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The Delightful & Surprising 
Mythology of Judaism

Rabbi Michael Lotker
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Question #1

Our Subject
Our Dates
Our Topics
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A Word From Our Sponsor

Rabbi Lotker’s services as our 
Community Rabbi is made possible by:
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For Copies of the Texts
& Recordings of the Sessions

Go To www.lotker.com
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Question #1

Do I Have to believe 
this?
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Answer #1

Do I Have to believe 
this?

NO!!!!
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Answer #1

Do I Have to believe 
this?

NO!!!!
This answer will be repeated as 

often as necessary.
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Answer #2

This is the answer to 
every other question.
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Answer #2

This is the answer to 
every other question.

God Knows!
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Our Key Text

Available at a 
reasonable 

cost
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Each Myth in This Text

• Has the original 
quoted

• Has extensive 
commentary 
and original 
sources cited.

• I will post a 
document with 
each of the 
texts and its 
commentary 
that we use on 
my web site.
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There Are Lots of Myths
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There Are Lots of Myths

• The Book is 618 pages long.
• The Table of Contents:

• Is 20 pages long
• Has 670 individual myths cited!

• The Introduction is 54 pages long and has 172 footnotes.
• The Glossary is 4 ½ pages long
• The Bibliography of Original Sources is 11 ½ pages long 

and cites more than 500 sources 
• The Selected English Bibliography is 42 pages long and 

cites some 1500 sources.
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Jewish Spirituality & 
Mythology

This is why we are here studying

Abraham Abulafia (13th century) 
Mafteah ha-Tokhahot, cited in D. 

Matt, Essential Kabbalah

“The Greeks learned in 
order to comprehend.  
The Hebrews learned in 
order to revere. The 
modern man learns in 
order to use.”
Abraham Joshua 
Heschel, God in Search 
of Man, pg. 34.
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Jewish Spirituality & 
Mythology

• Jewish spirituality begins with study of sacred 
texts.
– The presumption is that our Bible and other sacred 

texts (Talmud, Midrash, Zohar, etc.) are infinitely 
rich and deep in meaning.

– Like a singular love letter from God.

– So, we read and re-read for messages from the most 
obvious to the most hidden.

– In Hebrew, words (devarim) are things

• This is how we will approach this subject 
– By reading lots of texts.
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Jews Did Not Focus on Art
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Jews Did Not Focus on 
Sculpture
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Jews Did Not Focus on 
Architecture 
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Jews Did Not Focus on 
Building Armies 
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Jews Focused on Texts
and Intensive Study
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The Result Is Some Great 
Minds
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Our Traditional Approach: 
Focus on the Texts!

Yesterday Today

Jews study 
anytime, anywhere 
(even at a Tel Aviv 

soccer match)
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Our Approach

• Is to give you a taste of the depth and 
breadth of this material

• Is scholarly not pious
– I don’t insist that you believe the texts are 

God-given

– But we should understand that our tradition 
treated these texts as such

– And this is why they have had such an 
impact
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Definition of Mythology

• “Myth refers to a people’s sacred stories 
about origins, deities, ancestors, and 
heroes.  Within a culture, myths serve as 
the divine charter, and myth and ritual are 
inextricably bound.” [Schwartz, pp. xliv]

• It’s easy to see how the Torah and Bible 
provide our stories of origin, God, 
ancestors and heroes – as well as serving 
as our divine charter.
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Myths’ Influence on Jewish 
Practice

• Shabbat and Havdalah with its unique concept of Neshamah
Yetirah – an additional shabbat soul.  Havdalah spices comfort us 
as this soul departs.

• The Mourners’ Kaddish assists the departed’s soul in the journey 
from this world to the next and its elevation to higher levels in the 
afterlife.

• Passover Seder – we reenact the story (“we were slaves”), by 
telling eating (matzah, bitter herbs, salt water, etc.) and actions 
(opening the door for Elijah, search for chometz, afikomen, 
reclining, etc.)

• Tashlich – mythically casting our sins away

• Sounding Shofar on Rosh Hashanah – myth teaches that this 
causes God to move from throne of justice to throne of mercy. 

• Three key pilgrimage holidays (Pesach, Sukkot & Shavuot) are 
expanded from agricultural origins to historical ones.
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Mythology in Judaism

• The wide array of mythological figures are understood as 
aspects of the Godhead.

