.” 13So Moses cried out to God, saying, “O God, pray heal her!”

14But God said to Moses, “If her father spat in her face, would she not bear her shame for seven days? Let her be shut out 
of camp for seven days, and then let her be readmitted.” 15So Miriam was shut out of camp seven days; and the people did 
not march on until Miriam was readmitted. 

Translation: JPS, edited

SAMPLE
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Biblical Text

TEACHER’s vERsion

Questions for discussion 

1. What are the most compelling questions that arise as you read this text?

2. Can you think of a modern story (from your life, or from film or literature) where a contemporary person’s 
 experience echoes Miriam’s in some way?

3. How might Miriam’s experience of being “shut out of the camp seven days” impact her sense of self? 

4. How might it affect her relationship to God, Moses, and her community?

SAMPLE
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Song
TEACHER’s vERsion

Teacher’s note: listen to this song as a class along with the lyrics. The recording is packaged with curriculum download, 
and it can also be found on iTunes and streaming on Bandcamp. 

You can find Alicia’s thoughts about the song together with Torah souce references in the Appendix. 

Questions for discussion 

1. Apart from the words, what does the artist convey 
about the emotional experience of Miriam through 
the music? 

2. “If anybody had asked me / I might not have chosen 
to go / But everyone knows / Sometimes you don’t 
have a choice;” does the Miriam of this interpretation 
seem to be resigned to her fate or angry? In your 
imagination of Miriam’s experience, how would she 
respond to her leprosy and exile?

Well my mother named me bitter
Although as a child I was so kind
Hiding myself in the trees to watch over my brother

But still my name was bitter
Bitter the taste of the sea
Bitter the cries of the horses drowning behind us

If anybody had asked me
I might not have chosen to go
But everyone knows
Sometimes you don’t have a choice

So when he said You’re banished,
Seven days in the desert alone
I just started walking
I knew there was nothing to say

The scorpions and the spiders
Crawled up to me and stopped in my shade
Together in silence we watched
As the sun crossed the sky

And if your father spit in your face
Wouldn’t you want to leave that place
And if your skin should turn to snow
Wouldn’t you have to go

And if your God should turn from you
wouldn’t you turn too.

Still I don’t regret a minute
And I don’t regret an hour
of the week that I lived all alone
at the top of the mountain

Though no voice came down from heaven
and I never saw words written in fire 
I did see the birds of prey pick all the carcasses clean

If anybody had asked me
I might not have chosen to go
But everyone knows
Sometimes you don’t have a choice

And if your father spit in your face
Wouldn’t you want to leave that place
And if your skin should turn to snow
Wouldn’t you have to go
And if your God should turn from you
wouldn’t you turn too.

snoW/scorPions and sPiders 
by Girls in trouble/Alicia Jo Rabins

SAMPLE
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Midrash

ורבנן אמרי תדע לך שהנגעים באין על לה״ר הרי מרים הצדקת ע״י שדברה לשון הרע במשה אחיה 
קרבו בה הנגעים מנין שנאמר )דברים כה( זכור את אשר עשה ה׳ אלהיך למרים.

TEACHER’s vERsion

Teacher’s note: This is the classic interpretation 
of Miriam’s affliction: leprosy is a punishment 
for slander. See sidebar for more information on 
Biblical leprosy.

  

Teacher’s note: For a shorter or more art-focused class, please feel free to omit the midrash section. If you would like to 
include midrashim but time is limited, feel free to select from among these.   

midrash 1
devarim Rabba 6:8
The Rabbis say, “Know that leprosy comes on account of speaking slander (lashon hara).  Look at the righteous Miriam; 
because she spoke slander of her brother Moses, she was stricken with plagues, as it is written, “Remember what the Lord 
your God did to Miriam along the way, as you were leaving Egypt (Deuteronomy 24:9)” 

Question for discussion 

 › Which of your questions about the original text 
does this midrash address, and which does it leave 
unanswered?

eVeRytHING yOu WANted tO 
KNOW ABOut lePROSy But 
WeRe AfRAId tO ASK

Multiple sections of the Torah are concerned with 
the diagnosis and treatment of tzaraat, commonly 
translated as “leprosy.” Our story is one of the few 
narrative moments about tzaraat.

