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In the beginning, God created the heaven and the earth.” This is the beginning of the 
Torah. It is the linchpin for understanding the Jewish – and the Western – conception 
of our world, created by a God who is imposing order on chaos. It is a powerfully 
written story that should be read, understood, and appreciated by anyone who is 
literate. Especially anyone who is Jewish.

I started teaching Genesis to 6th graders some decades ago. I was concerned because, 
having watched my own children grow up in a Reform temple, these stories were not a 
significant part of the curriculum.

In my years as a religious school teacher, I’ve focused on 18 classic stories from Genesis. 
These included the early stories that are of mythic origin – Creation, the Tower of Babel, 
and the Great Flood. These stories are examined through the lens of archaeological 
discoveries from Egypt and Mesopotamia within the last 150 years. They are a 
fascinating reflection of the cultures through which the early Hebrews traveled – over 
4000 years ago! We find many of these contextual connections in Plaut’s The Torah: A 
Modern Commentary. We also examine these stories through the literary lens provided 
by The Art of Biblical Narrative, a seminal book by Robert Alter. Finally, we discuss 
how these stories inform our lives today as Jews through the values being conveyed 
and the customs we follow. We use these same approaches (cultural context, literary 
approaches, personal) in the remaining stories from Genesis: the Akedah, the Jacob 
Cycle, and Joseph. The children also discuss the personalities of the matriarchs and 
patriarchs, and how they were portrayed as real people.

To engage the students, I ask questions and have them write brief essays in response. 
Then I give them key Hebrew phrases from the stories and ask them to illustrate these 
phrases with paint and paper. This can be rather messy, but the kids deeply enjoy their 
artistic exploration. As an added bonus, we decorate the classroom walls with their 
biblical art. I provide an illustrated timeline of ancient history, and then they do further 
research on the Internet. Lastly, they look at the original Hebrew in order to parse its 
poetry and artistry. 

This is a fun and layered way to teach these texts. Generally, students from grade 6 and 
up have the cognitive skills and creative abilities for this approach.

At the end of the year, I collate their essays and art into a notebook that they take home. 
The parents enjoy seeing the work of their little geniuses.

In the last few years, I have organized these classic stories into a compendium. Each 
story is carefully and faithfully translated from the Hebrew, and an artist in the family 
provides color illustrations. This compilation is available as a 124-page book – Genesis 
and Exodus: 36 Stories / An Illustrated Study Guide.

You are welcome to a complimentary copy of the study guide, plus 38 pages of teacher 
materials for your review. Contact me at jndavid_40502@yahoo.com, and I will ship 
it to you.  The book is also available at Amazon.com. I hope you enjoy the book and are 
able to use it in your classroom! 
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