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Storytelling as a Spiritual PracticeSESSION 1

We’re going to open our investigation into storytelling with an example by 
exploring a text that argues for the spiritual value of storytelling. Storytelling 
is not only a way of conveying information from one person to another, but 
a deep and difficult practice that, when done correctly, allows the storyteller 
themselves to develop insight and understanding. 

THE ART OF RE-TELLING
R. Kalonymous Kalman Shapiro  was the rabbi of a town called Piazecno, in the 
suburbs of Warsaw. He was the head of a yeshiva and was a sensitive thinker to 
the educational needs of his students. He wrote books that addressed students 
at each stage of their learning and development. The passage that we will be 
studying is from the book that is intended for students who are going to be 
learning as adults for a few years. This might be the equivalent of a secular 
college (post-secondary education). However, the goals and strategy that R. 
Shapiro lays out in this book are not good study skills, but rather spiritual 
contemplative techniques that allow these advancing students to grow 
religiously.

In this passage, a condensed selection from Chapter 7 of this work, R. Shapiro 
encourages his students to expand their learning through using imaginative 
techniques. He tells them not to simply study texts for their content, but 
rather use the details furnished by the Torah and midrash as a springboard 
for cultivating the students’ own understanding of what they are learning. 
He encourages them to tap into their own emotions as well as their own 
imaginations. The passage we will be studying is his example of what it looks 
like to engage in this deep learning. 

For his example, he selected the story of the Israelites’ slavery and suffering in 
Egypt. As he is re-telling the story, pay attention to what details he chooses to 
highlight and expand. Think about:

1. What is the effect on you, as the reader, when you read the story in this 
expanded version. 

2. Does this expanded story touch you in a different way? Does it teach you in a 
different way?

 R. Kalonymous 
Kalman Shapiro 
He is most well-
known for his 
teachings in the 
Warsaw Ghetto, 
which were found in 
a milk can after the 
Holocaust. These 
works, known as 
the Esh Kodesh or 
Holy Fire are a very 
powerful look into 
what it means to 
care for and educate 
people who are 
suffering in the worst 
way, both physically 
and spiritually. They 
are available in 
English translation 
by Nehemia Polen. 
There is also a new 
critical edition of 
these teachings 
prepared by Daniel 
Reiser, which is only 
available in Hebrew, 
called Sermons from 
the Years of Rage.
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 HaAvreikhim 
“Avreikhim” is a 
term used currently 
for students who 
learn Torah in a 
kollel full-time after 
marriage. However, 
in R. Shapiro’s time, 
this term did not 
designate someone 
who would be 
learning full-time 
throughout their 
entire life and rather 
refers to a yeshiva 
graduate who 
wants to continue 
learning at a higher 
level. Some of these 
students would 
eventually move 
on to be rabbis and 
teachers and some 
would move on to 
work in other trades.

הכשרת האבריכים פרק ז

כשתלמד תנ״ך תשתדל 
להשתתף בכל מאורעות 
הקודש שעברו כאילו גם 

אתה היית אז... הן לא תדע 
אם באמת כך הי׳ כפי שאתה 

משער לך במחשבתך, אבל 
הלא לפי יסודות הנאמרים 

בתורה ובמדרשות אתה 
חושב, רק שאתה מרחיב את 

מחשבתך בהן. 

וימררו את חייהם בעבודה 
קשה בחומר ובלבנים את 

כל עבודתם אשר עבדו בהם 
בפרך )שמות א׳(, לא את 

הבנינים היו צריכים המצריים 
האכזרים רק לענות את 

ישראל ולמרר את חייהם היו 
שואפים ולתכלית זה לבנות 
פתם ורעמסס בדו להם... גם 
כל מצרי שוטה ורשע, גם כל 
נער בזוי, התחצף לקלל אף 

להכות עברי זקן ונשוא פנים 
הכאות איומות עד שבור את 

עצמותיו אף להרגו. גם אם הי׳ 
העברי גבור ממנו הי׳ מוכרח 

לסבול את הכאותיו של כל נער 
משוקץ, כי מי הוא אשר יהיו 

לעמוד נגד מצרי אשר בידיהם 
ח״ו לכלות את כלם כרגע... 