It’s important to know that tzaraat, though 
translated “leprosy,” is not the same as modern, 
medical leprosy.  Modern leprosy is a bacterial 
disease of the human body; tzaraat is considered 
to be a spiritual illness which manifests in skin 
ailments, and also appears in clothes and the walls 
of houses. 

If you are really into the leprosy stuff, there is 
a great article in the Jewish Encyclopedia with 
more details about what Biblical leprosy probably 
looked like and how it grew to be conflated 
with medical leprosy. It’s here: http://www.
jewishencyclopedia.com/articles/9774-leprosy
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Midrashic Interpretations

ותדבר מרים ואהרן במשה, מלמד ששניהם דברו בו אלא שמרים פתחה בדבר שלא היתה מרים רגילה 
לדבר בפני אהרן אלא מפני צורך השעה 

TEACHER’s vERsion

Teacher’s note: This midrash uses a grammatical oddity in the text to answer a 
question about the story: why was Miriam punished, if both she and Aaron spoke 
against Moses?

The rabbis explain Miriam’s punishment using a close grammatical reading.  
Hebrew is a gendered language, and the verb form the Torah uses for “speaking” 
against Moses is feminine. According to this midrash, the Torah’s grammatical 
clue teaches us that miriam was the one punished because she was the one who 
initiated the criticism of Moses.

midrash 2
Sifrei on Numbers Behaalotcha, 99
“Miriam and Aaron spoke [va-tedaber] against Moses...” (Numbers 12:1).  [The use of the feminine singular form,  
“va-tedaber,”] teaches that although both of them spoke against Moses, Miriam initiated the conversation. Miriam did not 
normally speak before Aaron, but she did in this case, because it was urgent.   

Question for 
discussion 

 › What problem in the text does this 
midrash address? Are you satisfied 
with its answer?

SAMPLE
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ותדבר מרים ואהרן במשה, מנין היתה מרים יודעת שפירש משה מפריה ורביה אלא שראת את צפורה 
שאינה מתקשטת בתכשיטי נשים אמרה לה מה לך שאין את מתקשטת בתכשיטי נשים אמרה לה אין 

אחיך מקפיד בדבר לכך ידעה מרים ואמרה לאחיה ושניהם דברו בו

TEACHER’s vERsion

Teacher’s note: This midrash puts an unexpected twist on the story, focusing on miriam and moses’s wife.

Reading carefully, you’ll notice two separate criticisms of Moses in the Torah story. Many readers focus on 12:2, in which 
Miriam challenges Moses’ status as the only prophet. But there is an earlier criticism in Numbers 12:1, which concerns his 
Cushite wife. This midrash focuses on that mysterious line about moses’ wife.

it is not clear exactly what miriam and Aaron’s issue with moses’ wife is from the text. Some modern readers suggest it may 
reflect a racial bias, since Cush is the Biblical word for the region of Ethiopia and the Cushite woman may have been darker-
skinned than Miriam and Moses. This midrash interprets 12:1 differently: not as Miriam criticizing Moses’ wife herself, but 
rather, criticizing Moses’ behavior towards her. In this interpretation, Miriam takes Moses to task for withdrawing sexually 
in his marriage. This echoes a midrashic tradition of Miriam addressing (and ending) a period of abstinence in her parents’ 
marriage earlier in her life; the young Miriam convinces her exhausted parents to reunite, leading to the conception and birth 
of moses.

While we generally consider sex to be a private matter, in the rabbinic mind, marital abstinence directly disobeys God’s 
commandment in Genesis to “be fruitful and multiply,” and indirectly threatens the survival of the Jewish people.  And so it is an 
urgent enough matter for Miriam (and Aaron) to discuss behind Moses’ back – despite his standing as their older brother and 
the people’s leading prophet. 

Part of what we love about this midrash is its focus on the domestic sphere of  relationships and love. While Torah story, on 
its surface, seems to be about political and spiritual power dynamics, this midrash imagines that at the heart of the conflict  
is Moses’ failure to fulfill his most intimate, home-based responsibilities. This interpretation elevates Moses’ relationship 
with his wife to a central position in his duties despite being the leader of thousands. The rabbis imagine jewelry as a secret 
language between women which shows what’s going on in their most intimate lives, something invisible to men, perhaps, but 
a sign to other women that something is wrong.

