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How to use this guide 
 
This resource is meant as a tool to facilitate learning grounded in the sources discussed in each 
episode of TEXTing. The study guide includes an opening question and “The TEXT Message,” which 
breaks down the texts mentioned in the episode with quotes from Elana Stein Hain’s conversation 
with her guests and questions for conversation. Learners can listen to the episode before or after 
engaging with this guide or use the guide as a stand-alone tool for learning. 

Episode Description 
Right now, Jews are struggling to live with conflicting feelings— loyalty and dissent, compassion and 
rage, fear and hope. In this episode of TEXTing, Elana Stein Hain and Leora Batnitzky turn to an 
ancient text—Kohelet (Ecclesiastes)—as well as rabbinic interpretations, to consider how we might 
live and thrive amidst contradiction.  

Opening Question 
 
In rabbinic literature, the rabbis worry the themes of Kohelet (Ecclesiastes) as unbiblical, in part, as 
Leora Batnitzky describes, because the book concludes that human beings do little of “enduring 
worth.” Yet, Ecclesiastes is included in the biblical canon. 
 

• What does “enduring worth” mean to you? Do you think human beings offer something of 
“enduring worth”? If so, what is it? If not, why not?  

• What do you think of the idea of a biblical text being described as “unbiblical”? In your 
opinion, what, exactly, makes the contents of a book biblical or not? 

• In the Talmudic passage that follows, the rabbis cite the internal contradictions as part of 
what makes Ecclesiastes questionable. What are the theological or religious implications 
of a religious text that contradicts itself? Do contradictions support or hinder your attempts 
to find religious meaning in your life?  

  

https://www.hartman.org.il/program/texting/?
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The TEXT Message 
 
Part I: Torah as an Anchor 

1. Babylonian Talmud Shabbat 30b 

 ינֵפְּמִ תלֶהֶקֹ רפֶסֵ זוֹנגְלִ םימִכָחֲ וּשׁקְּבִּ :ברַדְּ הּימֵשְּׁמִ תלַישִׁ רבַּ לאֵוּמשְׁ ברַדְּ הּירֵבְּ הדָוּהיְ ברַ רמַ
 ירֵבְדִּ וֹפוֹסוְ הרָוֹת ירֵבְדִּ וֹתלָּיחִתְּשֶׁ ינֵפְּמִ — ?וּהוּזנָגְּ אֹל המָ ינֵפְּמִוּ .הזֶ תאֶ הזֶ ןירִתְוֹס וירָבָדְּשֶׁ
   .הרָוֹת

Rav Yehuda, son of Rav Shmuel bar Sheilat, said in the name of Rav: The Sages sought to suppress 
the book of Ecclesiastes and declare it apocryphal because its statements contradict each other. 
And why did they not suppress it? Because its beginning consists of matters of Torah and its end 
consists of matters of Torah.    

 יבֵדְּ ירִמְאָוְ — ״שׁמֶשֶּׁהַ תחַתַּ לוֹמעֲיַּשֶׁ וֹלמָעֲ לכׇבְּ םדָאָלָ ןוֹרתְיִּ המַ״ :ביתִכְדִּ ,הרָוֹת ירֵבְדִּ וֹתלָּיחִתְּ
 רבָדָּ ףוֹס״ :ביתִכְדִּ ,הרָוֹת ירֵבְדִּ וֹפוֹס .וֹל שׁיֵ — שׁמֶשֶׁ םדֶוֹק .וֹל ןיאֵדְּ אוּה שׁמֶשֶּׁהַ תחַתַּ יאנַּיַ יבִּרַ
  …״םדָאָהָ לכׇּ הזֶ יכִּ רוֹמשְׁ ויתָוֹצְמִ תאֶוְ ארָיְ םיהXִ-אֱהָ תאֶ עמָשְׁנִ לכֹּהַ

Its beginning consists of matters of Torah, as it is written: “What profit has a person of all their labor 
which they labor under the sun?” (Ecclesiastes 1:3), and the Sages of the school of Rabbi Yannai 
said: By inference: Under the sun is where a person has no profit from their labor; however, before 
the sun, a person does have profit.   

Its ending consists of matters of Torah, as it is written: “The end of the matter, all having been heard: 
Fear God, and keep God’s mitzvot; for this is the sum of a human being.” (Ecclesiastes 12:13)...  

 

 

The problem this sugya (section of Talmud) describes is that Ecclesiastes is full of 
contradictions, but Rav Yehuda, son of Rav Shmuel bar Sheilat, resolves this by saying 
it is okay because it is framed by Torah at the beginning and end of the book, making it 
acceptable.  
 