גם צפור מצאה בית ודרור קן 
לה אשר בהם תלונה, אבל בן 

ישראל אחר כל עבודתו המרה 

Hakhsharat HaAvreikhim,  Chapter 7

When you study the Torah, try to 
participate in the holy events that 
happened as if you were also there when 
they were happening…Indeed, you don’t 
know if it was truly thus the way that you 
imagine it, but aren’t you thinking along 
the lines of the fundamentals that were 
stated in the Torah and the midrash? You 
are only expanding upon them in your 
thoughts.

They embittered their lives with hard 
labor, with mortar and bricks. All of the 
labor that they impressed them to do was 
oppressive (Shemot 1:14 ). The cruel 
Egyptians didn’t need the buildings, they 
only aspired to embitter their lives. And it 
is for this purpose they invented the need 
to build Pithom and Rameses… And any 
crazy and evil Egyptian, any good-for-
nothing teen, would be brazen enough to 
curse or even beat an old and respected 
Hebrew man with frightening beatings 
to the point of breaking his bones, or 
even killing him. Even if the Hebrew was 
stronger than him, he would be forced to 
suffer his strikes, because who would be 
able to stand up to an Egyptian who has 
the power to (God Forbid) destroy them 
all in an instant… Even a bird can find a 
home, a nest for it where it can rest, but 
the Jew, after all of his bitter labor from 
the time of the cock crow, and after all of 

SOURCE #1 
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the beatings and the breaking of his bones all day, they 
wouldn’t let him go home to rest, and he had to sleep in 
the field. And the mortar was his pillow and the mud 
was his blanket… and many of them didn’t know their 
children and their children didn’t know them because 
so much time had passed since they stepped across their 
own thresholds. Rather they spent their whole lives 
in the field, with mortar and bricks, being chased and 
beaten.

…The hearts of the cruel ones were not satisfied that 
[the Hebrews] were disgusting in their eyes on account 
of the labor with mud and bricks. But they furthermore 
made the Jews who came to the land as nobles into 
sweepers of the streets and markets. The Israelites were 
lowly and disparaged in their eyes… Indeed they had 
received from their fathers, and their fathers received 
from their fathers, that they were not slaves from the 
womb and from birth… they came here as officers and 
rulers… And their ancestor, Joseph, was second to the 
king and saved all of Egypt from death and destruction. 
But there is no mention of Joseph or any of their other 
elders who dealt kindly with the Egyptians. Their one 
[thought] was to depress Israel and to crush them…

But behold, Moses, our Teacher, and Aaron the Priest 
entered into this suffering and the voice of God was 
calling through them: “I have noticed you and what has 
been done to you in Egypt. And I say that I will bring 
you up out of the suffering of Egypt into a land flowing 
with milk and honey” (Shemot 3:16 )… And the man 
would come to his home and tell his wife and children 
about all of the great and wondrous things that he heard 
and that he saw with his eyes, speaking and describing 
before them how their departure from this will look and 

מעת קריאת הגבר, ואחרי הכאותיו 
ושבירת עצמותיו כל היום, לא נתנוהו 

ללכת הביתה לנוח, רק בשדה ילין. 
)שמ״ר פ״א( והי׳ החומר לו לכר והטיט 
לכסת... רבים מהם את בניהם לא ידעו 
ולא בניהם אותם, כי את מפתן ביתם 

זמנים רבים לא דרכו, ורק בשדה, 
בחומר ולבנים, בבזיונות, רדיפות, 

והכאות, את כל ימי חייהם בלו.

...לב האכזרים לא נשבע מזה שהיו 
נמאסים בעיניהם מעבודת טיט ולבנים 
)שהשר״ר פ״ד( רק עוד הוסיפו לעשות 

את בנ״י אשר כאצילים באו לארץ 
למטאטי שווקים ורחובות, )שמ״ר פ״י( 
בזוים ושפלים היו ישראל בעיניהם... 