Also note that Miriam’s criticism of Moses is portrayed by this midrash not as gossip or slander (as in Midrash 2), but as “a 
great necessity.”  This tension between Miriam’s good intentions and her punishment is not acknowledged by God in the 
story, but it arises for many readers of the story.

midrash 3
 Sifrei on Numbers Behaalotcha 99
“Miriam and Aaron spoke against Moses [about the matter of his wife]” (Numbers 12:1). How did Miriam know that 
Moses had separated from the commandment to be fruitful and multiply? Because she saw that [his wife] was no longer 
wearing jewelry. Miriam said to her, “Why have you stopped wearing jewelry?” His wife answered, “Your brother is 
not diligent about the matter” [a very delicate way of saying he is not observing the commandment to be fruitful and 
multiply]. Then Miriam knew, and spoke to Aaron, and the two of them spoke against Moses.

Question for discussion 

 › Whose point of view does this midrash bring into the story? Do you find anything surprising about this midrash?

Midrash
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Visual Art
TEACHER’s vERsion

Teacher’s note: We are interested in the visual equality 
between the three characters in image 1, where miriam 
looks to be just as close to God as her brothers.

imaGe 1 imaGe 2

Johann Christoph Weigel, God Appears to Moses, Aaron, 
and Miriam, German, engraving, from Biblia Ectypa (1695)

This image depicts the moment just before Miriam is 
stricken with leprosy.  

Moses Confronted by Aaron and Miriam, c. 1370–1300, 
Byzantine, Greek, illuminated manuscript from the 
Vatopedi Octateuch 

In this image, Miriam is on the right, Aaron is in the 
center wearing his priestly garments, and Moses stands 
on the left. Our art history advisor confirms that Miriam’s 
face and hands are indeed depicted with leprosy here; it’s 
not just damage on the art. 

Questions for discussion 

1. Which verse in our story does this image depict?  

2. When you look at this image, what relationship do 
you imagine between Miriam, Aaron and Moses?

3. What about the relationship between the siblings 
and God?

Questions for discussion 

1. How would you describe miriam’s response to her 
leprosy based on this image?  

2. How would you describe each character’s clothing 
and halo (or lack thereof) and what it says about their 
situation?
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Visual Art

TEACHER’s vERsion

Teacher’s note: Although Siona Benjamin’s panting doesn’t 
directly depict miriam in the moment of our story, we chose 
to include this image because of its beauty and originality.

imaGe 3 imaGe 4

James Jacques Joseph Tissot, Miriam Shut Out From the 
Camp, c. 1896–1902, French, gouache on board

Courtesy of The Jewish Museum, New York.

Tissot, a French artist, painted images of the poor for years.  
He then had a religious awakening and began to paint 
Biblical images. This image seems to combine the two.  

Siona Benjamin, Finding Home #77 (Fereshteh) “Miriam”, 
2006, American, gouache and gold leaf on paper

Siona Benjamin is a contemporary New Jersey-based artist 
and Bene Israel Jew (originally from the Indian Jewish 
community).

Questions for discussion 

1. How does this Miriam image differ from the others?

2. Why do you think Tissot might have portrayed  
Miriam this way?

3. Which Miriam do you prefer, this one or the others?

Questions for discussion 

1. What are the implications of the artist’s decision to 
depict Miriam in this way?

2. How do you interpret the black lines on miriam’s arm, 
and the decorative lines curling off her arm into the air?

3. Why do you think miriam is walking away from the 
viewer?

SAMPLE
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Create
TEACHER’s vERsion

SOME idEaS tO juMp-Start yOur Own        
creative interPretations
 › Write a journal entry by Miriam during her time in the 

desert.

 › Write a letter from Miriam to someone in the story 
(God, moses, Aaron, the israelites who wait for her).

 › Does this story remind you of any experiences in your 
own life, or the lives of people you know? Tell the story.

 › Sketch what you think miriam looked like before, 
during, or after this experience.

 › Write a dialogue between miriam and God, moses or 
Aaron at any point during this story.

 › use movement or dance to physically interpret the 
moment miriam is struck with leprosy.

 › Write a traditional-style midrash solving one of the 
difficulties you found in the story by proposing an 
additional moment in the narrative, a close reading of 
the original text, or another literary solution.

 › Summarize miriam’s story in six words.

