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To my parents, Jackie and Bob, 
who taught me to  

look both ways before crossing the street, 
stay with my group, 

that no throw is better than a bad throw, 
to stand up for what I believe in, 

to strive to be patient, 
and that family is the most important. 

-GBW 
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 Our tradition teaches us that parents have certain responsibilities towards their children. 

Those responsibilities include entering them into the covenant, finding them a suitable partner, and 

teaching them a trade.1 Our tradition also says that parents are responsible to teach their children 

the value and obligation of talmud Torah, the study of Torah. In the first paragraph of the Sh’ma, we 

find the phrase v’shinantam l’vanecha-2 teach them to your children. The “them” to which this 

commandment refers are the practices of the tradition: the rituals, prayers, teachings, values, 

observances, and prohibitions that bring holiness into our lives and to our communities. Those 

practices have been the subject of voluminous discussion throughout Jewish history. Our ancient, 

rabbinic, Medieval, and modern texts have offered many answers to the questions “what do Jews 

do?” and “how do Jews do it?” Over the generations, the collective answer to that question has 

become known as halakhah, the way of the Jewish people. Although this “way” can be described in a 

single word, it is not a single idea. Rather, as the result of thousands of years of Jewish living, 

halakhah is best understood as an ongoing conversation about the question with many, many 

answers. 

 The two instructions to teach children the ways of Judaism and to develop within them a 

love for the study of Torah offer guidance to parents as to what they need to do raise their children, 

and give parents insight as to how. In Torah we find the beginning of the discussion of Jewish 

practice that has continued throughout the generations. In Torah we can find the “them” to which 

the Sh’ma refers. By engaging in the study of Torah with their children, by teaching their children to 

look to Torah as the guide to their Jewish practice, and by creating a Jewish practice that develops 

strong familial relationships, a sense of connection with the community and commitment to repair 

the world, and the holiness that comes from a relationship with God. 

 This curriculum guide is designed to help parents do just that. Building on the eagerness of 

parents with young children, it is aimed at the parents of children in their first year of formal 

religious education.3 The guide is designed to be used during a class that meets concurrently with 

                                                
1 Tosefta Brachot 1:11 
2 Deuteronomy 6:7 
3 This does not mean only the parents of the youngest children in a given community’s religious school program. 
Rather, it refers to parents of any child who is in a formal religious school program for the first time, whether that is 
in kindergarten or 6th grade.  
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the community’s youth education program. When parents bring their children to their religious 

school classes, they will have their own learning experience, thereby creating an environment 

where parents and children come to the synagogue together to engage in Jewish learning. Coming 

with their children to learn, parents can model to their children the role that Jewish education can 

play in their life. In the following quotation, Michael A. Meyer explains the role that parents can 

play in their children’s Jewish education: “Parents and children must see themselves as engaged in a 

common, necessarily incomplete, venture. It is not the task of children simply to reach the level of 

their parents’ knowledge, nor even to exceed it, but to join them upon their journey. For parents 

and children the first community of Jewish learning is the home.” By engaging themselves in Jewish 

learning, parents can both teach their children about the tradition and model for them a lifetime of 

Jewish learning and practice. 

 This guide explores ways to teach parents about the textual sources of Jewish practice, 

showing them where in our tradition our practices come from and how they have evolved. By 

reading and engaging in discussion about the texts that define our traditions practice, they will 

listen and ultimately respond to the ongoing conversation of halakhah. They will be asked to think 

about their own educational experience and how it has shaped them. The guide will challenge them 

to consider their own practice, how it has come to be, and how they wish to guide their children in 

the formation of their own Jewish identities. As it explores topics such as Jewish holidays, prayers, 

blessings, and lifecycle events it will also orient parents to the history and development of the 

Jewish textual tradition, offering insights and strategies for how they can be understood with a 

modern sensibility. 

To help achieve these goals, this curriculum guide is designed to explore and uncover these 

enduring understandings: 

• Jews practice our tradition to bring holiness into our lives by creating community, striving 
to repair the imperfections in the world, and connecting with God. 
 

• Jewish practice emanates from and has evolved over thousands of years of rabbinic writing. 
 

• Ongoing thought and consideration informs halakhah, a conversation about the way of 
Jewish tradition and practice. 
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• We can examine Torah (understood simultaneously as the Five Books of Moses, all of 
Tanakh and the collection of rabbinic writings) to identify principles that guide us in striving 
towards holiness. 
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Dear Teacher: 

 This curriculum guide is designed to guide parents through a process of creating a Jewish 

practice for their home and for their family. In it, the students will engage with the texts of our 

tradition that have, over the course of centuries, guided Jews as they sought meaning and spiritual 

fulfillment in their lives. The title, V’Dibarta Bam B’Veitecha, Speak of Them in Your Home, is an 

allusion to the words of Sh’ma. V’Dibarta, you will speak or discuss, refers to the ongoing 

conversation that is halakhah, Jewish tradition and practice. Bam, of them, refers to the mitzvot 

specifically and the teachings of the tradition generally; we are meant to engage in conversation, 

study, and debate about the teachings of our tradition throughout our lives. B’Veitecha, in your 

house, connotes the family aspect of this learning, implying that the students are meant to take 

what they learn in this class and incorporate it with their families in their homes.   

 The students will be able to speak of them in their homes as they engage in the study of the 

texts of our tradition. They will study these texts with the goal of understanding what they meant 

to their authors, what they have meant to Jews over the generations, and how as modern Jews  the 

students can incorporate their values and teachings into their lives. In the end, it is the goal of this 

guide that the students will walk away with a deeper understanding of what Jews do that make 

them Jewish and how they can incorporate the many rituals and practices of our tradition into their 

lives. 

 To accomplish this, this guides makes use of a variety of teaching methods and activity 

paradigms. The intent of this letter is to explain and clarify them, so you as the teacher can use 

them to their full advantage in your task of guiding the students to uncover and unlock the 

information herein. 

