Thank you for volunteering to teach at Kehilat Hadar!  Here are some dos and don’ts to assist you in preparing your devar torah.

DO keep your teaching to 5 minutes or less.  At the end of a more-than-two-hour service, attention spans will be limited, and so your teaching will be most effective if you can convey your insight concisely.  The Gettysburg Address was only 272 words; no one remembers the content of William Henry Harrison’s two-hour inaugural address.
DON’T use up your 5 minutes talking about how Hadar won’t let you go over 5 minutes ha ha ha.
DO prepare in advance what you’re going to say, so that it flows smoothly.  For some people, this may mean writing it out word for word; for others, it means making notes to refer to; for others, it’s all in your head.  Do whatever works best for you.

DON’T feel like you have to cover the entire contents of the parashah.  Beginning with “There’s so much to talk about in this week’s Torah reading!  It includes the story of Cain and Abel, the splitting of the Red Sea, the birth of Esther, and the commandment to build a parapet.  But that’s not what I came to tell you about.  Came to talk about the draft.” is a waste of time that could be better spent focusing on your topic.  It’s ok to choose one element in the parashah and teach only about that.  Of course, if you want to tie together multiple elements in the parashah, that’s ok too.
DON’T treat us to a behind-the-scenes special on how your devar torah came into being – how you were asked to teach, and read through the parashah and first thought about talking about X but then decided to talk about Y.  What’s important is that you decided to talk about something, and that’s what you’re now going to talk about.  Save the rest for the DVD.
DON’T talk about how hard it is to find something interesting to talk about this week.  (This goes especially for Terumah, Tetzaveh, Vayakheil, Pekudei, Vayikra, Tzav, Tazria, and Metzora.)  There is something to say about every Torah portion, and if you’re getting up to give the derash, then ipso facto you’ve found something to say about this one.  If you’re teaching on one of the “difficult” parshiyot, you can use this as an opportunity to take a closer look at one of the less familiar parts of the Torah, and share your insights with the community.
DO think creatively about how to approach your teaching.  Some options might include, but are not limited to:

· teaching a rabbinic text related to the Torah portion

· a literary close reading of the Torah text itself

· your own original midrash on the Torah portion
· a question raised by the Torah portion

· an external question, answered by something in this Torah portion

· comparing and contrasting different (classical and/or modern) commentators’ interpretations

· contemporary implications of the Torah’s laws and principles

· parallels from non-Jewish and/or modern texts

· situating this week’s Torah portion within the broader arc

· choosing one concept within the Torah portion and following it through subsequent sources

· resolving a contradiction within the Torah portion, or between something in the Torah portion and something elsewhere (or identifying the contradiction and leaving it unresolved)

DON’T feel limited to talking about what you think people are expecting to hear.  Your derash will be most interesting to other people if it is interesting to you, so that you can convey your own excitement about it.
DO translate any non-English texts and terms that you use (other than basic ones like Shabbat, Torah, etc.), so that your teaching can be fully accessible to the diverse population that attends Hadar services.

DON’T make assumptions about your listeners’ backgrounds.  “As we all know,” “As we all learned in third grade,” and other such generalizations are to be avoided.

DON’T assume that your listeners identify with a particular stream of Judaism or a particular type of Jewish practice.

DON’T make self-deprecating jokes or refer to other people in the room.  There are as many as 200 people at the typical Hadar Shabbat morning service, and not everyone knows you or knows any given person in the room, so these jokes can be alienating.

DO speak in your own voice, on behalf of yourself.  Don’t claim to be presenting the official position of the Hadar community.

DO take advantage of this wonderful opportunity to learn some Torah and share it with the whole community!
