Tzedakah.life Lesson Plan
The AlephBet

	Primary Source/Text
	Shabbat 104a

	Subject Area
	Talmud / Halacha

	Grade Level
	Middle School

	Time Allotment
	



Learning Objectives
	· The learner will be able to interpret a Talmudic passage that uses the Hebrew alphabet to teach moral values, with a focus on charity, and will demonstrate understanding through discussion, movement, and creative expression.



Big Ideas
	· The Aleph-Bet teaches moral and ethical values – The shapes and order of the letters are interpreted in the Talmud as symbolic of deeper lessons.

· Tzedakah must be done with sensitivity and discretion – Giving should preserve the dignity of the recipient and reflect the character of the giver.

· Even young learners can uncover Chidushim in Torah – The Talmud praises the creativity and wisdom of children interpreting the alphabet.



Materials
	· Vocabulary sheet (see download section)

· Copies of the Talmud passage (Attached) 



Introduction / Hook
	· Ask: What can we learn from the shapes of the Hebrew letters?
· Briefly introduce the passage: Young children interpreted the Hebrew alphabet as teaching moral lessons.

· Explain today’s focus on charity (ג-ד)




Guided Practice / Chavruta Discussion
	(Sample answers are included at the end of this document)
Students pair up (chevruta style):
1. Read the section about gimmel and dalet.

2. Discuss:

a. Why should the giver pursue the poor?

b. Why should charity be given discreetly?

c. How do these ideas apply today?

Provide guiding questions:
· What does this text teach us about how to give tzedakah?

· Why might someone be embarrassed to receive?

· Do we always give openly or sometimes anonymously?




Independent Practice
	Students complete one of the following (choice-based):
· Option 1: Creative Expression
Create a physical pose to represent the interaction between the ג and ד:
Present your "letter scene" and explain to the class the symbolism.
· Option 2: Drawing
Illustrate a scene of someone giving tzedakah following the ג-ד model
· Option 3: Writing
Respond to the prompt: “Describe a time you gave or received help in a way that felt respectful”



Wrap-up / Reflection
	· Class Share: One way I want to give tzedakah is…
· Play Blooket/Kahoot/Quizlet (see downloads section)




Teacher Reflection
	What went well?


What could be improved?



Sample Answers
	Chavruta Discussion sample answers:
[bookmark: _g25gxcnox920]1. Why should the giver pursue the poor?
The gimmel’s leg is extended toward the dalet to teach that someone who gives should actively look for opportunities to help, rather than waiting for the poor to ask. It shows that giving should be proactive and driven by kindness.
[bookmark: _fqaq0x9isssn]2. Why should charity be given discreetly?
The dalet faces slightly away from the gimmel to show that the giver should try to protect the recipient's dignity. Discreet giving helps avoid embarrassing the person receiving the tzedakah, allowing them to feel respected rather than pitied.
[bookmark: _6medfi4y7t1t]3. How do these ideas apply today?
Today, people can give discreetly through anonymous donations, charity boxes, or online giving. Also, we might choose to help someone without making a big deal about it—like leaving groceries at someone’s door or covering someone’s expenses privately.
[bookmark: _j26x5oz3z2v3]Guiding Questions
What does this text teach us about how to give tzedakah?
We learn that giving should be kind, proactive, and respectful of the recipient. It’s not just about the act of giving, but how we do it—with empathy and care.
Why might someone be embarrassed to receive?
Because needing help can make someone feel vulnerable or ashamed. They might worry about being judged or seen as weak, especially in front of others.
Do we always give openly or sometimes anonymously?
Both happen. Some people give openly to encourage others to give, but anonymous giving is often seen as more humble and respectful. It depends on the situation and the intention behind the giving.




Source Sheet
	

	
Shabbat 104a
The Sages said to Rabbi Yehoshua ben Levi: Young students came today to the study hall and said things the likes of which were not said even in the days of Joshua bin Nun. These children who only knew the Hebrew alphabet interpreted the letters homiletically.
Alef beit means learn [elaf] the wisdom [bina] of the Torah.
Gimmel dalet means give to the poor [gemol dalim]. Why is the leg of the gimmel extended toward the dalet? Because it is the manner of one who bestows loving-kindness to pursue the poor. And why is the leg of the dalet extended toward the gimmel? It is so that a poor person will make himself available to him who wants to give him charity. And why does the dalet face away from the gimmel? It is to teach that one should give charity discreetly so that the poor person will not be embarrassed by him.
	