 

The Guide to Jewish Practice 
The main method of assessment in this curriculum guide is the creation of a Guide to Jewish Practice. 

In many of the lessons, students will be asked to study a piece of Jewish text or a Jewish ritual. 

They will probe the biblical and rabbinic sources contained within the text, ask what the text is 

trying to tell us, and consider how they can incorporate the teachings of the text into their lives. To 

synthesize that learning, the students are often asked to create their own interpretation of the 
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ritual, reflective of the words and values that the ritual has carried throughout Jewish history. For 

example, after engaging with the words of Sh’ma al Hamita, they are asked to create a ritual that 

they can perform with their family on a nightly basis, with blessings for hope and protection 

through the night, and incorporating the words of Sh’ma. The creation of this ritual is not meant to 

discount the value of performing Sh’ma al Hamita in the way that it has been performed over the 

generations. Instead it designed with the recognition that the language of that traditional text may 

be difficult for many families to understand or relate to. With their new ritual, they can engage 

with values and principles of the ritual, convey them to their children, all while maintaining the 

basic structure of Jewish practice. 

 How the Guide to Jewish Practice will look depends a lot on the resources available to you and 

your class. If you are looking for a “professional” look, you could ask your students to prepare their 

entries on a computer, format them, and have them printed and bound. Another option is to lean 

more towards a scrapbook model, where most of the physical preparation is done by the students in 

the class or at home. What is most important, what should guide your decision making on this 

issue, is the creation of a collection that will be useful and inviting for the students in their homes. 

The hope is that once the various entries into the Guide to Jewish Practice are be bound and brought 

into the home of the students it will serve both as a reminder of this learning experience, the value 

of engaging in Talmud Torah, and a reference for the family as they continue to create their Jewish 

home. 

The individual entries will vary somewhat, depending on what ritual or practice is being 

addressed. For example, the brit ceremony, which entails such a variety of parts (who is 

participating, how, when it starts, etc.), would be hard to boil down into a template. The Sh’ma al 

Hamita activity, however, has a template provided, with space both above and below the text of 

Sh’ma for students to use. Many of the exercises are “blank slate,” meaning they ask the students to 

create both the form and the content. They are given examples from the Jewish tradition to guide 

them, but they should not feel bound to begin their ketubah text with the date or for their Kabbalat 

Shabbat piyyut to be in the form of an acrostic poem. Rather, they should be give the leeway to find 

ways to express the themes and values of the rituals that will allow them to best relate to our 

tradition, our community, and God. 
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Chevruta 
Throughout this guide, students are asked to engage in chevruta study. The word chevruta is 

Aramaic, the vernacular of the Jewish people in both biblical and rabbinic times. Its meaning is a 

partnership or friendship, related to the word chaver, Hebrew for friend. The Jewish tradition is 

keenly aware that the best way to learn is not individually, but in conversation with another or 

others. This is particularly true for learning Jewish texts. Studying in chevruta, with a study partner, 

invites the learners to engage not only with the text, but also with another’s understanding of it. 

They can and should ask questions of each other, argue the finer points of the text, agree and 

disagree, all as a way to deepen their understanding of the text or topic at hand. 

 In this guide, where it asks for chevruta study, it is best done in a two-person partnership. 

But, if the dynamics of your class call for a different arrangement, your students will still benefit 

from each others’ keen minds and insight. 

 

Who Are the Students? 
Since this guide is designed for a parents’ class, it is likely that some of your students will be coming 

with their spouses or significant others. Throughout the guide, “students” are asked to create the 

various rituals noted above. When two parents of a household are learning together and the task is 

to create a household ritual like Sh’ma al Hamita, it would be best for them to create one ritual 

together. In those instances, “students” should be read to mean “parental team,” whether that is one 

or two students. But, in those instances when the ritual is more personal in nature, like the writing 

of a Vidui or a meditation for Tashlich, each student should be given the opportunity to create their 

own ritual statement. 

 
Handouts 
This guide makes use of many handouts. In those handouts are texts to be studied, instructions for 

activities, guiding questions for chevruta work, recipes, and other resources. The handouts for the 

lessons can be found at the end of each lesson. The layout of those handouts is such that they could 

easily be printed, copied, and distributed to your students. Therefore, they do not contain page 

numbers or unit or lesson headers that place them in their context of the guide. This was done to 
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make it easier for you as the teacher to reproduce and distribute the materials. The pages of these 

handouts are included in the pagination of this guide, even though their page numbers are not noted 

on the page. 

 
Topic Headings for Units and Lessons 
On each unit’s first page, there are four categories of information, denoted by the headers Enduring 

Understandings, Knowledge, Skills, and Evidence of Learning. They are meant to help to 

understand the purpose and goals of the unit. Here is a description of the content found in each: 

• Enduring Understandings – the “big ideas” of the unit, which the students will both cover 

and uncover in their learning. These ideas are wide in scope and depth. 

• Knowledge – the specific content areas within the Enduring Understandings that this guide 

will address 

• Skills – statements of what the students should be able to do, understand, articulate, or 

perform after they have completed the unit 

• Evidence of Learning – the work that the students will create that will demonstrate their 

learning, their ability to do the Skills listed above 

 
Each non-scripted lesson has three components to it: Objectives, Learning Experiences, and 

Resources. The Objectives are related to the Skills of the unit, but are specific to the lesson. The 

Learning Experiences are detailed descriptions of the activities that will help the students achieve 

those objectives. If you as the teacher feel that you have a different activity or a different approach 

to the activity that will work better for you as a teacher or your students as learners, feel free to 

incorporate it. 

 As the scripted lessons indicate, the assumed time for each of the lessons is two and a half 

hours. However, it is understood that religious school class lengths vary greatly. If you are more 

time-limited, many of the lessons could be divided into two, doing each of the learning experiences 

on a different day. If you have more time, consider lengthening the discussions to allow for a more 

diverse flow of thoughts and ideas from your students. 
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 The scripted lessons in Unit 2: Yearly Practices are formatted differently. They are much 

more detailed, with verbal instructions to students, question and answer patterns, a set induction 

and prepared conclusion. This is meant to give you an idea about how I as the author would put 

these activities into action, what questions I would ask of the students, and what I would expect the 

answers to be. Since much of this guide is about students developing their own relationship with 

our tradition’s practices, many of the questions do not have set answers; they will vary from 

student to student.  

