Additional resource to teach
The Fable of the Goat – S.Y Agnon
Shelley Marsh
Facilitator’s copy
Aims
• To unpack this story
• To make the story easily accessible to young people
• To use the story as a springboard into discussion about Israel
• To set a scene for this story which uses a variety of techniques which use
different approaches and senses
Equipment
• A bottle of sweet smelling spray perfume or air freshener (optional)
• Music for kabbalat Shabbat (on a phone, to be played quietly) (optional)
• Participants need to have access to plain paper, felt tipped pens and their
imagination.
•
Flexi time but up to 90 mins to unpack and discuss fully.
S.Y. Agnon – Fable of the Goat
Leader to begin reading
The tale is told of an old man who groaned from his heart. The doctors were sent for,
and they advised him to drink goat's milk. He went out and bought a she-goat and
brought her into his home. Not many days passed before the goat disappeared.
They went out to search for her but did not find her. She was not in the yard and not
in the garden, not on the roof of the house of study and not by the spring, not in the
hills and not in the fields.
You have 2 minutes:
Draw a map of the area where people searched for the goat. Complete the
exercise (2 min time frame) (Optional – depending on time - ask participants to
show the person next to them their map.
Leader to continue reading
She tarried several days and then returned by herself; and when she returned, her
udder was full of a great deal of milk, the taste of which was as the taste of Eden.
Ask for a volunteer to read
Not just once, but many times she disappeared from the house. They would go out
in search of her and would not find her until she returned by herself with her udder
full of milk that was sweeter than honey and whose taste was the taste of Eden.
One time the old man said to his son, "My son, I desire to know where she goes and
whence she brings this milk which is sweet to my palate and a balm to all my bones."

His son said to him, "Father, I have a plan." He said to him, "What is it?" The son got up
and brought a length of cord. He tied it to the goat's tail.
His father said to him, "What are you doing, my son?"
Stop the reader and leader asks
His father said to him, ‘what are you doing my son?’
Tell the person next to you – what do you think the son is doing? (4 minutes)
Ask for a volunteer to read
He said to him, "I am tying a cord to the goat's tail, so that when I feel a pull on it, I
will know that she has decided to leave, and I can catch the end of the cord and
follow her on her way." The old man nodded his head and said to him, "My son, if
your heart is wise, my heart too will rejoice."
The youth tied the cord to the goat's tail and minded it carefully. When the goat set
off, he held the cord in his hand and did not let it slacken until the goat was well on
her way and he was following her. He was dragged along behind her until he came
to a cave. The goat went into the cave, and the youth followed her, holding the
cord. They walked thus for an hour or two, and maybe even a day or two. The goat
wagged her tail and bleated, and the cave came to an end.
Stop the reader and leader says
And the cave came to an end...
Draw what you can think the youth can see at the end of the cave (3 minutes)
(Optional – depending on time - ask people to share their drawings - as a group or
in small groups)
Ask for a volunteer to read
When they emerged from the cave, the youth saw lofty mountains, and hills full of
the choicest fruit, and a fountain of living waters that flowed down from the
mountains; and the wind wafted all manner of perfumes. (Optional) Spray
perfume/air-freshener in the vicinity
The goat climbed up a tree by clutching at the ribbed leaves. Carob fruits full of
honey dropped from the tree, and she ate of the carobs and drank of the garden's
fountain.
The youth stood and called to the wayfarers: "I adjure you, good people, tell me
where I am, and what is the name of this place?" They answered him, "You are in the
Land of Israel, and you are close by Safed."
The youth lifted up his eyes to the heavens and said, "Blessed by the Omnipresent,
blessed be He who has brought me to the Land of Israel." He kissed the soil and sat
down under the tree.
Stop the reader and leader says
He kissed the soil and sat down under the tree
Ask participants to make up the words of a prayer that you would say if you were the
youth who had just kissed the soil
Ask for a volunteer to read
He said, "Until the day breathe and the shadows flee away, I shall sit on the hill under
this tree. Then I shall go home and bring my father and mother to the Land of Israel."
As he was sitting and feasting his eyes on the holiness of the Land of Israel, he heard
a voice proclaiming:
"Come, let us go out to greet the Sabbath Queen."