• These myths are not to be taken literally – indeed many of 
them conflict with one another.

• Schwartz identifies 10 categories of Jewish myth.  Myths of 
God, Creation, Heaven, Hell, the Holy Word, Holy Time, Holy 
People, Holy Land, Exile and the Messiah.
– His book is organized into these 10 sections.

– We will not have enough time to even begin to cover each area.

• Judaism’s foundational myth is that of the covenant between 
God and the Jews.

• There are more that 100 creation myths in Judaism – more 
than any other kind.
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The Midrashic Method in 
Myth: Creation of Light

• The midrashic method searches for answers to conflicts or issues in 
the biblical text.  In this process, new myths are created.  Example:

• Gen. 1:3 God said (on the first day), “Let there be light and there was 
light.” 
– But the sun, moon and stars weren’t created until the 4th day.  So, what was this 

first light?

– Isaiah (30:26) has a prophesy about light in the messianic era leading the rabbis 
to conclude that the light of the first day and the fourth day are different.

• Light of the first day is a hidden light (or ha-ganuz)

• Or “the light of Paradise” seven times brighter than the sun

– Where did this primordial light go?
• Job 37:21 “But now one does not see the light, it shines in the heavens”

• So, God removed this light  (some say after 36 hours) and hid it away for the righteous in Olam ha-Ba 
(the World to Come)

• Some say the light lasted until Adam and Eve ate the fruit.

• The Zohar teaches “Whenever the Torah is studied at night, a single ray comes from the hidden light 
and stretches forth to those who study.”

• Rabbi Nachman of Bratslav says the light is hidden in the stories of Torah.

• Another rabbi says the light is not hidden at all but only the righteous can see it.
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Lilith
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The Midrashic Method in 
Myth: the Lilith Example

• The problem in the biblical text:  In the first chapter of 
Genesis, humanity is simultaneously created male and female.  
In the second chapter, we find Adam alone and Eve is created 
later from Adam’s body.

• So, what happened to the first wife?  

• Jewish myth identifies her as Lilith in a mythology that has 
continued to expand to this day:

– Expelled by Adam for disobedience – refusal to be on bottom during sex.

– Mythology expands to her taking demons as lovers

– Some myths have her stealing the seed of mortal men during their nocturnal 
emissions and creating a breed of half human half demonic beings.

– She becomes a “Queen of Demons” who is a threat to the lives of babies 
unprotected by an amulet.

– In modern times, she becomes a role model for Jewish feminism.  Today, 
Lilith is a quarterly magazine for Jewish feminism first published in 1976.

• So, let’s start our journey with Lilith
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Lilith
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Lilith
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Lilith

32



3/3/2021

33

Lilith
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Lilith
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Lilith Magazine
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Myths of the Shechinah –
Bride of God

This 2005 book was not 
well received by many Jews
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Some Other Collections of 
Legends/Midrash
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Some Other Collections of 
Legends/Midrash
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Some Other Collections of 
Legends/Midrash
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Some Other Collections by 
Howard Schwartz
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One of My Favorite Zohar Stories

Material taken from D. 
Matt, Zohar: Annotated 
and Explained, Skylight 
Paths Pub. 2002, pp. 
59-71.
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One of My Favorite Zohar Stories
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One of My Favorite Zohar Stories
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The Sefirot
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Myths of the Shechinah

From an Artscroll (Orthodox) Prayerbook

45



3/3/2021

46

Myths of the Shechinah
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Myths of the Shechinah
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Myths of the Shechinah
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Myths of the Shechinah
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Myths of the Shechinah
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Myths of the Shechinah

Commentary On “The Exile of the Shekhina” continued:
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Myths of the Shechinah
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Myths of the Shechinah
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Myths of the Shechinah
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Myths of the Shechinah
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Myths of the Shechinah
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Myths of the Shechinah
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Myths of the Shechinah

The 
Sabbath 

Bride
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Hamataschen & Shechinah?

https://www.heyalma.com/yes-theres-a-reason-
hamantaschen-look-like-vaginas/
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From  Lilith Mag – Spring 1968
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The Delightful & Surprising Mythology of 
Judaism
Session 3: Myths of Hell and the Angel of Death

Rabbi Michael Lotker

61



3/3/2021

62

Myths of Hell
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Wait… Jews Believe 
in the Afterlife?