 
Use of Hebrew Text 
In almost every lesson students are asked to read, question, and develop an understanding of a text 

from our tradition. Those texts come from the Tanakh, from the Mishnah, from the Tosefta, from 

the Talmud, from later rabbinical writings, from our prayer liturgy, and some from modern (20th 

and 21st Century) collections of Jewish ritual and practice. In those instances where the texts were 

originally written in Hebrew (and occasionally in Aramaic), the texts are most often provided both 

in the original and in English translation. It is not expected that the students will have the language 

skills to engage with the texts in Hebrew. But, I find it valuable to include the text in its original 

language for many reasons. First, since Hebrew is recognized as the universal language of Jews, it 

serves as a reminder to the students that these texts come from a body of knowledge that is 

universal to all Jews. Second, if you as the teacher speak or understand Hebrew, it allows you to 

access the text in its original and gives you the opportunity to offer your own insights based on your 

study of it. Third, I hope that through constant exposure to the language, it might inspire some to 

want to learn Hebrew, which would open many doors for future Jewish learning. 

 
 

 

 

As you proceed into this curriculum, I wish you the best of luck, and thank you for your 

commitment to Talmud Torah and the Jewish people.
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Enduring Understandings 

• Throughout our lives, we are faced with moments of joy and sorrow that provide us the 
opportunity to contemplate our purpose for being. 

• Jewish rituals involve the recitation of words and phrases that create a connection between 
us, our ancestors, and our God. 

• Jewish rituals and observances can serve as vehicles for expressing the joys and sorrows of 
life. 

 
Knowledge 

This unit focuses on the various rituals, celebrations, and mourning experiences that mark the 
passage of times in our lives. Intended to expose the students to the textual bases and resources of 
those experiences, it will invite them to explore the following lifecycle events: 

• Brit Milah, Simchat Bat/Brit Bat, Zeved HaBat (rituals for welcoming newborns into the 
tradition) 

• Providing a religious and cultural education 
• Bar/bat mitzvah 
• The Jewish wedding ceremonies 

! Ketubah (the Jewish marriage contract) 
! Sheva Brachot (“Seven Blessings” that are given to a couple as part of the wedding 

ceremony) 
• Prayers for healing 
• Vidui (Confession- while this prayer is found in various parts of Jewish liturgy, here it refers 

to the final confession before one’s death) 
 
In these learning experiences, the students will have the opportunity to explore how these rituals 
invoke our past, emphasize the present, and look forward to the future in a way that heightens our 
spiritual awareness and connection to our community, our tradition, and God. 
 
Skills 

By the end of this unit, students should be able to: 
• Read and understand the meaning of texts that help facilitate Jewish lifecycle rituals. 
• Interpret those texts and express their interpretations through writing in a way that 

illustrates how their personal values would inform their experience of Jewish lifecycle 
events. 

• Explain how the rituals studied are reflective of the values of the tradition, their 
community, their family, and themselves. 
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Evidence of Learning 

Throughout this unit, students will be making contributions to their Guide to Jewish Practice. This 
unit focuses much of its attention on the textual rituals that mark special occasions in our lives. For 
the students, those occasions and the texts that accompany them offer an opportunity to consider 
what meaning these events have in their lives, in their Jewish practice, and in their family life. In 
each lesson, they are asked to create a personal practice that they can share with their families that 
speaks to the values and experience of various lifecycle events. Those personal practices include: 

• A Brit Ceremony, used to welcome a new member into the family and the Jewish people. 
• A bar/bat mitzvah contract, an agreement between parent and child about the role of Jewish 

education and becoming a bar/bat mitzvah is in that family and for their children, and the 
ways in which the parents pledge to help the children learn to fulfill their responsibilities as 
members of the Jewish community. 

• A statement about marriage, reflective of the ketubah, that outlines the values upon which 
their marriage is based and how they hope to convey those values through their marriage to 
their children, family, and community. 

• A final confession, either one that they would give today, or what they hope/imagine they 
would say in a future final confession. 

• An ethical will, written to the student(s)’ children, outlining their personal Jewish story and 
how they wish to pass their Judaism on to them. 
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Objectives 

By the end of the lesson, students should be able to: 
• Compare and contrast welcoming ceremonies for newborn boys and girls, noting their 

similarities and differences in these areas:  
• Historical referencing and perspective 
• Physical acts of the ritual 
• Responsibilities charged to the parents 

• Evaluate and articulate how the words of the various welcoming ceremonies address their 
own spiritual, personal, and familial needs. 

 
Learning Experiences 

The Brit Ceremony 
Welcoming a child into a family and into the Jewish tradition is an opportunity for celebration. For 
thousands of years, Jews have welcomed newborn boys into the covenant via brit milah (bris in old 
European pronunciation), the covenant of circumcision. In the 20th Century, with the rise of 
gender inclusive language and practice to liberal Judaism, a parallel ceremony, called either Simchat 
Bat (Rejoicing for a Daughter) or Brit Bat (Covenant of a Daughter), was introduced to the 
community. However, there has been a similar ceremony from the Sephardic tradition dating back 
generations. These three ceremonies have many similarities, such as providing a formal entrance of 
the child into the Jewish tradition, but also many differences. 
 
In the first learning experience, students should be given the text of each of these three ceremonies: 
a brit milah ceremony, a simchat/brit bat ceremony, and the Sephardic Zeved HaBat ceremony. While 
texts from the Reform and Conservative movements are included, it is not necessary to present the 
students with all five texts. Rather, the brit milah and simchat/brit bat ceremonies that reflect your 
community’s nature should be sufficient. In their investigation of the texts, these questions should 
guide their inquiry: 

? What physical actions (if any) does this ritual entail? This includes holding, passing, 
touching, kissing, etc. 