SAMPLE
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Create

TEACHER’s vERsion

intro to makinG creative midrash
Some people understandably get very nervous when asked 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, if (and 
only if) you feel it will be helpful in your educational context. 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? Simply translating a 
story into your own words (or images, or movement) 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 of the text; add the perspective of a character who 
remains silent in the story; or 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. 
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Appendix
TEACHER’s vERsion

miriam in the desert:  
exPlanation of a musical midrash
by Alicia Jo Rabins

Miriam’s exile strikes me as particularly harsh for two 
reasons. First, she is Moses’ older sister and has protected 
him before. Second, as you probably noticed, both Miriam 
and Aaron criticize their brother Moses but only Miriam is 
punished. In my song, I focused on the first issue above.  

The young Miriam, who once risked her life to look after 
Moses as he floated down the Nile under Pharaoh’s rule, 
is now exiled for criticizing him. I thought about the stark 
contrast between Miriam’s experience and Moses’, how 
Miriam would feel as God invites her younger brother up 
on the mountain to receive the Torah, while telling the 
women to stay back. I wondered how she would experience 

God’s mysterious and harsh response to Moses’ prayer for 
healing:  “If her father spit in her face, wouldn’t she have to 
bear her shame for seven days?”  

I could only imagine that, hearing this, she might choose 
to leave rather than continue this sort of relationship 
with God. And I wondered what she might learn out in her 
desert exile. Moses also had to ascend Mount Sinai alone 
to receive the Torah; I imagine that Miriam also received 
some wisdom in her desert solitude. But Miriam’s wisdom, 
rather than a Divinely inspired book of laws, was about the 
cycles of nature.

Well my mother named me bitter1

Although as a child I was so kind
Hiding myself in the trees to watch over my brother2

But still my name was bitter
Bitter the taste of the sea3

Bitter the cries of the horses drowning behind us4

1 The Hebrew etymology of “miriam” can be read in various ways.  
One common way to interpret her name is “bitter waters,” since the first 
two letters,  mem-resh, mean bitter (“mar”), and the last two, yud-mem, 
mean sea (“yam”).

2 In Exodus 2:1-10, the Torah describes Miriam, as a girl, watching 
over her baby brother Moses as he floats down the Nile in a basket of 
reeds.  (Their mother has disobeyed Pharaoh’s commandment to kill all 
Israelite boys, but eventually can hide him no longer and sends him off 
down the river.)  miriam watches Pharaoh’s daughter draw moses from 
the water, offers to find a Hebrew nurse for the baby, and brings him 
back to their mother to be nursed.

3 See #1.

4 This detail is a midrashic note of my own – building on the Torah’s 
description of the Israelites passing through the Sea of Reeds, and then 
the waters closing over Pharaoh’s army in their horse-drawn chariots 

If anybody had asked me
I might not have chosen to go
But everyone knows
Sometimes you don’t have a choice

So when he said “You’re banished,
Seven days in the desert alone”
I just started walking
I knew there was nothing to say

of war. i couldn’t help but imagine the cries of those horses and how 
terrifying they must have been. 

This line is also partially inspired by the famous midrash in which God 
rebukes the angels for rejoicing in the israelites’ safe crossing, since 
Egyptians were dying at that very moment:

As the Egyptians started to drown in the Red Sea, the heavenly hosts 
began to sing praises, but God silenced the angels, saying, “The works 
of my hands are drowning in the sea, and you wish to sing praises!” 
(Babylonian Talmud, Tractate megillah 10b)

Snow/Scorpions and Spiders, annotated
by Alicia Jo Rabins/Girls in trouble  
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Appendix

TEACHER’s vERsion

The scorpions and the spiders5

Crawled up to me and stopped in my shade6

Together in silence we watched
As the sun crossed the sky

And if your father spit in your face7

Wouldn’t you want to leave that place8

5 People often ask me where these scorpions and spiders came from.  
i once met a spider in the desert who made quite an impression on me.  
When I was in my early twenties and studying in yeshiva in Jerusalem, I 
made a solo pilgrimage to the desert in the south of israel to spend the 
night alone. i had no tent, just a sleeping bag, so i slept under the stars.  
In the middle of the night, I awoke to find myself staring at a very large 
black spider sitting a couple feet away from me.  

my heart was racing, but there was nothing i could do unless i wanted to 
keep vigil all night long. i ended up drawing a circle around my sleeping 
bag in hopes of some vague protection and going back to sleep.  In the 
morning I awoke – no trace of the spider, who (since it hadn’t bitten me 
or crawled into bed with me) now seemed like a friendly visitor instead 
of an antagonist.