• This piece of Talmud suggests that without Torah as an anchor at the beginning 
and end of the book of Ecclesiastes, the rabbis would have pushed Ecclesiastes 
further into the margins of the Jewish canon. Can you think of other examples—
Jewish or not—where something has been made more acceptable by virtue of its 
framing?  

• Elana also uses the metaphor of an anchor to describe our need for wisdom 
during times of upheaval. What are some anchors that have helped steady you 
during challenging moments—whether global, like Covid and war, or personal? 
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Part II: A Time to Laugh 

2. Babylonian Talmud Shabbat 30b (cont.) 

 !״ללָוֹהמְ יתִּרְמַאָ קוֹחשְׂלִ״ ביתִכְוּ ,״קוֹחשְּׂמִ סעַכַּ בוֹט״ :ביתִכְּ ?״הזֶ תאֶ הזֶ ןירִתְוֹס וירָבָדְּ״ יאמַוּ 
 :״קוֹחשְּׂמִ סעַכַּ בוֹט״ איָשְׁקַ אלָ !השָׂוֹע הזֹּ המַ החָמְשִׂלְוּ״ ביתִכְוּ ,״החָמְשִּׂהַ תאֶ ינִאֲ יתִּחְבַּשִׁוְ״ ביתִכְּ
 אוּה `וּרבָּ שׁוֹדקָּהַ קחֵשַׂמְּשֶׁ קוֹחשְּׂמִ ,הזֶּהַ םלָוֹעבָּ םיקִידִּצַּהַ לעַ אוּה `וּרבָּ שׁוֹדקָּהַ סעֵוֹכּשֶׁ סעַכַּ בוֹט
 םעִ אוּה `וּרבָּ שׁוֹדקָּהַ קחֵשַׂמְּשֶׁ קוֹחשְׂ הזֶ — ״ללָוֹהמְ יתִּרְמַאָ קוֹחשְׁלִ״וְ .הזֶּהַ םלָוֹעבָּ םיעִשָׁרְהָ לעַ
 .אבָּהַ םלָוֹעבָּ םיקִידִּצַּהַ

How do verses within Kohelet contradict each other? It is written: “Vexation is better than laughter” 
(Ecclesiastes 7:3), and it is written: “I said of laughter: It is praiseworthy” (Ecclesiastes 2:2).  

Likewise in one verse it is written: “So I commended mirth.” (Ecclesiastes 8:15), and in another verse 
it is written: “And of mirth: What does it accomplish?” (Ecclesiastes 2:2).    

This is not difficult, as the contradiction can be resolved. “Vexation is better than laughter” means: 
The vexation of God toward the righteous in this world is preferable to the laughter which God laughs 
with the wicked in this world by showering them with goodness.   

“I said of laughter: It is praiseworthy,” means that is the laughter which God laughs with the righteous 
in the World-to-Come.   

 הּנָיאֵשֶׁ החָמְשִׂ וֹז — ״השָׂוֹע הזֹּ המַ החָמְשִׂלְוּ״ .הוָצְמִ לשֶׁ החָמְשִׂ — ״החָמְשִּׂהַ תאֶ ינִאֲ יתִּחְבַּשִׁוְ״
 אֹלוְ קוֹחשְׂ `וֹתּמִ אֹלוְ תוּלצְעַ `וֹתּמִ אֹלוְ תוּבצְעַ `וֹתּמִ אֹל הרָוֹשׁ הנָיכִשְׁ ןיאֵשֶׁ cדְמֶּלַלְ .הוָצְמִ לשֶׁ
  …הוָצְמִ לשֶׁ החָמְשִׂ רבַדְּ `וֹתּמִ אלָּאֶ ,םילִטֵבְּ םירִבָדְּ `וֹתּמִ אֹלוְ החָישִׂ `וֹתּמִ אֹלוְ שׁאֹר תוּלּקַ `וֹתּמִ

Similarly, “So I commended mirth,” that is the joy of a mitzvah. “And of mirth: What does it 
accomplish?” that is joy that is not the joy of a mitzvah. This teaches that the Divine Presence rests 
upon an individual not from an atmosphere of sadness, laziness, laughter, frivolity, idle 
conversation, idle chatter, but rather from an atmosphere imbued with the joy of a mitzvah… 
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In this part of the sugya, the rabbis jump back and forth through passages of 
Ecclesiastes to support their claim that it contains contradictions. Leora agrees with 
the rabbis that these contradictions about anger and joy are embedded in the text, but 
for her, Ecclesiastes is trying to point out that there are different responses appropriate 
for different contexts, so, yes, sometimes anger is more appropriate than laughter and 
sometimes the reverse. 
 

• Elana takes this idea and applies it to what many are feeling right now, which are 
competing and overwhelming emotions that are bubbling up—often in the same 
day or even in the same hour. Do you relate to this experience? If so, how? 