? Who is involved in the ritual? (Parents, rabbi/community leader, siblings, other family 
members, friends) 

? What role does the community play in this ritual? 

? How does this ritual present itself in historical context? Asked another way, what does this 
ritual want its participants/recipients to know about the Jewish tradition? 

? How does this ritual ask us to think about or relate to God? 

? What hopes for the future does this ritual raise? 
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? What does this ritual ask of the parents or other people in the child’s life for the future? 
 
Depending on the size and nature of the class, this text study could be facilitated in two ways. Each 
student (in a group of 2-3) could look at all three texts. Or, students can be divided into three 
groups and each assigned to a particular text. They would be told to read and search for the answers 
to these questions, and then present their findings to the rest of the group. If this method is used, 
students should be asked to find and share the words or phrases in their text that lead them to their 
answers (e.g., “In the second paragraph on page two, it says ‘mother kisses child on forehead’”). 
 
A Day of Welcoming 
In the second learning experience, parents will have the opportunity to create a ceremony to 
welcome a child into their own family. Granted, each of these students have already welcomed at 
least one child into the Jewish community. But this exercise gives them an opportunity to create a 
ceremony that they can use either a) if they have another child or b) if their child or other family 
members have a child in the future. Their task in this experience is to incorporate the words and 
rituals of our tradition (represented by the texts studied above) with their own family preferences, 
traditions, makeup, etc. 
 
The scope of the ceremony should be wide: from the preparations of new parents and child on the 
day of the ceremony, to the arrival of the guests, the brit ceremony itself, the celebration 
afterwards, and moments at the end of the day, as the parents put the newest member of the Jewish 
people to bed for the first time. Students should be encouraged to use as much of the brit ceremony 
as they are comfortable, as it provides a link to the Jewish people, but should also feel free to make 
this ceremony their own. 
 
This ceremony, once completed, will go into the families Guide to Jewish Practice as a resource for 
the family in the future. 

 
NOTE: Some students may know that they will not again be welcoming a child into the tradition. 
In that case, this exercise can be framed in a way that allows them to reflect on their experience of 
having welcomed a child or children, and create a ritual that they would want to pass down to those 
children, in the hopes that they at some point would have their own children to welcome. 
 
Resources 

• Brit Milah from the Reform Rabbi’s Manual handout 
• Brit Milah from the Conservative Rabbi’s Manual handout 
• Brit Bat from the Reform Rabbi’s Manual handout 
• Simchat Bat from the Conservative Rabbi’s Manual handout 
• Zeved Habat from The Koren-Sacks Siddur handout 
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Objectives 

By the end of the lesson, students should be able to: 
• Articulate three of the responsibilities that the Talmud states parents have towards their 

children. 
• Given the text from the Talmud, explain why they believe this list was created, what 

purpose it serves, and how they might choose differently. 
• Express what the they hope their child will contribute to and gain from their becoming bar 

or bat mitzvah. 
• Identify what they believe their responsibilities to their children are. 

 
Learning Experiences 

Parents$ Responsibilities to their Children 
Raising Jewish children is not an easy task. The tradition is rich with rituals, celebrations, songs, 
prayers, blessings, teachings, and values. Teaching all of these aspects to our children is a 
fundamental responsibility of all Jewish parents, and something that as a community Jews have 
striven to do for thousands of years. The fact that these students have chosen to participate in this 
class is evidence of their commitment to creating a Jewish home and passing the tradition on to 
their children. 

 
There are texts within the rabbinic tradition that explicitly dictate what parents responsibility to 
their children are. Within those responsibility is Talmud Torah, the study of Torah. In this usage, 
Torah refers not only to the first five books of the Hebrew Bible, but to the Jewish tradition in its 
entirety. But, the other requirements that the text describes range from other Jewish 
responsibilities (like circumcision) to some notably non-religious (teaching them to swim). In this 
experience, parents will study this text, which comes originally in the Tosefta (rabbinic writings 
from the firs few centuries of the common era) and are incorporated into the Talmud. The 
following questions should guide their inquiry: 

? What are the tasks that the Tosefta says parents must do for their children? 
? Why do you think the authors chose those responsibilities? 
? How, if at all, does the text from the Talmud differ from the text in the Tosefta? 
? Do you agree with all of the responsibilities named? 
? Do the responsibilities inform or affect the individuals’ relationship with their community? 

How? 
? How might these responsibilities help us develop our relationship with God? 
? Are there any that you feel are unnecessary or unimportant? 
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? Are there responsibilities that you feel are more important that these and are not listed? 
What are they? Why do you think they are more important? 

? The texts are written from a male-centered perspective- what responsibilities would you 
expect or want to see if it was written about daughters and/or mothers? 

? If the Talmud were to be written today, what responsibilities would you want this list to 
include? 

 
Preparing Our Children to be Responsible for Themselves 
In this learning experience, the parents should engage in a class-wide discussion of what they 
believe the purpose of bar/bat mitzvah is, what they hope their children gain from the experience, 
and what type of transition in their children’s lives it represents.  

 
At some point in the discussion, they should be introduced to the texts from the Mishnah, further 
explained in the Talmud, that details when boys and girls become personally responsible for 
following the commandments. As the text indicates, parents are responsible for their children’s 
Jewish practice up until a certain point. Once the child reaches that age, they become personally 
responsible. To help with this transition, the text suggests ways that parents can begin to introduce 
certain “adult” practices to children as they approach the age of responsibility. 

 
The purpose of this discussion is to prepare the parents to create a brit, a covenant with their 
children, resonant of the brit that is created during the naming ceremonies. This brit, centered 
around the bar or bat mitzvah, will outline what the parents pledge to do for their children to help 
prepare them to become Jewish adults and what they expect the children to do as well. It should 
focus on what is to be done before the child becomes bar/bat mitzvah, what they will do to become 
bar or bat mitzvah (which might be dictated by the school/synagogue), and what they pledge to do 
after becoming bar or bat mitzvah. It could also be createed in the language of a parent’s pledge and 
their hopes for their children.  