What do Jews believe about the afterlife?
• I don’t know – go ask them!
• But Judaism has always taught that there is something.
• Since nobody’s come back to report, we don’t know 

exactly what that something is.
• So, this opens the door on lots of wonderful myths.
• After a quick intro and views of heaven, we will focus on 

the Myths of Hell and briefly meet the Angel of Death.

It’s critical to bear in mind that 
Judaism’s focus is on this world.
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Survey Results

According to a Pew Forum survey
• 39% of Jews said the believed in an afterlife

• Smallest of any group
• Even smaller than “Unaffiliated” [48%]
• About half the average of 74%

• But Jews had the highest response of “don’t 
know/refused to answer” of 14% [double the 
average of 7%]

• My own theory: “If the afterlife is so central to 
Christianity, we Jews must not believe it at all.”
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Some Excellent
Resources
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Some Rabbinic 
Descriptions of Paradise

[before we jump into hell]

“One sage maintained that three things – namely, Shabbat, sunshine, 
and sexual intercourse are central in this world as well as in the world 
to come (see Ber. 57b). 
He was not alone in viewing paradise as a sensual plance.  We read 
that the righteous will sit at golden tables (Ta’an. 25a) on stools of gold 
(Ket. 25a) and participate in lavish banquets (B.B. 75a).  A 3rd century 
Babylonian scholar, Rav, disagreed: ‘In the world to come there is 
neither eating nor drinking; no procreation of children or business 
transactions, no envy or hatred or rivalry but the righteous sit 
enthroned, their crowns on their heads, and enjoy the luster of the 
Shechinah (Ber. 17a).’”

Most of the rabbis saw Paradise as a place of reward agreeing with 
Rabbi Tarfon who taught: “You know that the bestowal of reward upon 
the righteous will be in the time to come.” (Avot 2:16).”

[From Soncino & Syme pp. 28-29.]
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Myths of Heaven
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Myths of Heaven
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The Journey of the Soul
After Death

The following is a synthesis of Kabbalistic understandings 
following the teaching of Simcha Raphael [pp. 273-327].

• Nefesh suffers the experience of the dying process, of 
the grave and separation from the physical body (takes 
7 days of shivah).  Experiences the River of Light, 
encounters angelic spirits and deceased relatives, 
undergoes life review.

• Ruach experiences the cleansing of Gehenna, a time to 
experience and resolve unresolved emotions 
[postmortem psychotherapy?].  This takes up to a year 
– deceased is helped by children’s kaddish, and enters 
lower Gan Eden, a world of emotional bliss where the 
personality is completed.  And it gets a break from 
Gehenna on Shabbat.
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• Neshamah takes another dip in the River of Light and 
enters Upper Gan Eden, the heavenly repose for the soul.  
The quality of your stay here depends on your focus in 
life.  If it was on the physical, Upper Gan Eden won’t seem 
like much; if it was on the spiritual you reap the spiritual 
reward and experience transcendent bliss.  Yearly 
kaddish at time of Yahrzeit is said to elevate the soul to 
higher spheres annually.   The sources speak of seeing 
God.

• Chayyah returns to the storehouse of souls in 
preparation for rebirth.  If, in the previous stage, we see 
God, in this stage we are being with God in the tzror ha-
hayyim, the “storehouse of souls” or the “bundle of life.”  
The associated mourning ritual is the 4 times/yr. Yizkor.

The Journey of the Soul
After Death
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• Yehidah is joined with God and then is placed in the 
womb.  The soul in the womb is shown the entire world, 
Gan Eden, Gehenna and where it will live and die and 
some say, the entire Torah.  When the moment of birth 
arrives, an angel touches the baby just beneath the 
nose and the soul forgets all it has learned.

• The rabbis believed that the dead can communicate 
with both the human (Baba Batra 58a) and heavenly 
(Baba Metzia 85b) realms, where they petition for mercy 
on behalf of the living (Taanit 16a).  They speak of the 
dead being on the other side of a curtain. [Raphael p. 137-8]

The Journey of the Soul
After Death
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What is Hell (Gehinnom) Like

• The term “Gehenna” dates from the biblical period referring to a valley in 
Jerusalem called Ge Ben Hinnom (“the valley of the sons of Hinnom”).  It 
was the site of a cult whose rituals included the sacrifice by burning of 
children (II Kings 23:10, Jer. 7:31).

