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How to Use This Packet 
 

During Shabbat services, after reading from the Torah, Jews read a short 
passage from Prophets (Nevi’im). This passage is called haftarah ( הרטפה ), which 
literally means “parting,” or “exiting,” because it is the last traditional text read 
during the Torah service. The haftarah usually relates in some way to the Torah 
portion, or to the time of year in the Jewish calendar.  

 

Here at Temple Sinai, b’nai mitzvah students are responsible for picking 
their own haftarah portion. This packet contains five choices, all of which deal 
with leadership and/or social justice work, two topics that were very important to 
the prophets. Each choice has a paragraph or two of introduction, the text itself, 
and some guiding questions.  

 

What does becoming a Jewish leader and working to repair the world mean 
to you? If you had to teach the community of people attending your b’nai mitzvah 
ceremony one thing about what it means to live in the world in an ethical way, 
what would you teach them?  

 

The haftarah portion you pick can answer these questions, relate to your 
Torah portion or to a holiday happening around the time of your b’nai mitzvah, or 
it can teach something else that you think is important. You can pick your haftarah 
from the five options in this packet, or you can choose to chant one of the 
traditional haftarah portions for your Torah portion/b’nai mitzvah date. It’s up to 
you!  
 

At Temple Sinai, b’nai mitzvah students chant 3-7 verses of haftarah. Read 
through the options in this packet, as well as the traditional option(s) for your 
Torah portion, and pick the portion you are most excited to chant. When you give a 
d’var torah (speech) at your ceremony, you are welcome to talk about your Torah 
portion, your haftarah portion, or both. We’re excited to learn from you! 
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Frequently Asked Questions: Haftarah Edition 
 
Who were the prophets? 
 

In Jewish tradition, “prophet” is the word for a person who speaks with God 
and delivers God’s messages to people, and who delivers the people’s messages to 
God. (Prophets do not necessarily predict the future, although they can, if that’s the 
message God gives them.)  

There are a lot of prophets in the Torah, including Sarah, Abraham, 
Rebecca, Jacob, Moses, Miriam, Aaron, and more. There’s also a separate section 
of the Bible, called Nevi’im (“prophets”), dedicated entirely to the teachings of 
prophets who lived in the Land of Israel in the centuries after the Israelites were 
freed from slavery in Egypt. Some of these prophets were formal leaders while 
others were outsiders who God asked to speak truth to power. Haftarah readings 
come from Nevi’im. 

According to Jewish tradition, there have not been prophets for thousands of 
years, but we still read from the prophets every Shabbat in order to learn from their 
wisdom. Many of the prophets were most concerned with ethics, and encouraged 
people to pursue justice. For this reason, throughout history, the prophets have 
inspired many people working for social change. For example, the Rev. Dr. Martin 
Luther King, Jr., often quoted the prophets in his speeches. 
 
Wait, the Torah is only one part of the Jewish bible, and there’s another part 
called Nevi’im? What’s the rest? 
 

The Hebrew acronym for the bible is TaNaKh ( ך׳׳נת ) – which stands for 
Torah ( הרות ), Nevi’im )םיאיבנ( , and Ketuvim ( םיבותכ ). Nevi’im means “prophets” 
and Ketuvim means “writings.”  

Like the Torah, Nevi’im and Ketuvim are broken up into different books. 
Most of the books in Nevi’im are named after specific prophets (like Isaiah, 
Jeremiah, and Jonah). Some (Judges, I Kings, and II Kings) are named after the 
types of leaders whose stories the books tell.  

Ketuvim’s sections include the Psalms, Proverbs, Song of Songs, the Book 
of Ruth, and more. One section of Ketuvim you might be familiar with is the Book 
of Esther, which we read on Purim.  
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At my neighbor/cousin/sibling/friend’s b’nai mitzvah, I’m pretty sure they read 
an assigned Haftarah portion. Why am I choosing?  
 
 Unlike Torah portions, which are read on a uniform schedule all over the 
world, Haftarah readings have varied over time, and different Jewish communities 
around the world follow different schedules of readings. In the United States, the 
Reform Movement has historically followed the Ashkenazic schedule of readings 
(which was probably codified sometime in the early Middle Ages), but this is only 
one of many options.  