 
The questions below should guide both the class discussion of the purpose: 

? What do you think bar/bat mitzvah is for? 

? Why does the tradition think it is important to recognize this moment in a Jew’s life? 

? Is the bar/bat mitzvah the end of something? If so, what? What replaces it in the child’s life?  

? Is the bar/bat mitzvah the beginning of a process? If so, what? 

? How does becoming a bar or bat mitzvah impel us to consider our community and our role 
within it? 

? Does becoming a bar or bat mitzvah reflect or change our relationship with God? How? 
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? As a parent, what do you think you need to do to prepare you child to become bar or bat 
mitzvah? What do they need to do? 

? What are your hopes for your child after their bar/bat mitzvah?  

? What expectations for yourselves or promises to your children can you make to them about 
their lives after becoming bar/bat mitzvah? 

 
Resources 

• Parents’ Responsibilities to their Children handout 
• Teaching Children How to Follow the Commandments handout
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Objectives 

By the end of the lesson, students should be able to: 
• Articulate similarities and differences between the ketubah text that is commonly used in 

their congregation or community and a traditional ketubah text. 
• Describes the values upon which, in their opinion, marriage ought to be based and how they 

hope their marriage would reflect those values to their children, families, and community. 
 
Note: Discussing the merits and values of marriage can be particularly difficult for people who have 
suffered or are suffering the pain of a failed marriage. Special care needs to be paid to make sure 
that the students own experiences are taken into consideration.  

 
Learning Experiences 

The Text of the Ketubah 
The Jewish wedding ceremony is actually a series of rituals, each serving their own purpose in 
contributing to the creation of a new Jewish family. The ketubah, the Jewish marriage contract, 
serves both as a participant in these rituals as well as a record for the couple of the commitments 
they have made to each other. Historically, the ketubah also served as a financial agreement, 
detailing the money and property that the wife would receive in the unfortunate event of a divorce. 
This was quite important in a time when married women did not have any financial standing of 
their own. Today, in a society where the laws of the state dictate the financial settlement of a 
divorce, the ketubah has survived as a statement of the importance of marriage, the spiritual and 
personal commitments that the couple makes to each other. 

 
The ketubah serve two roles within a typical Jewish wedding. First, before the ceremony under the 
chupah, the bride and groom, rabbi/officiant, and two witnesses sign the ketubah. Then as part of 
the ceremony under the chupah, the ketubah is read aloud, as a statement to both the couple and the 
community at large that these two individuals have entered together into marriage. 

 
With that information, students should be invited to compare and contrast the traditional ketubah 
text, in Aramaic4 and English, as well as the ketubah text that is most commonly used in your 
community. Included are the traditional, Conservative, and a Reform ketubah text. It is best to 

                                                
4 Most if not all of the students will not be able to read or understand an Aramaic text. Some may not even 
know that Aramaic is a language of the Jewish tradition and different from Hebrew. However, presenting 
this and the other textual resources in both the original Hebrew and/or Aramaic as well as in an English 
translation provides significant educational values. Among them, by presenting them in the Jewish language, 
it conveys the notion that these texts are the texts of every Jew; it provides an opportunity to introduce the 
linguistic history and evolution of the Jewish tradition; and it provides an aesthetic quality of Jewish learning 
that English cannot provide. 
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consult with your community’s rabbi(s) to determine which ketubah best reflects your community’s 
values and beliefs. 

 
These questions can guide their investigation: 

? What are the similarities of the three texts? What do they have in common? 

? What do each of the texts suggest are the reasons that couples decide to join together in 
marriage? 

? What, if any, conditions for marriage do the texts set? 

? What, if any, responsibilities do the two parties have in the event of a divorce, according to 
the two texts? 

? What aspects of each text do you find most interesting or compelling? 

? What aspects of each text do you find troubling or would you have difficulty agreeing to? 
 
Sheva Brachot 
In addition to the reading of the ketubah, the wedding ceremony also contains the recitation of seven 
blessings (Sheva Brachot). These blessings were compiled in the Talmud (dating them to 1400 years 
old), and have served as a way to welcome Jewish couples into marriage since that time. It is a 
custom in some communities to host a newlywed couple for each of the first seven nights of their 
marriage and to regale them with these blessings on each night, as a reminder of the blessedness 
that their marriage should represent. 

 
Having just considered what the ketubah represents to a couple, comparing it with the Sheva Brachot 
can offer an opportunity to explore other aspects of what it means to be married. Sheva Brachot 
seeks to orient the marriage both historically and theologically, as it frames the wedding both as a 
continuation of creation and as an act that bring us closer to redemption. Reading and discussing 
these blessings, with the intention of teasing out the spiritual or theological themes of marriage they 
represent, will assist the students in completing their final task, detailed below. 

 
Writing Their Own Ketubah 
A wedding is a representation of the marriage. Within the wedding ceremony, moments like 
reading and signing the ketubah and reciting the Sheva Brachot serve to remind the couples and those 
in attendance of what the couple is committing to and what type of marriage they hope and plan to 
have. But that is a very personal notion- the nature of one’s marriage; and no too couples’ 
marriages are exactly the same. While the ketubah and Sheva Brachot represent what the tradition 
sees as its ideals of marriage, couples can and should have the opportunity to put in their own 
words what marriage means to them, what they hope to bring to and get from the marriage, and 
how they hope their marriage will be a be a vehicle by which they can convey their values to their 
partner, their families, and their communities.  
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With that in mind, students should write their own ketubah texts. If they have the opportunity to do 
so with their partner, the ketubah should be something that they write together and would agree to 
together. If they do not have a partner to share in this experience, they can write it as a statement 
of what they individually would bring to a marriage, what they hope to receive from their partner 
in marriage, and what they hope that together they will provide their children, families, and 
communities. These questions, along with the ideas and format of the ketubah texts studies above, 
can give them the guidance they need. 