• Since October 7th, many people have celebrated milestones—welcoming 
children, celebrating marriages, promotions, birthdays, and more—amid 
collective grief and fear. How have you navigated your emotional experiences in 
these different contexts? Have you encountered any rituals or framings that 
have helped you find balance? 

• Ecclesiastes addresses the fact that the righteous can experience suffering and 
the wicked can be rewarded. In this conversation, the rabbis offer a theology to 
explain this by saying God causes the righteous to suffer in this world, but will 
laugh with them in the World to Come. Elana says the rabbis “want to tether you 
back to something that is going to give you a sense of hope and a sense of 
stability.” How do you relate to this theology of waiting to be rewarded in the 
World to Come? 

• Leora describes the rabbis being challenged by the emphasis on joy in 
Ecclesiastes and how to understand joy in the context of a religious life. What 
role does joy play in your Judaism or Jewish life? The rabbis describe God as 
being present with an individual who experiences joy from fulfilling mitzvot. 
Have you ever accessed what Elana calls “meaningful joy”? 
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Part III: Answering the Fool 

3. Babylonian Talmud Shabbat 30b (cont.) 

 רפֶסֵ :ירִמְאָ ?וּהוּזנָגְּ אֹל המָ ינֵפְּמִוּ .הזֶ תאֶ הזֶ ןירִתְוֹס וירָבָדְּ וּיהָשֶׁ זוֹנגְלִ וּשׁקְּבִּ ילֵשְׁמִ רפֶסֵ ףאַוְ
 ביתִכְּ — ?הזֶ תאֶ הזֶ םירִתְוֹס וירָבָדְּ יאמַוּ .ןייֵּעַילִ ימֵנָ אכָהָ ?אמָעְטַ ןנַיחִכְּשְׁאַוְ ןנַינִייְעַ ואלָ תלֶהֶקֹ
 ילֵּימִבְּ אהָ ,הרָוֹת ירֵבְדִבְּ אהָ :איָשְׁקַ אלָ .״וֹתּלְוַּאִכְּ ליסִכְ הנֵעֲ״ :ביתִכְוּ ,״וֹתּלְוַּאִכְּ ליסִכְּ ןעַתַּ לאַ״
  .אמָלְעָדְ
 

And the Sages sought to suppress the book of Proverbs as well because its statements contradict 
each other. And why did they not suppress it? They said: In the case of the book of Ecclesiastes, 
didn’t we analyze it and find an explanation that its statements were not contradictory? Here too, let 
us analyze it. In what way do its statements contradict each other? On the one hand, it is written: 
“Answer not a fool according to his folly, lest you also be like him” (Proverbs 26:4), and on the other 
hand, it is written: “Answer a fool according to his folly, lest he be wise in his own eyes” (Proverbs 
26:5).   
 
This is not difficult, as this, where one should answer a fool, is referring to a case where the fool is 
making claims about Torah matters; whereas that, where one should not answer him, is referring to 
a case where the fool is making claims about mundane matters.  
  

 

  

The contradiction raised about Proverbs (Mishlei) is different from Ecclesiastes. In 
Proverbs, the contradiction is in how you relate to others. The question of when and 
how to engage in debate—especially in the current climate of different opinions and 
toxicity—is essential and, as Elana notes, it “belongs in our psyche.” 
 

• Leora says the challenge is to ascertain when something is a Torah matter (a 
case where one should answer the “fool”) and when it does not count as a Torah 
matter (in which case one should not answer). How do you make decisions on 
when to engage and when to disengage from conversation with different people? 
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Synthesis 
Elana summarizes the conversation by highlighting these key themes: 
 

1. Contradictions are a feature of Ecclesiastes (and the human experience), not a bug as the 
rabbis initially feared. 

2. It is essential to have the ability to anchor oneself in something, even amidst (or because 
of) contradictions. Similarly, it is necessary to find meaningful joy, even amongst the 
difficulties of reality. 

3. We need to ask ourselves the question of where we are feeling contradictions in our own 
emotional experiences and where we encounter contradictions when interacting with 
others. 