Our ancestors who created schedules of haftarah readings were doing their 
best to pick meaningful and relevant readings from Nevi’im that matched the Torah 
portions and Jewish holidays. In some cases, we might agree with their choices, 
but in other cases, we might not.  
 This is where you come in. As an emerging Jewish leader, you have the 
opportunity to explore what Jewish tradition means to you, and teach other people 
about what it might mean to them. Choosing your haftarah portion is part of this – 
and in making a choice, you’re in good company. In recent years, the Conservative 
Movement came out with a new, triennial schedule of haftarah readings, and some 
Reform communities are making their own alternative haftarah schedules.  

For hundreds of years, Jews have selected haftarah readings in order to learn 
about our sacred texts and reflect on the meaning they can have in our lives: now, 
it’s your turn. 
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Samuel Comforts and Warns 
 

According to Nevi’im, after the Israelites entered the 
Promised Land, they were led for many generations by Judges. 
The Judges were charismatic leaders - which means they didn’t 
inherit their leadership position, but instead came to power in 
each generation because other people recognized that they were 
good leaders.  

The prophet Samuel was the last charismatic leader to lead 
the Israelites by himself. The Israelites approached him to say 
that they wanted him to anoint a king. Samuel thought this was a 
terrible idea – why would the Israelites want a king instead of a 
prophet like him who could communicate with God? (Some 
kings could speak with God, but not all, and some of the non-
prophet kings were very corrupt.) Nonetheless, the people really 
wanted a king, and God told Samuel to listen to them, so Samuel 
did. Shortly afterwards, however, the people realized that they 
had screwed up, and expressed concern that they’d be punished 
by God and abandoned by Samuel.  

The haftarah portion on the next page contains Samuel’s 
response to the people’s worries. He has already reassured them 
that God will never abandon them. Now he adds that neither will 
he. He also warns them that their future wellbeing depends on 
their ability to do the right thing. As you read, consider: would 
you have responded to the people in the same way Samuel did? 
Why or why not? 
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I Samuel 12: 23-25 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

REFLECTION QUESTIONS 
 

The Israelites begged to be governed by a king (instead of led by a prophet) because other 
nations had kings. When do think it can be helpful to learn from (and follow) what other 
people are doing, and when do you choose to do your own thing, even if it’s really different 
than what other people are doing? 
 
Samuel rebuked the people for sinning but he also reassured them that he would continue to 
serve them. How do you think leaders should react when their community (or members of 
their community) does something that the leader worries will cause harm?  
 
Samuel warned the people that going forward, if they acted unethically, they would destroy 
themselves. Do you agree that societies that are unethical ultimately destroy themselves? 
Why or why not? 

 

ֹטֲחֵמ ֙יִּל הָליִ֤לָח יִֹ֗כנָא םַּ֣ג ֹדֲחֵמ הָ֔והֽיַל א֣  םֶ֑כְדַעַּב לֵּ֣לַּפְתִהְל ל֖
׃הָֽרְָׁשיַהְו הָ֖בֹוּטַה ְךֶרֶ֥דְּב םֶ֔כְתֶא יִ֣תיֵרֹוהְו   

 
As for me, far be it from me to sin against Adonai by not praying for you. I will teach you the 
path of the good and the right.  
 

 יִּ֣כ םֶ֑כְבַבְל־לָכְּב תֶ֖מֱאֶּב ֹוֹ֛תא םֶּ֥תְדַבֲעַו הָ֗וְהי־תֶא ּואְ֣רי ׀ ְךַ֣א
׃ֽםֶכָּמִע לְִּ֖דגִה־רֶׁשֲא תֵ֥א ּו֔אְר   

 
Above all, you must revere Adonai and serve God faithfully with all your heart; and consider 
how grandly God has dealt with you.  
 