(Optional) Play kabbalat Shabbat music quietly in the background
And he saw men like angels, wrapped in white shawls, with boughs of myrtle in their
hands, and all the houses were lit with a great many candles. He perceived that the
eve of Sabbath would arrive with the darkening, and that he would not be able to
return. He uprooted a reed and dipped it in gallnuts, from which the ink for the
writing of the Torah scrolls is made. He took a piece of paper and wrote a letter to
his father:
Stop the reader and leader says
He took a piece of paper and wrote a letter to his father
Ask participants to write a short letter/write the first three sentences of the letter (4
minutes)
Ask for a volunteer to read
"From the ends of the earth, I lift up my voice in song to tell you that I have come in
peace to the Land of Israel. Here I sit, close by Safed, the holy city, and I imbibe its
sanctity. Do not inquire how I arrived here but hold on to this cord which is tied to the
goat's tail and follow the footsteps of the goat; then your journey will be secure, and
you will enter the Land of Israel."
The youth rolled up the note and placed it in the goat's ear. He said to himself: When
she arrives at Father's house, Father will pat her on the head, and she will flick her
ears. The note will fall out, Father will pick it up and read what is written on it. Then he
will take up the cord and follow the goat to the Land of Israel.
Stop the reader and leader says
Then he will take up the cord and follow the goat to the Land of Israel
In a small group (4 – 5 people) discuss what you think happens next...Share with the
group (4 minute discussion and 4 minute feedback to group – if short on time – do
not feedback to group or ask people to shout out what they think happens next)
Ask for a volunteer to read
The goat returned to the old man, but she did not flick her ears, and the note did not
fall. When the old man saw that the goat had returned without his son, he clapped
his hands to his head and began to cry and weep and wail, "My son, my son, where
are you? My son, would that I might die in your stead, my son, my son!"
So he went, weeping and mourning over his son, for he said, "An evil beast has
devoured him; my son is assuredly rent in pieces!"
And whenever he saw the goat, he would say, "I will go down to my grave in
mourning for my son."
Stop the reader and leader says
And whenever he saw the goat, he would say, ‘ I will go down to my grave in
mourning for my son’
Ask the group ‘How did the old man continue to care for the goat?’ Tell the person
next to you – 3 minutes. Feedback thoughts as a group if time allows.
Ask for a volunteer to read
The old man's mind would not be at peace until he sent for the butcher to slaughter
the goat. The butcher came and slaughtered the goat. As they were skinning her,
the note fell out of her ear. The old man picked up the note and said, "My son's
handwriting!"

When he had read all that his son had written, he clapped his hands to his head and
cried, "Vay! Vay! Woe to the man who robs himself of his own good fortune, and
woe to the man who requites good with evil!"
He mourned over the goat many days and refused to be comforted, saying, "Woe
to me, for I could have gone up to the Land of Israel in one bound, and now I must
suffer out my days in this exile!"
Stop reader and leader ends the story
Since that time the mouth of the cave has been hidden from the eye, and there is
no longer a short way. And that youth, if he has not died, shall bear fruit in his old
age, full of sap and richness, calm and peaceful in the Land of the Living.
Additional questions for in-depth discussion
• The goat could provoke discussion about ‘scapegoating’ or the sacrificial
lamb.
• Where could you take this metaphor and connect it to Israel and the Jewish
people in the diaspora?
How might the goat represent…
• The early Zionist movements
• Victims of the Shoah
• Jewish and non-Jewish integration in Israel
Agnon describes a magical cave that leads to the Land of Israel…
• Was there ever a short cut to Israel?
• What Aliyot would you like to teach about here?
• What do people need nowadays to ‘progress through the cave’?
• What might going through the cave mean for you personally?
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