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Wang et al. (2016) Springer book chapter



and what about the other direction?

• Using math to better understand water
• Using water to better understand math



Water pouring puzzles 
each step stops when source jug is empty or 
destination jug is full, whatever happens first



Water pouring puzzles (solvability depends on gcd)

each step stops when source jug is empty or 
destination jug is full, whatever happens first

8, 0, 0
3, 5, 0
3, 2, 3
6, 2, 0
6, 0, 2
1, 5, 2
1, 4, 3
4, 4, 0



https://www.archimedes-lab.org/Maths1_Hydrostatic.html

For a set of vessels (even with different shapes 
or volumes) connected below, the liquid comes 
to rest at the same level in each. Each vessel 
has constant hydrostatic pressure.

When c milliliters of water are poured into one 
vessel, water comes to rest at same level h in each. 
If cylinder base has area 1 cm2, cylinder’s volume is h. 

If cone’s r and h have ratio 3
π

, cone’s volume is h3. 

Thus, observing h yields a solution to x3 + x = c.

https://www.archimedes-lab.org/Maths1_Hydrostatic.html


Levi, M., & Tokieda, T. (2021). A Communicating-Vessels Proof of 
Hölder’s Inequality. The American Mathematical Monthly, 128(4), 370. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/00029890.2021.1865728

https://doi.org/10.1080/00029890.2021.1865728


supporting faculty member of UTEP Inter-American Jewish Studies 
Program through its existence (2005-2018) https://larrylesser.com/judaism/

https://larrylesser.com/judaism/


Yehuda Shurpin “21 things the Torah is compared to”
https://www.chabad.org/library/article_cdo/aid/5522538/jewish/21-Things-the-Torah-Is-Compared-To.htm

Water
Wine
Oil
Light 
Milk
Honey
Bread

Fire
Bee
Goad
Wood 
Fig Tree
Bird
Nut

A Loving Doe
Kings
Pillars
Fragrance
Rain
Salt
Sword

https://www.chabad.org/library/article_cdo/aid/5522538/jewish/21-Things-the-Torah-Is-Compared-To.htm


What is Torah (“instructions”)?

Pentateuch scroll (“5 books of Moses”; Chumash): 
Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers, Deuteronomy
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Nevi’im (“Prophets”, 8 historical books such as Joshua & Isaiah) 
Ketuvim (“Writings”, 11 wisdom books: Psalms, Proverbs, Ruth, etc.)
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• Written Torah (Tanakh; Hebrew Bible; “Old Testament”): 
Torah (Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers, Deuteronomy) 
Nevi’im (“Prophets”, 8 historical books such as Joshua & Isaiah) 
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Mishnah (Rabbi Yehuda ha-Nasi, 189; mostly in Hebrew) &
Gemara (Ravina II & Rav Ashi, 500; mostly in Aramaic about Mishnah)

• Oral Torah (Midrash; some in Talmud, some not): Judaic biblical 
interpretation, the method, or a collection; some written during period 
of Mishna, some later; can discuss halacha (law) or aggadah (parable)



a page of Talmud 
(late 1800s Vilna edition)     R. Danya Ruttenberg
https://lifeisasacredtext.substack.com/p/jews-for-exegesis

https://lifeisasacredtext.substack.com/p/jews-for-exegesis


why Talmud is compared to yam ha-Talmud (the sea of Talmud):
(Michael Katz & Gershon Schwartz, 1997, p. 7)

• The Talmud is as massive and deep as a sea. 
• Much of the Talmud is hidden from the eye, beneath the surface.
• A source of life/nourishment AND a forbidding place.
• One is cleansed/purified by it,                                                                  

yet one can drown in its deep waters and strong currents



(see sefaria.org
Ketubot 93a.1)

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=uNemXgZ-MWY
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Rabbi Ari Lev:   https://www.kol-tzedek.org/rabbis-blog/torah-is-water-and-water-is-life

Rabbi Andrew Pepperstone writes: “One could go back to any Torah portion 
and find connections to water, wells, or rain. In Genesis, one of the few 
things that precede Creation is the primordial water…. Avraham digs wells. 
Jacob crosses rivers and uncovers a well. Joseph saves Egypt from a lack of 
water. The Israelites are enslaved to make mud-based bricks, and pass 
through the Sea of Reeds when their enslavement comes to an end. During 
the years of wandering, water is a major issue, since it is a scarce and 
precious resource in a desert. One could read the entire Torah as a narrative 
centered on water.”  
The rabbis of the Talmud take this even further. They assert that Torah is 
itself water (Ein Mayim Elah Torah). It is sustenance and survival, it is 
transformative and healing. And perhaps most vividly, we call upon Mayyim
Hayyim - Living Waters and Torah Hayyim - a living tradition.

https://www.kol-tzedek.org/rabbis-blog/torah-is-water-and-water-is-life


Water/Torah as indispensable source of life
https://www.jtsa.edu/torah/torah-and-jewish-survival/, JTS Chancellor emeritus R. Ismar Schorsch

On the verse “They traveled 3 days in the wilderness and found no 
water” (Exodus 15:22), some mystically inclined Rabbis opined: Water 
actually stands for Torah, as it is said (Isaiah 55:1), “Ho, all who are 
thirsty, come for water.” 
Having gone for 3 days without Torah, the prophets among them 
stepped forth and legislated that the Torah should be read on the 2nd 
and 5th days of the week as well as on Shabbat so that they would not 
let 3 days pass without Torah.  (Bava Kama 82a:5,6)

https://www.jtsa.edu/torah/torah-and-jewish-survival/


Dr. Larry Lesser 
“Parables & Parabolas: 
Jewish Connections to 

Aesop’s Fables”



“Fox & Fishes” parable from Talmud (Brachot 61b:7)  
Rabbi Akiva answered him: I will relate a parable. To what can this be compared?
It is like a fox walking along a riverbank when he sees fish gathering and fleeing from place to 
place. The fox said to them: From what are you fleeing? 