  ׃ּוֽפָּסִּת םֶ֖כְּכְלַמ־ֽםַּג םֶּ֥תַא־םַּג ּועֵ֑רָּת ַעֵ֖רָה־םִאְו
 
For if you do wrong, both you and your king will be swept away. 
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Solomon Asks for Wisdom 
 
 Solomon was the third king of the Israelites. He inherited 
the position from his dad, David, at a fairly young age. This 
meant that Solomon had an opportunity to grow up watching 
other people lead, knowing the whole time that he would one 
day need to do the same thing. But he hadn’t had the same life 
experiences that had made his dad into a strong leader – he’d 
have to be a leader in his own way. 

One day, Solomon had a dream, in which God offered that 
he could ask for any one thing to help him be a better leader. 
The haftarah portion on the next page comes from the middle of 
that dream: Solomon asks God for wisdom. God is pleased with 
this request, and says that it’s a much better request than long 
life, riches, or victory over enemies, and grants Solomon the 
wisdom he asked for. In fact, our tradition says that never before 
or since has anyone been so wise. 

As you read, consider: what might you have asked for, in 
Solomon’s place? And how can wisdom, and any other 
characteristics we might need to lead or contribute to our 
communities, be cultivated? 
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I Kings 3:7-9 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

REFLECTION QUESTIONS 

Solomon identified wisdom as the one thing he needed most to become a good leader.  If you 
were in Solomon’s position, what might you have asked for? Which qualities do you think 
leaders most need? Why? 

The phrase the haftarah uses for “understanding mind” is עמש בל  (lev shomea), which literally 
means “listening heart.” (In ancient times, our ancestors thought that the heart did the things like 
thinking that we now know that our brain is in charge of.) How does listening relate to 
understanding? How can we grow our ability to listen? 

As you become a leader in the Jewish community, what qualities that you have right now do 
you plan to draw upon? What qualities do you hope to develop? 

 יִ֑בָא דִ֣וָּד תַחַּ֖ת ָ֔ךְּדְבַע־ֽתֶא ָּתְכַ֣לְמִה ֙הָּתַא יָ֔הֹלֱא הָ֣וְהי ֙הָּתַעְו
ֹטָק רַעַ֣נ ֙יִֹכֽנָאְו  ֹבָו תאֵ֥צ עַ֖דֵא אֹ֥ל ן֔ ׃אֽ  

 
And now, Adonai my God, You have made Your servant [me, Solomon!] king in place of my 
father David; but I am a young lad, with no experience in leadership.  
 

 אֹ֥לְו הֶ֛נִָּמי־אֹֽל רֶׁ֧שֲא בָ֕ר־םַע ָּתְרָ֑חָּב רֶׁ֣שֲא ָ֖ךְּמַע ְךֹו֥תְּב ָ֔ךְּדְבַ֨עְו
ֹרֵמ רֵ֖פִָּסי  ׃בֽ  

 
Your servant [me] finds himself [myself] in the midst of the people You have chosen, a 
people too numerous to be numbered or counted. 
 

ֹּפְׁשִל ַ֙עֵֹ֙מׁש בֵ֤ל ָ֜ךְּדְבַעְל ָּ֨תַָתנְו  עָ֑רְל בֹו֣ט־ןֽיֵּב ןיִ֖בָהְל ָ֔ךְּמַע־ֽתֶא ט֣
ֹּפְׁשִל֙ לַכּוי יִ֤מ יִּ֣כ  ׃ֽהֶּזַה דֵ֖בָּכַה ָ֥ךְּמַע־תֶא ט֔  

 
Grant Your servant [me, Solomon] an understanding mind to judge Your people, to 
distinguish between good and bad; for who can judge this vast people of Yours?” 
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Isaiah Condemns Empty Prayer 
 

Isaiah lived in Jerusalem during the second half of the 
eighth century BCE. He spoke out against injustice, especially 
economic injustice, and he also believed very strongly that one 
day, if we work for it, the world will be healed, and people will 
live together in justice and in peace. Isaiah’s teachings about 
justice and his belief that human beings can change the world 
for the better continue to inspire many people. Quotes from 
Isaiah can be found in our prayers, the speeches of prominent 
social justice leaders, and even popular culture.  