שבת ק״ד. 
אָמְרִי לֵיהּ רַבָּנַן לְרַבִּי יְהוֹשֻׁעַ בֶּן לֵוִי: אֲתוֹ דַּרְדְּקֵי הָאִידָּנָא לְבֵי מִדְרְשָׁא וַאֲמַרוּ מִילֵּי דַּאֲפִילּוּ בִּימֵי יְהוֹשֻׁעַ בִּן נוּן לָא אִיתְּמַר כְּווֹתַיְיהוּ: אָלֶ״ף בֵּי״ת — אֲלַף בִּינָה. גִּימֶ״ל דָּלֶ״ת — גְּמוֹל דַּלִּים. מַאי טַעְמָא פְּשׁוּטָה כַּרְעֵיהּ דְּגִימֶ״ל לְגַבֵּי דָּלֶ״ת — שֶׁכֵּן דַּרְכּוֹ שֶׁל גּוֹמֵל חֲסָדִים לָרוּץ אַחַר דַּלִּים. וּמַאי טַעְמָא פְּשׁוּטָה כַּרְעֵיהּ דְּדָלֶ״ת לְגַבַּי גִּימֶ״ל — דְּלַימְצְיַהּ לֵיהּ נַפְשֵׁיהּ. וּמַאי טַעְמָא מְהַדַּר אַפֵּיהּ דְּדָלֶ״ת מִגִּימֶ״ל — דְּלִיתֵּן לֵיהּ בְּצִינְעָה, כִּי הֵיכִי דְּלָא לִיכְּסִיף מִינֵּיהּ.



	
The children continued to interpret the letters.
Heh vav: That is the principal name of the Holy One, Blessed be He.Zayin ḥet, tet yod, kaf lamed: And if you do so, the Holy One, Blessed be He, feeds [zan] you, and shows you favor [ḥan], and bestows goodness [meitiv] upon you, and gives you an inheritance [yerusha], and ties a crown [keter] for you in the World to Come [la’olam haba].
The open mem and closed mem indicate that the Torah contains an open statement, understood by all, and an esoteric statement.
The bent nun and the straight nun at the end of a word refer to a faithful person who is bent [ne’eman kafuf] and is modest now, who will ultimately become a well-known faithful person [ne’eman pashut].
	

ה״ו — זֶה שְׁמוֹ שֶׁל הַקָּדוֹשׁ בָּרוּךְ הוּא. ז״ח ט״י כ״ל — וְאִם אַתָּה עוֹשֶׂה כֵּן, הַקָּדוֹשׁ בָּרוּךְ הוּא זָן אוֹתְךָ, וְחָן אוֹתְךָ, וּמֵטִיב לְךָ, וְנוֹתֵן לְךָ יְרוּשָּׁה, וְקוֹשֵׁר לְךָ כֶּתֶר לָעוֹלָם הַבָּא. מֵ״ם פְּתוּחָה, מֵ״ם סְתוּמָה — מַאֲמָר פָּתוּחַ, מַאֲמָר סָתוּם. נוּ״ן כְּפוּפָה, נוּ״ן פְּשׁוּטָה — נֶאֱמָן כָּפוּף, נֶאֱמָן פָּשׁוּט.



	

Samekh ayin: Support the poor [semokh aniyyim] to prevent them from falling further. Another version: Make mnemonic signs [simanim aseh] to remember the Torah and acquire it.
The bent peh and the straight peh: Sometimes one needs to have an open mouth [peh patuaḥ] and speak, and sometimes one needs to have a closed mouth [peh satum].
The bent tzadi and the straight tzadi indicate that a righteous person who is bent and humble [tzaddik kafuf] now will ultimately become a well-known righteous person [tzaddik pashut] whose righteousness is apparent to all. The Gemara asks: That is identical to the interpretation of the bent and straight nun: Ne’eman kafuf, ne’eman pashut. The Gemara explains: The verse added the bending of the righteous person to the bending of the faithful person. From here it is derived that the Torah was given in an atmosphere of gravity. One must receive the Torah with a sense of awe and extreme humility.
	