הן קבלו מאבותינו ואבותיהם 
מאבותיהם כי לא עבדים שפלים הם 

מבטן ומלידה... סגנים וחורים היו 
בבואם הנה... ויוסף זקנם שני למלך 

הי׳ ואת כל מצרים הציל מאבדן 
וממות. אבל אין זכר לא ליוסף ולא 

לשאר זקניהם אשר הטיבו לעשות עם 
המצריים, רק אחת להם לדכא את 

ישראל ולרצוץ אותם...

והנה בתוך צרותיהם אלו באו משה 
רבנו ואהרן הכהן וקול ד׳ בהם קורא, 
פקוד פקדתי אתכם ואת העשוי לכם 

במצרים ואומר אעלה אתכם מעני 
מצרים אל ארץ וכו׳ זבת חלב ודבש 

]שמות ג׳[... והאיש בא אל ביתו 
ומספר לאשתו ולבניו את הגדולות 

והנפלאות אשר שמע ואשר ראו 
עיניו, ומדברים ומציירים לפניהם איך 
תראה יציאתם מזה ובמה יכינו עצמם 
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how they should prepare themselves for the journey. 
And there will be an innocent child who asks out of fear, 
“My father, My mother! How are we going to go out?! 
The oppressor is going to beat us! Please remember, my 
father, how when you were so ‘remiss’ so as to just stand 
up, this evil person beat you so. For how many weeks 
were you ill after that? How many nights did you roll 
around in your agony? I am afraid.” And his father would 
yell at him, saying, ”Could this oppressor possibly harm 
us at the time that God’s will has arisen to save us?!”... 
And the child cried greatly. His mother, who was among 
the righteous women in Egypt, took him into her arms 
and she kissed him and said to him, “Listen my son, my 
beloved, please listen, do not cry my dear. Didn’t I teach 
you from your childhood to know that the god of Israel 
is God? He created the heavens and the earth, the seas 
and the rivers. He made everything according to His will 
and everything is guided by His will. There is nothing 
that is beyond His ken, even in the depths of the earth 
or the bottom of the sea. He created everything, sees 
everything, and everything he guides.”

לדרך. ויש אשר בפחד ישאל ילד 
תמים, אבי, אמי, ואיך זה נצא והנוגש 

יכה אותנו. זכור נא אבי, כאשר רק 
נתרשלת אז לקום, איך הכה אותך 

הרשע הזה, כמה שבועות חלית אחרי 
זה, כמה לילות התגוללת ביסוריך, אני 

מתירא. ויגער בו אביו לאמור, היכול 
יוכל הנוגש להרע לנו בשעה שעלה 

ברצון ד׳ לגאלנו... ויבך הילד בכי 
גדול. ותקחהו אמו, שהיתה מנשים 

הצדקניות במצרים, אל חיקה ותשקהו 
ותאמר לו, שמע בני חביבי, שמע נא, 

אל נא תבכה יקירי, הלא מילדותך 
למדתי אותך לדעת שד׳ אלקי ישראל 

הוא אלקים, את השמים ואת הארץ 
ברא, את הימים ואת הנהרות, את 
הכל ברצונו עשה ואת הכל ברצונו 

מנהיג, אין דבר נסתר ממנו אף 
במעמקי הארץ ואף בתחתית הים, את 

הכל ברא רואה ומנהיג.

Questions from Dena Weiss
1. R. Shapiro’s retelling of the story includes many details that are inspired by midrash and from his own 

imagination weaved seamlessly into the narrative. Do you think this is a good way to study the Torah? 
What are the advantages and disadvantages to approaching the biblical text this way?

2. What did you think was the most moving or most interesting part of the story in his retelling? Why do you 
think it caught your attention? 

3. If you were telling the story of the Exodus yourself, which elements do you think you would want to 
emphasize or expand upon? Why?  

4. The Haggadah teaches that in each generation a person is supposed to look at themselves as if they left 
Egypt. Do you think R. Shapiro is fulfilling the mitzvah of telling the Exodus from Egypt in a better way 
by using his imagination in this way? At Seders you have attended, do you do anything that is similarly 
extemporaneous? Do you think it would be a good addition to the Seder? Why or why not?
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