 

 
 
 

Text for further study 
Kohelet (Ecclesiastes) Rabbah 7:3  

 
 וילָעָ הקָחֲשָֹּׂשֶׁ קוֹחשְֹּׂמִ וֹל היָהָ בוֹט ,אעָמְקִ היָּנִוֹדאֲ לעַ אבָּאַ סעַכָּ וּלּאִ המXֹשְׁ רמַאָ ,קוֹחשְֹּׂמִ סעַכַּ בוֹט
 :)ו ,א א םיכלמ( ,אלָּאֶ ,בטָוּמלְ וֹאיבִהֱ םינִפָּ וֹל ערַהֵ וּלּאִ ,בלֵ בטַייִ םינִפָּ עַרֹבְ יכִּ ,המָּלָ ,ןידִּהַ תדַּמִ

Leora closes by sharing the primary contradiction she is experiencing right now, which 
is between despair and anger. She defines despair as feeling unable to do anything 
about a given situation, while anger is the sense that things should be otherwise and 
something should be done about it. She also describes Ecclesiastes as being animated 
by the question of how much control we have over our own lives, noting that, while  
Ecclesiastes teaches there is a “time for everything,” Ecclesiastes is unclear about our 
ability to determine the right time for every season.  
 

• Do you share Leora’s experience of being pulled between despair and anger (or 
somehow feeling both at once)? Are there other emotions or lenses through 
which you have experienced the last five months that seem contradictory? How 
have you navigated the dissonance? What has helped anchor you? 

• While we may not have control over most circumstances surrounding us, Leora 
shares that we do have the ability to control our response. What do you when a 
situation feels out of your control? Describe a way you have navigated your 
response in a situation where it feels out of control. 

• Ultimately, these excerpts from Tractate Shabbat conclude that we must live 
with contradictions. In fact, not only is Ecclesiastes kept in the biblical canon, 
but it becomes a fixed part of our liturgy, read each year during Sukkot. The 
rabbis employ several approaches to responding to the contradictions of 
Ecclesiastes, including anchoring the text in Torah, articulating a specific 
theology, and contextualizing the contradictions. What are your strategies for 
living with contradictions?  
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 הקָחֲשָֹּׂשֶׁ קוֹחשְֹּׂמִ ,אעָמְקִ ןוֹנמְאַ לעַ אבָּאַ דוִדָּ סעַכָּ םאִ וֹל היָהָ בוֹט ,ןוֹנמְאַ ןכֵוְ .וימָיָּמִ ויבִאָ וֹבצָעֲ אֹלוְ
 רבָדָּ .תמֵ וֹדּבַלְ ןוֹנמְאַ יכִּ :)בל ,גי ב לאומש( אלָּאֶ ,בלֵ בטַייִ םינִפָּ עַרֹבְ יכִּ ,המָּלָוְ ,ןידִּהַ תדַּמִ וילָעָ
 הקָחֲשָֹּׂשֶׁ קוֹחשְֹּׂמִ ,לוּבּמַּהַ רוֹדּ לעַ אוּה `וּרבָּ שׁוֹדקָּהַ סעַכָּ וּלּאִ היָהָ בוֹט ,קוֹחשְֹּׂמִ סעַכַּ בוֹט ,רחֵאַ
 בוֹט ,קוֹחשְֹּׂמִ סעַכַּ בוֹט ,רחֵאַ רבָדָּ .םהֶינֵפְלִ ןוֹכנָ םעָרְזַ :)ח ,אכ בויא( רמַאֱנֶּשֶׁ ,ןידִּהַ תדַּמִ םהֶילֵעֲ
 בויא( רמַאֱנֶּשֶׁ ,ןידִּהַ תדַּמִ םהֶילֵעֲ הקָחֲשָֹּׂשֶׁ קוֹחשְֹּׂמִ םימִוֹדסְּהַ לעַ סעֵוֹכּ אוּה `וּרבָּ שׁוֹדקָּהַ היָהָשֶׁ
  .'וגו דחַפָּמִ םוֹלשָׁ םהֶיתֵּבָּ :)ח ,אכ
 

“Anger is better than laughter, as with a cross countenance the heart will be bettered” (Ecclesiastes 
7:3).   
 
“Anger is better than laughter.” Solomon said: Had [my] father been a little angry at Adoniya, it would 
have been better for him than the laughter with which the attribute of justice mocked him. Why? It is 
because “with a cross countenance the heart will be bettered.” Had he shown him a cross 
countenance, he would have caused him to better his ways. Instead, “his father had never aggrieved 
him” (I Kings 1:6). Likewise, regarding Amnon, had David his father been a little angry with him, it 
would have been better for him than the laughter with which the attribute of justice mocked him. 
Why? It is because “with a cross countenance the heart will be bettered.” Instead, “Amnon alone is 
dead” (II Samuel 13:32).  
 
Another matter, “anger is better than laughter” – had the Holy One blessed be He been angry at the 
generation of the flood, it would have been better than the laughter with which the attribute of justice 
mocked them, as it is stated: “Their offspring are established before them” (Job 21:8). Another 
matter, “anger is better than laughter” – had the Holy One blessed be He been angry at the 
Sodomites, it would have been better than the laughter with which the attribute of justice mocked 
them, as it is stated: “Their houses are safe, without fear” (Job 21:9).  
 