• Talmud (R.H. 17a) “Wrongdoers of Israel who sin with their body, and 
wrongdoers of the gentiles who sin with their body, go to Gehinnom and 
are punished there for 12 months.”  Although some sages argued that after 
12 months they would be annihilated forever, Rabbi Akiva taught that “the 
judgement of the wicked in Gehenna shall endure [only] 12 months.” (Ed. 
2:10).  After this year, he taught (and his teaching prevailed), even the 
wicked would be returned to paradise.  This is the source of the custom for 
mourning parents for 11 months.

• Rabbi Hanina (B.M. 58b) taught that punishment was temporary for all 
except the following: the adulterer, one who puts his fellow to shame in 
public, and one who calls his fellow  by an obnoxious nickname.”

[Soncino & Syme, pp. 26-27]

72



3/3/2021

73

So Where is Ge Ben Hinnom? 
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Myths of Hell
Why Are There Strange Marriages?
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Myths of Hell:
Gehenna
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Myths of Hell:
Gehenna
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Myths of Hell:
Gehenna
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Myths of Hell:
Gehenna
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Myths of Hell:
Gehenna
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Myths of Hell:
Gehenna
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Myths of Hell:
Gehenna
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Myths of the Angel of Death
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Myths of the Angel of Death
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Myths of the Angel of Death
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Myths of the Angel of Death
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The Angel of Conception &
the Angel of Death
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The Philtrum
[Touched by an Angel!]
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Not Naming a Child After a Living 
Relative

CCAR RESPONSA
American Reform Responsa
59. Naming of Children
(Vol. XLII, 1932, pp. 316-360)
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Changing Your Name to  Fool the 
Angel of Death

CCAR RESPONSA
American Reform Responsa
59. Naming of Children
(Vol. XLII, 1932, pp. 316-360)
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The Delightful & Surprising Mythology of 
Judaism
Session 4: Adam, Eve & the Garden of Eden

Rabbi Michael Lotker
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Let’s Return to Eden

Dress (beyond fig leaf)
Optional!

91



3/3/2021

92

Before the Beginning:
Creation in Lurianic Kabbalah
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Overview of Garden of Eden Myth
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Myths of Adam & Eve
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Myths of Adam & Eve
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Myths of Adam & Eve
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A Scholar’s Insight Into the 
Myth of the Surgery

• From Ziony Zevit’s book (Yale 
University Press, 2013)

• The Israelites knew human and 
animal skeletal structure.
– Human from ossuaries
– Animal from eating

• They knew that human males 
and females had the same 
number of ribs (and other 
bones)

• So, is there a bone which male 
animals have that females 
don’t and which the human 
male doesn’t have?

97



3/3/2021

98

The Baculum or Os Penis

• Most male mammals 
have a penis bone, 
called the baculum or os
penis.

• This bone is absent in 
humans and spider 
monkeys.

• The phrase “…closed up 
the flesh at that spot” 
(lit. “beneath it…” (Gen. 
2:21 - ר תַּחְתֶּנָּה   (וַיִּסְגֹּר בָּשָֹ
may refer to the perineal 
raphe or seam/scar 
under the male scrotum.
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Myths of Adam & Eve
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Myths of Adam & Eve
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Myths of Adam & Eve
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Myths of Adam & Eve
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Myths of Adam & Eve
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Myths of Adam & Eve
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Myths of Adam & Eve

105



3/3/2021

106

The Delightful & Surprising Mythology of 
Judaism
Session #5: Myths of the Messiah

Rabbi Michael Lotker
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For Copies of the Texts
& Recordings of the Sessions

Go To www.lotker.com
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A Word From Our Sponsor

Rabbi Lotker’s services as our 
Community Rabbi is made possible by:

108



3/3/2021

109

Key Point to Remember

Because Judaism’s focus is on this 
world and what we are to do in this world 

and not so much on what we are to 
believe…

…we are more than free to speculate, 
wonder, dream, explore, imagine and 
enjoy a wide array of myths without 
imposing theological problems or 

accusations of heresy.
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Myths of the Messiah
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Jewish Understanding of 
Messiah

English “Messiah” is a translation of the Hebrew 
“Mashiach” [
• Mashiach means “anointed.”

• Kings of Israel were anointed by pouring holy 
oil on their heads.