? Upon what values would your marriage be based? 

? Why would you want to be married? What would you hope a marriage would provide? 

? What role would the Jewish tradition play in your marriage? 

? How would you convey your answers to the above questions in the way you behave within 
marriage? 

? How would you pass on the values that bring you to marriage to your children and 
demonstrate them to your family? 

? How would you like the community to view your marriage? 

? What role might the community play in your marriage? 

? Although the ketubah is explicitly between the couple, how might God be party to it as well? 
 
Resources 

• Traditional, Conservative, and Reform ketubah texts, in Hebrew/Aramaic and English, 
provided in the Ketubah Texts handout 

• Sheva Brachot a handout 
• Audio of Sheva Brachot, available at 

http://www.bexandpaul.com/wedding/sheva/index.asp. 
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Objectives 

By the end of the lesson, students should be able to: 
• Explain how various healing prayers’ placement in the worship service is a reflection of 

their message. 
• Evaluate various songs for healing, based on their melodies, lyrics, tone, and tempo. 
• Express their view on the purpose of prayers for healing, for whom those prayers are said, 

and how they are comforting. 
 
Learning Experiences 

Prayers for Healing 
At various time in our lives, we and those we love deal with illness. It is never easy, and we often 
turn to family, friends, and our tradition to help give us guidance and strength through the difficult 
times. Our liturgy, the collection of blessing and prayers that can help guide us through our lives, 
offers multiple opportunities to offer prayers on behalf of those who are ill. One, the eighth 
blessing in the Amidah, is part of the daily worship service, is recited by some three times each day, 
and may or may not be said with a specific individual in mind. The other, Mi Shebeirach, is said 
during the service for the reading of the Torah, and said specifically for those who are in need of 
healing. While each prayer revolves around the central notion of asking God for healing for those 
who are in need, their language, placement in the worship service, and usage serve to add 
individual character and meaning to each prayer. In small groups or as a whole class, students 
should read the texts and investigate these questions: 

? What words or phrases do the prayers have in common? 

? What differences in language to you notice? What meaning do you give to those differences?  

? What does the placement of the prayer from the Amidah, in the middle of a prayer unit said 
on a daily basis, regardless of whether one knows someone in need of healing, contribute to 
its meaning for you? In other words, what does saying this prayer on a regular basis tell you 
about the prayer or the need to pray for healing? 

? What does the placement of Mi Shebeirach, as part of the Torah service, tell you about the 
prayer? What does it mean that this prayer is said once for the entire community, aloud, 
and in the presence of the Torah? 

? Who are these prayers for?  

? What effects are the prayers supposed to have? For whom? 
 
Healing Songs 
Throughout Jewish history, we have called upon the soothing sounds of music to comfort us during 
out times of need. Throughout the High Holy Days, we sing and hear piyyutim that attempt to 
express our thoughts and concerns and guide us into the new year. At funerals, we recite Psalm 23 
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and El Maleh Rachamim, hoping to draw on the words and melodies to console us in mourning. In 
recent times, Jewish musicians have devoted special attention to writing songs that reflect our 
hopes of healing for those around us who are sick, injured, or otherwise infirmed. Similar to the 
various blessings above, each musician’s song is different, calling upon different textual sources and 
using different musical modes, but each attempt to comfort and console both the person in need of 
healing and the community around them. 
 
Two examples of such music are Debbie Friedman’s, z”l, “Mi Shebeirach” and Rick Recht’s “El Na 
R’fa Na La.” As a class, listen to their music and read their lyrics, which can be found in the Lyrics 
to Songs for Healing handout. Either in small groups or as a class, answer and discuss these 
questions: 

? What does the song ask for? 

? From whom does it ask? 

? Is the request personal, communal, or both? 

? How does the song contextualize healing within the greater Jewish tradition? 

? How is God referenced in each song (Mi Shebeirach, meaning “The one who blessed,” is a 
common reference to God. El is one of the many words for God in the Torah)? 

? Do you think the songwriter’s melodies match their lyrics? How or why not? 

? How are the songs similar? 

? How are the songs different? 

 
Resources 

• Texts of the prayer for healing from the Amidah and Mi Shebeirach, reflective of your 
community’s traditions. These prayers from Mishkan T’filah: A Reform Siddur are provided in 
the Prayers for Healing in Mishkan T’filah: A Reform Siddur handout 

• Recording of “Mi Shebeirach” by Debbie Friedman The song is available on the album And You 
Shall Be A Blessing…, to download from iTunes and Amazon.com, and a video of her 
performing the song is available at www.youtube.com/watch?v=pHKo3CjuzpY 

• Recording of “El Na R’fa Na La” by Rick Recht. The song is available on the album Shabbat 
Alive!,  to download at iTunes and Amazon.com, and streaming at 
www.rickrecht.com/music/song.php?songs_id=90&songs_category_id=15 

• Lyrics to Songs for Healing handout 
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The prayer for healing from the weekday Amidah: 

 
Mi Shebeirach' read during the Torah service: 

 
? What words or phrases do the prayers have in common? 

? What differences in language to you notice? What meaning do you give to those differences?  

? What does the placement of the prayer from the Amidah, in the middle of a prayer unit said 
on a daily basis, regardless of whether one knows someone in need of healing, contribute to 
its meaning for you? In other words, what does saying this prayer on a regular basis tell you 
about the prayer or the need to pray for healing? 

? What does the placement of Mi Shebeirach, as part of the Torah service, tell you about the 
prayer? What does it mean that this prayer is said once for the entire community, aloud, 
and in the presence of the Torah? 

? Who are these prayers for?  

? What effects are the prayers supposed to have? For whom? 
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)Mi Shebeirach* by Debbie Friedman 
Mi shebeirach avoteinu  
M'kor hab'racha l'imoteinu  
May the source of strength,  
Who blessed the ones before us,  
Help us find the courage to make our lives a blessing,  
and let us say, Amen.  
 