ס״ע — סְמוֹךְ עֲנִיִּים. לִישָּׁנָא אַחֲרִינָא: סִימָנִין עֲשֵׂה בַּתּוֹרָה וּקְנֵה אוֹתָהּ. פ׳ כְּפוּפָה, פ׳ פְּשׁוּטָה — פֶּה פָּתוּחַ, פֶּה סָתוּם. צָדִ״י כְּפוּפָה וְצָדִ״י פְּשׁוּטָה — צַדִּיק כָּפוּף, צַדִּיק פָּשׁוּט. הַיְינוּ: נֶאֱמָן כָּפוּף, נֶאֱמָן פָּשׁוּט! הוֹסִיף לְךָ הַכָּתוּב כְּפִיפָה עַל כְּפִיפָתוֹ, מִכָּאן שֶׁנִּתְּנָה הַתּוֹרָה בִּמְנוֹד רֹאשׁ.



	

The children continued:
Kuf: Holy [kadosh], referring to God.
Reish: A wicked person [rasha]. Why is the kuf facing away from the reish? This question was phrased euphemistically, as it is the reish that is facing away from the kuf. The Holy One, Blessed be He, said: I am unable look at a wicked person, i.e., the wicked person does not want to look toward God. And why is the crown of the letter kuf turned toward the reish? The Holy One, Blessed be He, said: If the wicked person repents his evil ways I will tie a crown for him like My own. And why is the leg of the kuf suspended and not connected to the roof of the letter? Because if the wicked person repents he can enter through this opening if he so desires.
	

קוּ״ף — קָדוֹשׁ. רֵי״שׁ — רָשָׁע. מַאי טַעְמָא מְהַדַּר אַפֵּיהּ דְּקוּ״ף מֵרֵי״שׁ — אָמַר הַקָּדוֹשׁ בָּרוּךְ הוּא: אֵין אֲנִי יָכוֹל לְהִסְתַּכֵּל בָּרָשָׁע. וּמַאי טַעְמָא מְהַדַּר תָּגֵיהּ דְּקוּ״ף לְגַבֵּי רֵי״שׁ — אָמַר הַקָּדוֹשׁ בָּרוּךְ הוּא: אִם חוֹזֵר בּוֹ אֲנִי קוֹשֵׁר לוֹ כֶּתֶר כְּמוֹתִי. וּמַאי טַעְמָא כַּרְעֵיהּ דְּקוּ״ף תַּלְיָא — דְּאִי הָדַר בֵּיהּ, לִיעַיֵּיל.



	

The Gemara asks: Let him enter through that opening, as the kuf is open on both sides at the bottom. The Gemara answers: This supports the statement of Reish Lakish, as Reish Lakish said: What is the meaning of that which is written: “If it concerns the scorners, He scorns them, and unto the humble He gives grace” (Proverbs 3:34)? One who comes in order to become impure, i.e., to sin, they, in Heaven, provide him with an opening to do so, and he is not prevented from sinning. However, if he comes in order to become purified, not only is he allowed to do so, but they, in Heaven, assist him.
	

וְלֵיעוּל בְּהָךְ! מְסַיַּיע לֵיהּ לְרֵישׁ לָקִישׁ, דְּאָמַר רֵישׁ לָקִישׁ: מַאי דִּכְתִיב ״אִם לַלֵּצִים הוּא יָלִיץ וְלַעֲנָוִים יִתֶּן חֵן״? בָּא לִיטַמֵּא — פּוֹתְחִין לוֹ, בָּא לִיטָּהֵר — מְסַיְּיעִים אוֹתוֹ.



	

They further taught:
Shin: Falsehood [sheker]. Tav: Truth [emet].Why are the letters of the word sheker adjacent to one another in the alphabet, while the letters of emet are distant from one another? That is because while falsehood is easily found, truth is found only with great difficulty. And why do the letters that comprise the word sheker all stand on one foot, and the letters that comprise the word emet stand on bases that are wide like bricks? Because the truth stands eternal and falsehood does not stand eternal.
	

שִׁי״ן — שֶׁקֶר. תָּי״ו — אֱמֶת. מַאי טַעְמָא שֶׁקֶר מְקָרְבָן מִילֵּיהּ, אֱמֶת מְרַחֲקָא מִילֵּיהּ? — שִׁיקְרָא שְׁכִיחַ, קוּשְׁטָא לָא שְׁכִיחַ. וּמַאי טַעְמָא שִׁיקְרָא אַחֲדָא כַּרְעֵיהּ קָאֵי, וֶאֱמֶת מְלַבַּן לַבּוֹנֵי — קוּשְׁטָא קָאֵי, שִׁיקְרָא לָא קָאֵי.