• 39 references to “messiah” in Heb. Bible
• Not one refers to future redeemer

• When the Hebrew Bible was translated into Greek 
(about 200 BCE), the Hebrew Mashiach became 
the Greek “Christos” [Χριστός].

• The Greek Christos gives rise to the English 
“Christ.”
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Jewish Understanding of 
Messiah

• Fully Human and Only Human
• A Political and/or Military Ruler like King David
• Not God in any sense
• Not the son of God in any sense beyond the 

idea that we are all children of God
• Not connected with redemption of sin

• Only we can atone for our sins
• For sins against God, God forgives
• For sins against others, God cannot forgive 

unless the person offended forgives
• Messiah not at the heart of Judaism
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Jewish Prophecies
Concerning Messiah

• A time of peace on earth
• Peace among people
• Peace among animals

• All the world will come to know the one God
• Details unresolved

• Mystics see the time as supernatural
• Rationalists believe that we will do the work 

to make the world perfect
• Many believe in a Messianic Age rather 

than an individual Messiah.
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My “Has the Messiah
Come?” Test

• Read the LA 
Times cover to 
cover every day 
for a month.

• If there’s no 
story of war, or 
hatred or 
hunger or 
disease, the 
Messianic Age 
may be here!
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Why Don’t Jews Accept
Jesus As Messiah?

• No world peace, no Messiah
• The Second Coming not a Jewish idea
• But the larger issue is whether Jesus is God

• The idea of God taking human form, 
suffering with us and dying for our sins is
• Beautiful and inspiring
• But not Jewish!

• This is why I can have great respect for 
Christianity but less sympathy for “Jews for 
Jesus” and “Messianic Jews”
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• No world peace, no Messiah
• The Second Coming not a Jewish idea
• But the larger issue is whether Jesus is God

• The idea of God taking human form, 
suffering with us and dying for our sins is
• Beautiful and inspiring
• But not Jewish!

• This is why I can have great respect for 
Christianity but less sympathy for “Jews for 
Jesus” and “Messianic Jews”

• This issue is not “Who was Jesus” but “ 
Who is God.”

Why Don’t Jews Accept
Jesus As Messiah?
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… Let’s Explore Some 
Wonderful Myths of the 

Messiah!

Moving on From the 
Rationalist Approach…

117



3/3/2021

118

Myths of the Messiah

[Note: Schwartz’s book contains 63 separate myths of the 
Messiah.  I have had to be extremely selective.]

118



3/3/2021

119

Myths of the Messiah
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Myths of the Messiah
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Myths of the Messiah
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The Genealogy of the 
Messiah
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If you would like to study the details of 
this odd orign of the Messiah:

Go to www.lotker.com
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Myths of the Messiah
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Myths of the Messiah
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Myths of the Messiah
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Myths of the Messiah
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Myths of the Messiah
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Myths of the Messiah
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It is common that earth from the Mount 
of Olives is place in a grave at a Jewish 

funeral
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Myths of the Messiah
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Myths of the Messiah
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Next Class: Deep Jewish Insights 
From Fiddler on the Roof

Although it may not be apparent on 
the surface, there is quite a bit of 
Jewish tradition, insight and depth in 
the music and story of “Fiddler On 
The Roof.”  In this class, we will enjoy 
many of the scenes and songs from the 
movie and discuss such issues as our 
relationship with God, perspectives on 
the afterlife, Jewish superstitions, a 
reason for Jewish intelligence (and all 
those Nobel Prizes), Talmudic logic, 
the true meaning of “Mazel Tov,” 
Jewish understanding of miracles, 
Jewish marriage customs and a lot 
more.  It’s even OK to sing along with 
the wonderful music! 
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Next Class: Deep Jewish Insights 
From Fiddler on the Roof

• The class will take place on 
Wednesday evenings beginning 
at 7PM (Pacific):

• March 10th, 17th and 24th.
• All classes in this same Zoom 

Room
• No charge for the classes but 

please register on my website or 
just reply to the email that I 
will send you all.
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Coming in the Spring:
More Delightful & Surprsing

Jewish Myths
I haven’t decided on the details but there are many 
more wonderful myths to be studied.  Here are some 
candidates:

• Myths of God
• Myths of Creation
• Myths of Heaven
• Myths of the Holy Word
• Myths of Holy Time
• Myths of the Holy People
• Myths of the Holy Land
• Myths of Exile

This may turn into more than one class
Stay tuned for email notices!
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