Mi shebeirach imoteinu  
M'kor habrachah l'avoteinu  
Bless those in need of healing with r'fuah sh'leimah,  
The renewal of body, the renewal of spirit,  
And let us say, Amen 
 
  
)El Na R!fa Na La* by Rick Recht 
El na r’fa na la 
r’fua shlema  
 
El na r’fa na la 
please heal this soul 
 
mi sheberach 
Avraham v’Sara 
Yitzchak v’Rivkah 
Ya’akov Rachel v’Leah 
 
with faith and love 
together we bring 
hope and healing to 
those in need 
 
without judgement  
without explanation  
for we are all G-d’s 
creation 
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Objectives 

By the end of the lesson, students should be able to: 
• Cite two examples of confessions that are found in the personal Vidui. 
• Express what their personal Vidui might or would be, either now or at the end of their lives. 
• Articulate what religious, personal, and moral characteristics they wish to pass on to their 

children. 
 
Learning Experiences 

Writing Our Own Vidui 
Unfortunately, no matter how often or with how much vigor we pray for healing, the lives of 
everyone must come to an end. Pirkei Avot, a collection of Jewish wisdom compiled in the Mishnah, 
tells us (Avot 2:10) that Rabbi Eliezer says that we should “Repent one day before our death.” The 
wisdom of Rabbi Eliezer’s statement is in the knowledge that we do not know when the day of our 
death will be, so therefore repentance for our mistakes (and learning not to repeat them) should be 
an ongoing process. 

 
At the same time, our tradition does have a formal statement of repentance, a final confession that 
many Jews make (or, if they are unable to speak, others make for them) just before their death. It is 
called Vidui, and may admitting past mistakes, asking for forgiveness, forgiving others, and making a 
final statement of belief in God and the Jewish tradition. 

 
The students should write what their final confession would be. This is an admittedly somewhat 
morbid undertaking. However, to help defray concerns or discomfort students might have, it might 
help to remind them that Jews are asked to make similar statements during the High Holy Days, 
and reiterate the words of Rabbi Eliezer noted above. If it makes them more comfortable, you can 
suggest to them that they write what they hope their final confession will be, after a long and 
healthy life. Either way, whether they time the confession based on their life thus far or based on 
what they hope their life will be many years in the future, they should use this opportunity to 
express the confessions, gratitudes, and concerns that they would have just before their death. 

 
Once they have written their statement, they should compare it with the text of Vidui, and consider 
these questions: 

? What, if any, common confessions or statements were there? 

? Where there any statements in Vidui that surprised you, or that you would feel 
uncomfortable saying? 

? Where there statements in Vidui that you would include in your personal confession? 
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Writing an Ethical Will 
As he was nearing his death, Jacob gathered his sons around him. To all of them as a family and each 
of them individually he offered them words about what he expected to happen to them, what he 
hoped they would become, and also what his wishes were for his final days and burial. From this 
story, which comprises Genesis 49, we inherit the tradition of creating ethical wills. In these 
documents, we outline our hopes and dreams for our children, what values and morals we hope to 
pass on, and in some cases, outline our wishes for how we will be treated after our death. Anita 
Diamant and Karen Kushner, in their book How to Raise a Jewish Child,5 describe the ethical will as 
having no standard form, but offer these topic areas as guidance: 

• Opening – Many ethical wills are written in the form of a letter, and open with a salutation. 
• Your Journey – Tell stories about your parents, siblings, childhood, your community 

growing up, and events that shaped who you are, making special note of how any and all of 
these impacted your Jewish identity 

• What counts – What do you believe in? What is most important to you? Why and how has 
Judaism been important in your life? 

• Closing wishes – What ideals, values, morals, traditions, stories, or other thoughts do you 
wish to bequeath to your children? Try to be as specific as possible. Many ethical wills end 
with prayer or blessing, outline what you hope for your child or children. 

 
Using the Ethical Wills handout as a prompt, students will write an ethical will for their children. 
Encourage them to store that will in a safe place, along with their legal will and other important 
documents. 

 
Resources 

• Text of Vidui, reflective of your community’s tradition. Vidui from the Reform and 
Conservative Rabbi’s Manuals are provided as handouts. 

• Ethical Wills handout 
 

                                                
5 Anita Diamant and Karen Kushner, How to Raise a Jewish Child: A Practical Handbook for Family Life (New York: Shocken, 2008), 
258. 
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Anita Diamant and Karen Kushner, in their book How to Raise a Jewish Child,6 
describe the ethical will as having no standard form, but offer these topic areas as 
guidance: 
• Opening – Many ethical wills are written in the form of a letter, and open 

with a salutation. 
• Your Journey – Tell stories about your parents, siblings, childhood, your 

community growing up, and events that shaped who you are, making 
special note of how any and all of these impacted your Jewish identity 

• What counts – What do you believe in? What is most important to you? 
Why and how has Judaism been important in your life? 

• Closing wishes – What ideals, values, morals, traditions, stories, or other 
thoughts do you wish to bequeath to your children? Try to be as specific as 
possible. Many ethical wills end with prayer or blessing, outline what you 
hope for your child or children. 

 
Like a legal will, an ethical can (and should) be updated from time to time. Since 
it draws specifically on your experiences, as you and your family grow and 
experience new things, your ethical will should be adjusted to reflect them. But, 
writing an ethical will at any point in life can be a way to crystallize and 
contextualize your experiences thus far, and provide a way to help focus you on 
your hopes and dreams for the future. 

 
 

 

                                                
6 Anita Diamant and Karen Kushner, How to Raise a Jewish Child: A Practical Handbook for Family Life (New 
York: Shocken, 2008), 258. 
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Enduring Understandings 

• The Jewish holidays challenge us to simultaneous engage in celebration or observance and 
consider our place in the course of the Jewish tradition. 

• The Jewish calendar exists to remind us that our experiences throughout the disparate 
seasons are interrelated. 