The book of Isaiah is the longest prophetic book, with 66 
chapters, and it is the source of more traditional haftarah 
readings than the book of any other prophet. Scholars think that 
chapters 40-66 were written several hundred years after Isaiah 
lived, but grouped with the teachings of the original Isaiah 
because of their similar themes. 
 In the haftarah portion on the next page, which comes from 
the first chapter of Isaiah, Isaiah delivers the message that God 
does not listen to the prayers of people who are engaged in 
wrongdoing (or allowing it to happen in their society); they must 
learn to do good and devote [themselves] to justice (Isaiah 
1:17). It is one of many portions in which Isaiah emphasizes that 
prayer or intention alone is not enough; it must be matched by 
action. 
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Isaiah 1:15-17 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

REFLECTION QUESTIONS 
 

I will not listen: your hands are full of blood (Isaiah 1:15). The idea that prayer doesn’t work 
when you are doing harmful things is very common in Prophetic writings. What do you think 
about this idea? When and in what ways (if at all) can prayer be helpful, and when does it 
fall short? 
 
Isaiah could have just said “do good,” but instead he said “learn to do good” (Isaiah 1:17). Why 
emphasize learning? How do you think a person (or a community) can learn to do good? 
What have you learned so far about doing good, and what do you hope to learn in the 
future? 
 
Uphold the rights of the orphan; defend the cause of the widow (Isaiah 1:17). In the Torah, we 
are told not to oppress the stranger, the orphan, and the widow many times (the rabbis of the 
Talmud say 36-46 times), and many of the prophets of Nevi’im repeat this message, or offer a 
variation on it, as Isaiah does here. What do you think these groups have in common? What 
groups might be equivalent to them in our society today, and how can we make sure that 
our society lives up to Isaiah’s message? 

 הָּ֖לִפְת ּוּ֥בְרַת־ֽיִּכ םַּ֛ג םֶּ֔כִמ ַ֙יניֵע םיִ֤לְעַא םֶ֗כיֵּפַּכ םֶ֣כְׂשִרָפְבּו
׃ּוֽאֵלָמ םיִ֥מָּד םֶ֖כיְֵדי ַעֵֹ֑מׁש ִיּנֶ֣ניֵא   

 
[God said] “And when you lift up your hands, I [God] will turn My eyes away from you. 
Also, even if you pray a lot, I will not listen: your hands are full of blood. 
 

ֹר ּוריִ֛סָה ּוַּ֔כּזִה ּ֙וצֲחַר  ׃ַעֵֽרָה ּו֖לְדִח יָ֑ניֵע ֶדגֶּ֣נִמ םֶ֖כיֵלְלַעַמ ַע֥  
 
“Wash yourselves clean; put your evil doings away from My sight. Cease to do evil;  
 

 ּוביִ֖ר םֹוָ֔תי ּו֣טְפִׁש ץֹו֑מָח ּו֣רְּׁשַא טָּ֖פְׁשִמ ּוׁ֥שְרִּד בֵ֛טיֵה ּו֥דְמִל
׃ֽהָנָמְלַא  

 
“Learn to do good. Seek justice; aid the oppressed. Uphold the rights of the orphan; defend 
the cause of the widow.” 
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Jeremiah Speaks Truth to Power 
 

The prophet Jeremiah lived through tremendous change 
and upheaval. He was born in the seventh century BCE in the 
Israelite kingdom of Judah, and called by God from a young age 
to speak truth to power – tell the people, and even kings, when 
their actions were unjust. Although Jeremiah wasn’t sure if he 
could do it, because he was just a kid, God reassured him that he 
could, and so he did. Jeremiah paid a high price for his 
willingness to speak truth to power: he was sent to jail. 

Later, Jeremiah’s life changed yet again when King 
Nebuchadnezzar of Babylonia invaded Judah, destroyed the 
Temple, and sent many people, including Jeremiah, into exile. In 
exile, Jeremiah continued to advise the people about how to live 
good lives; he encouraged them to put down roots and dedicate 
themselves to the wellbeing of their new communities. Even 
after the Jews were allowed to return to Jerusalem, some stayed 
in Babylon, launching a Babylonian Jewish community that 
would flourish for hundreds of years. 