Though my scorpions were from a personal experience, there are many 
fascinating scorpion and spider sources in Judaism as well. The Midrash 
tells the story of King David, who as a young boy once asked God why 
God created spiders on this earth – what purpose did they serve? God 
answered that one day, King David would need a spider, and then he 
would thank God for creating the spider. 

Many years later, David was running for his life after a conflict with King 
Saul’s soldiers. He escaped into a cave to hide, but, hearing  the soldiers 
near the cave , he knew they would soon find him. Suddenly a big spider 
appeared in front of the cave and spun a web across the opening. When 
the soldiers came they did not look in David’s cave, because they saw 
the spiderweb and assumed no one had entered the cave. David’s life 
was saved by a spider, and on that day, he thanked God for creating all 
creatures. (Ben Sira 23B, Otzar Midrashim 47.) 

it seems to me that these insects - scorpions, spiders - represent the 
parts of life that seem ugly to us. We wish they would go away, but 
actually, these parts actually may be the exactly what comes to our 
rescue one day. 

6 i like the idea of miriam, in her banishment, being able to provide 
safety and shade to these desert creatures in a way she never could 
have from the relative comfort of her regular life.

7 People often assume I made this up, but as you know if you’ve  just 
read the original story, this “spitting” metaphor is straight from the 
Torah: “If her father spat in her face, would she not bear her shame for seven 
days?” (Numbers 12:14).  I’m fascinated by how God uses this harsh 
language to describe God’s own actions, rather than making apologies 
or excuses, as well as what miriam would have felt if she had heard 
those words.

8 Perhaps the exile, from Miriam’s perspective, was welcome – 
perhaps she couldn’t have just gone on as if nothing happened, and she 
herself needed to recover from this event as much as God “needed”  to 
punish her.

And if your skin should turn to snow9

Wouldn’t you have to go
And if your G-d should turn from you
wouldn’t you turn too.

Still I don’t regret a minute
And I don’t regret an hour
of the week that I lived all alone10

at the top of the mountain11

Though no voice came down from heaven
and I never saw words written in fire12

I did see the birds of prey pick all the carcasses clean13

And if your father spit in your face
Wouldn’t you want to leave that place
And if your skin should turn to snow
Wouldn’t you have to go
And if your G-d should turn from you
wouldn’t you turn too.

9 “There was Miriam stricken with snow-white scales” (Numbers 12:10). 
This is a classic description of Biblical leprosy (totally different, by the 
way, from medical leprosy.) 

10 Numbers 12:15: “Miriam was shut out of camp for seven days…”

11 This, and the following two lines, implicitly compare miriam’s 
experience to Moses’.  I find it interesting to think about them side by 
side:  this brother-sister pair of leaders, with their shared histories, 
similarities and differences. Earlier in the Torah, God invites Moses up 
to receive the Ten Commandments alone on a mountain; here, God 
sends miriam away for a seven-day exile in the wilderness.  

Both of them are singled out and experience isolation from the 
community;  but Moses is invited up a mountain, drawn closer to God 
during that time, and given a sacred text, while Miriam is sent further 
away, out into the desert.  What does she learn out there?  Is there a 
Torah out there, too, a different kind of wisdom that comes from being 
excluded rather than invited in?

12 The Zohar, perhaps the most important book in Jewish mysticism, 
famously describes the letters of Torah as “black fire on white fire.”

13 i am interested in what miriam might have learned out there in 
the wilderness. Sometimes I imagine her desert week as the ancient 
equivalent of a seven-day silent meditation retreat.  As opposed to the 
Torah moses received on Sinai, her wisdom would not be increased 
through words or specific instructions, but through observing the 
natural world around herself – the cycles of day and night, life and 
death, perhaps even sadness and joy. i like to think miriam returned 
with her own Torah of solitude and maybe was able to pass that on to 
some of her disciples, as moses passed down the scrolls he received on 
mount Sinai.  maybe some of that wisdom can comfort us in our own 
times of personal moments of exile or isolation.
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TEACHER’s vERsion
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