They said to him: We are fleeing from the nets that people cast upon us. 

He said to them: Do you wish to come up onto dry land, and we will reside together just as 
my ancestors resided with your ancestors? 

The fish said to him: You are the one of whom they say, he is the cleverest of animals?        
You are not clever; you are a fool. If we are afraid in the water, our natural habitat which 
gives us life, then in a habitat that causes our death, all the more so. 

The moral is: So too, we Jews, now that we sit and engage in Torah study… we fear the 
empire to this extent; if we proceed to sit idle from its study, as its abandonment is the 
habitat that causes our death, all the more so will we fear the empire.



Avot De Rabbi Natan 6:2 
(Sefaria.org translation; image from https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Rabbi_Akiva)

Drink in their words thirstily: This refers to Rabbi Akiva.

What were the origins of Rabbi Akiva? They say that he 
was 40 years old and had still not learned anything. 
Once, he was standing at the mouth of a well and he 
said: Who carved a hole in this stone? They said to him: 
It is from the water, which constantly falls on it, day 
after day…. Akiva, don't you know this from the verse 
(Job 14:19) “Water erodes stones”?
Rabbi Akiva… said: If something soft can carve 
something hard, then all the more so, the words of 
Torah, which are like steel, can engrave themselves on 
my heart, which is but flesh and blood. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Rabbi_Akiva


Avot De Rabbi Natan 6:2 (Sefaria.org translation)

He immediately went to start studying Torah. He went with his 
son and they sat down by the schoolteachers…. 
He then took hold of one end of the tablet, and his son took hold 
of the other end. The teacher wrote down aleph and beit* for 
him, and he learned them (aleph to tav, and he learned them; the 
book of Leviticus, and he learned it). And he went on studying 
until he learned the whole Torah.

*the first 2 of the 22 letters in the Hebrew alphabet



images from http://wellspringsofwisdom.com/water-wears-stone/,  https://engediresourcecenter.com/wp-content, 
https://www.facebook.com/photo.php?fbid=4036590366362258&id=451473201540677&set=a.537215732966423

) 

http://wellspringsofwisdom.com/water-wears-stone/
https://engediresourcecenter.com/wp-content
https://www.facebook.com/photo.php?fbid=4036590366362258&id=451473201540677&set=a.537215732966423


inspiration/transformation
Follow your dreams/bucketlist: it wasn’t too late for middle-aged 
Akiva (a “nontraditional-aged first-gen student”!), 
nor for late bloomer middle-aged me to make my 2020 CD! 
(see Amazon, iTUNES, etc.) 

the recording of “The Stone” 
ends with dripping water!

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=upVaXsx0lcE

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=upVaXsx0lcE


“The Stone”https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=upVaXsx0lcE

(from 2020 NMMA award-winning album Sparks)

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=upVaXsx0lcE


Ubuntu
• Not just the name of an open-source operating system
• African (Zulu/Bantu) concept emphasizing the universal 

interconnectedness between people 
• One translation: “I am because we are”



big thanks to….

• UTEP World Water Week team, especially CoS Assoc. Dean Liz Walsh
• CoLA Dean Anadeli Bencomo (for her CoS talks on synergy between 

liberal arts and science)
• All who encouraged or supported my connections among Jewish 

studies, math, and music (especially Dr. Clay Bench, R. Ben Zeidman, 
R. Geoff Mitelman, and funding from CLAL/John Templeton Foundation)

• Everyone who attended or helped spread the word!



seed for song about interdependence



environmental issues sparked a 2nd verse

“When it comes to climate, countries… are at the mercy of 
actions taken by people on the other side of the planet…. 
[A]n island nation in the Pacific Ocean could reduce its 
greenhouse-gas emissions to 0 and nevertheless be 
submerged under the rising waves if other countries don’t 
follow suit.”        – historian/philosopher Yuval Noah Harai



“Rowboat”https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4dM7cgCZiX4 (inspiration: Midrash Rabbah Vayikra 4:6) 
performed at UTEP Earth Day 2011 and UTEP World Water Week 2024.
(from Lesser’s 2020 NMMA-award-winning album Sparks)

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4dM7cgCZiX4




“Same Boat”under consideration for fall 2025 Paloma Press book  
L. A. Igloria, A. Cassinetto, & D. Hassler (Eds.), The Nature of Our Times: 
Poems on America’s Lands, Waters, Wildlife, and Other Natural Wonders  
(also see https://poetsforscience.org/) 

On
waters where we once could fish,
waters where we once could swim,
waters that did not reach our beach house
even at high tide,
we
encounter ourselves in the sea of midrash as we
encounter Rashbi’s parable of sailors who
encounter a guy claiming the right to drill
under his seat.

https://poetsforscience.org/
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