The haftarah portion on the next page comes about halfway 
through Jeremiah’s story, when Jeremiah, as an adult, was 
commanded by God to approach the King of Judah and tell him 
to act ethically. God’s instructions to Jeremiah to go down to the 
palace (Jeremiah 22:1) have inspired many who, like Jeremiah, 
have decided to speak up in the public sphere even when this 
was personally risky. 
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Jeremiah 22:1-3 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

REFLECTION QUESTIONS 
 

What are the main problems God asks Jeremiah to talk to the King about? Do any of these 
injustices exist in our society today? If so, in what ways? 
 
If you were asked to go tell a leader that their policies were hurting people, and you knew 
that the leader might not respond well, what might you do? Why? 
 
If you could bring any message to the leaders of a group you are a part of (your school, an 
organization, our country … etc), what message would you bring and why? 
  

ֹּכ רָ֖בָּדַה־תֶא  םָׁ֔ש ָּ֣תְרַּבִדְו הָ֑דּוְהי ְךֶלֶ֣מ־תֽיֵּב דֵ֖ר הָ֔וְהי רַ֣מָא ה֚
׃ֽהֶּזַה   

 
Thus said Adonai [to Jeremiah]: “Go down to the palace of the king of Judah, and there, you 
shall utter this word. 
  

אֵּ֣סִּכ־לַע בֵֹׁ֖שּיַה הָ֔דּוְהי ְךֶלֶ֣מ הָ֔וְהי־רַבְּד עַ֣מְׁש ָּ֙תְרַֽמָאְו  דִ֑וָד
׃הֶּֽלֵאָה םיִ֥רָעְּׁשַּב םיִ֖אָּבַה ָ֔ךְּמַעְו ָ֙ךיֶ֙דָבֲעַו הָּ֤תַא  

“Say: ‘Hear the word of Adonai: O king of Judah, you who sit on the throne of David – you 
and your courtiers and your people who enter these gates!  
 

ֹּכ  קֹוׁ֑שָע ֣דַּיִמ לּו֖זָג ּוליִּ֥צַהְו הָ֔קָדְצּו ֙טָּפְׁשִמ ּוׂ֤שֲע הָ֗וְהי רַ֣מָא ׀ ה֣
ֹמְחַּת־לַא ּ֙וֹנּת־לַא הָ֤נָמְלַאְו םֹוָ֨תי ֵ֩רגְו  ּו֖כְּפְׁשִּת־ֽלַא יִָ֔קנ םָ֣דְו ּוס֔

׃ֽהֶּזַה םֹו֥קָּמַּב   
 
“[Say:] ‘Thus said Adonai: Do what is just and right; rescue the robbed from their oppressor, 
do not do injustice to the stranger, the fatherless, and the widow; and do not shed innocent 
blood in this place.” 
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Micah Envisions World Peace  
 

The book of Micah is relatively short (just seven chapters), 
but it is packed with different themes important to many other 
prophets. Micah believed that societies characterized by 
injustice collapsed on themselves, and so it was important for 
everyone to do what was right. He also believed very strongly 
that a better world was possible. To get there, he taught, every 
person needed to “do justice, love mercy, and walk humbly with 
their God” (Micah 6:8). 

Historians are not sure exactly when the book of Micah was 
composed. Micah 1:1 says that Micah was a prophet during the 
reigns of kings who lived in the 700s and 600s BCE, but parts of 
his book refer to events that happened much later. Regardless of 
when he lived, Micah was a strong voice for justice and peace. 

In the passage on the next page, Micah offers up his vision 
of a future world, in which “nation will not lift up sword against 
nation, or study war anymore” (Micah 4:3). Micah’s vision of 
peace and coexistence for all people on earth was radical in its 
time, and continues to inspire many. 
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Micah 4:3-5 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

REFLECTION QUESTIONS 
 

One thing prophets do is argue that a better world, free from the problems we face in our society 
today, is possible. Based on the haftarah portion above, what were some of the problems that 
people faced in his time that Micah believed could one day be resolved? 
 
When you imagine our world healed of its current problems, how does it look?  
 
A really important Jewish idea about social change work is “it’s not up to you to finish the work, 
but neither are you free to desist from it” (Mishna Avot 2:16). What’s one way that we - as 
individuals and/or as communities - can work to help bring about positive societal change? 

 קֹו֑חָר־דַע םיִ֖מֻצֲע ֥םִיֹוגְל ַחיִ֛כֹוהְו םיִּ֔בַר םיִּ֣מַע ןיֵּ֚ב טַ֗פָׁשְו
ֹתִינֲחַו םיִּ֗תִאְל םֶ֜היֵֹתבְרַח ּו֨תְּתִכְו ּו֞אְִׂשי־א ֹֽל תֹו֔רְֵמזַמְל ֙םֶהיֵתֽ

׃ֽהָמָחְלִמ דֹו֖ע ןּו֥דְמְִלי־אֹלְו בֶרֶ֔ח ֙יֹוּג־לֶא יֹוּ֤ג   
 
[God] will govern among the many peoples, and arbitrate for the multitude of nations, 
however distant. And they shall beat their swords into plowshares, and their spears into 
pruning hooks. Nation shall not lift up sword against nation; they will never again study war.  
 

 הָ֥וְהי יִ֛פ־יִּכ דיִ֑רֲחַמ ןיֵ֣אְו ֹוָ֖תנֵאְּת תַחַ֥תְו ֹו֛נְפַּג תַחַּ֧ת ׁשיִ֣א ּו֗בְָׁשיְו
׃ֽרֵּבִּד תֹו֖אָבְצ   

 
And everyone shall sit under their grapevine and fig tree, and no one will be afraid. It was 
Adonai of Hosts who spoke.  
 

ַנֲאַו ויָ֑הֹלֱא םֵׁ֣שְּב ׁשיִ֖א ּו֕כְֵלי םיִּ֔מַעָ֣ה־לָּכ יִּ֚כ ־םֵׁשְּב ְךֵֵ֛לנ ּונְח֗
  ׃דֶֽעָו םָ֥לֹועְל ּוניֵ֖הֹלֱא הָ֥וְהי

 
Because all the Peoples will walk in the name of their God(s), and we will walk in the name 
of our God forever and ever. 
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Want to learn more? 
Check out these resources! 

 
 
In the Temple Sinai Library: 
 
 
The Hebrew Bible: A Translation with Commentary by Robert Alter is an English 

translation of the TaNaKh that was published in 2018. The Jewish Publication Society 
(JPS) translation of the TaNaKh, which is found in many Jewish sources (including those 
listed below), is often less literal. Especially in Nevi’im, which is very poetic, the JPS 
translation can be pretty interpretative. In contrast, Robert Alter’s goal is to get English-
speaking readers as close to the meaning and feel of the original Hebrew as possible, 
including by identifying when a phrase is hard to translate or understand. The Hebrew 
Bible: A Translation with Commentary is a great resource if you want another 
perspective on what your Torah or haftarah portion is saying, written in 21st-century 
English. 

 
The Jewish Study Bible edited by Adele Berlin and Marc Zvi Brettler covers the entire 

TaNaKh in English, with notes on what scholars currently think about when and how and 
why each section was written. In its discussion of Nevi’im, The Jewish Study Bible has a 
brief introduction to each prophet.  

 
 
Online: 
 
 
https://www.sefaria.org is a website that contains the complete English and Hebrew texts of the 

TaNaKh, as well as many (many many) other Jewish texts. If you want to read what 
happens before or after your specific haftarah portion but don’t have a TaNaKh handy, or 
you want to know what a specific Hebrew word in the portion means (if you click on a 
Hebrew word, Sefaria offers you English translations), Sefaria is the website for you. 

 
The Haftarah Wikipedia page (seriously). Different Jewish communities around the world read 

different haftarah portions. One of the most comprehensive lists of these different 
haftarah portions currently available is actually on the Wikipedia page explaining what 
Haftarah is. If, while you’re choosing your Haftarah portion, you’d like to consider as 
many options as possible, this list is a great place to start: 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Haftarah#List_of_Haftarot  

 