 
Knowledge 

In this unit, students will explore the Jewish holidays. But, instead of focusing on the synagogue 
services with which they are more familiar, this unit challenges them to consider the calendar as a 
whole, recognizing the relationship and interconnectedness of the various holidays. Additionally, it 
will allow them to explore what they to do spiritually prepare themselves for each coming holiday. 
To do this, they will explore the following areas: 

• The Jewish Calendar as a whole. 
• Preparing for Teshuvah before and during the Days of Awe. 
• How the Shalosh Regalim, the three pilgrimage Festivals, are related. 
• Chanukah and Purim as times to rejoice in miracles. 

 
Skills 

By the end of this unit, students should be able to: 
• Explain the spiritual value of all Jews celebrating holidays together, following one calendar. 
• Give an example of how the traditions laws of repentance are meaningful to them in their 

lives. 
• Articulate how each of the Shalosh Regalim are distinct from one another and how they are 

all related to one another. 
• Explain how the tradition believes that Chanukah and Purim were miracles, evaluate that 

belief, and discuss we can learn from their stories. 
 
Evidence of Learning 

In this unit, students will have two opportunities to research a holiday or group of holidays, aiming 
to understand their textual source, historical significance, and how they are celebrated today. To 
demonstrate this understanding, they will teach either a group of their classmates or the class as a 
whole what they have learned. Additionally, they will make a contribution to their Guide for Jewish 
Practice in the form of a meditation to say before Tashlich during future Rosh Hashanah celebrations. 
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Objectives 

By the end of the lesson, students should be able to: 
• Identify the Jewish holidays on a calendar and major US on a calendar.  
• Explain in their own words why the Jewish tradition requires each Jewish holiday to be 

celebrated by the community on the same date. 
• Having studied the text in Mishnah Rosh Hashanah about how the Jewish calendar was set, 

critique the reasoning the various rabbis who are quoted within it. 
 
Materials 

• In preparation, ask students to bring in a list of the important dates in their 
family (e.g., birthdays, anniversaries, yahrzeits, b’nai mitzvah dates, etc.) 

• Copies of Setting the Jewish Calendar in Rabbinic Times handout for each student (may be 
double sided) 

• Copies of the Holiday Guide handout, one for each student 
• Copies of Blank Monthly Calendar, 13 for each student (may be double sided) 

OR 
• Yearly wall calendar, which has space to write information (like the name of a holiday or 

anniversary) into each day, one for each student 
 
Timing 

0:00 – 0:15 Welcome, Introduction to new unit, Set Induction 
0:15 – 0:55  Study of Jewish Texts about the Calendar 
0:55 – 1:20 Sharing of answers/class discussion 
1:20 – 1:50 Calendaring Activity 
1:20 – 2:00 Closure 
 
Instruction 

Welcome and Set Induction 
Welcome students to class.  

“ Today we are going to start a new unit- Yearly Practices. We have just finished learning 
about lifetime practices, Jewish observances and rituals that happen to us throughout our 
lives but do not occur at set times. Starting today, and really for the rest of the year, we are 
going to be learning about holidays, rituals, observances, and practices that happen at a set 
time- a set time in the day, in the week, and in the year. 

 
Ask the students: 
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? What are some of your favorite holidays- Jewish or otherwise? Why do you like that holiday 
so much? 

? Why do we have holidays? 
• Because we feel compelled to remember things that have happened in the past 
• Because they help us mark the passage of time 
• Because they help us plan for the future 

? What would happen if we didn’t know the date of the holidays, or when we arrived on that 
date? 
• We would be confused about whether or not we could or should celebrate 
• We would stop celebrating, negating all of the good things about holidays we just 

mentioned 
• We might all celebrate the same holiday on different dates, and lose out on the 

opportunity to celebrate together 

“ That question is something that the Jewish people once struggled with, and so we are going 
to start our study of the Jewish holiday cycle there.” 

 
Study of Jewish Texts about the Calendar +,:!(-,:((. 
In this activity, students will explore a few of the texts which outline a) that there is a set calendar 
of Jewish festivals and observances and b) why it is important that such a set calendar exists. The 
discussion is recorded in the Babylonian Talmud, Tractate Rosh Hashanah 25a. In that discussion, the 
rabbis cite both the text from Leviticus (23:4) and the Mishnah (Rosh Hashanah 2:8-9) 
 
Students will be given copies of the Setting the Jewish Calendar in Rabbinic Times handout, which 
contains the three texts above, along with questions to guide their discussion. The students should 
break into chevrutot to study this text. The texts are somewhat complicated. Encourage them to 
take turns reading each passage or sentence to each other and repeating, so that each student both 
reads and hears each sentence. While there are questions provided that the students should prepare 
answers to, they should also feel free to ask each other questions about the text. This free exchange 
of ideas is very helpful when studying Jewish text, and is a essential component of chevruta study. 
 
Sharing of answers/class discussion +,:((-!:#,. 
Here are the questions for each text, along with answers. After the chevrutot have finished their 
study, bring the class back together and have them share their answers to the questions underlined 
below. 
 
Questions on Leviticus 23:4-5 

? How is the date of Pesach (Passover) defined? 
• It occurs on the fourteenth day of the first month (Adar). 
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? The text continues to describe the dates of other festivals in the same manner (month, day). 
What does that say about the importance of knowing when a month begins? 

• Answers may vary, but essentially, without correct knowledge of when the new 
month begins, it would be impossible to know when the holidays occur or to 
observe them properly. 

? If the Jews of this time were to miss or miscalculate when the new moon comes, would 
they have any way to know how to get back on track? 

• They would have to wait until the next new moon comes. But, throughout that 
whole month, they would not know what day of the month it was, when the 
holidays in that month fall, etc. 

 
Questions on Mishnah Rosh Hashanah 2:8-9 

? Were the rabbis in ancient times always in agreement about whether and when the new 
moon had come? 

• No. As the stories of Rabbi Yochanan ben Nuri, Rabbi Dosa ben Harkinas, and 
Rabban Gamliel show, rabbis sometimes disagreed about when the new month had 
come. 

? Was it possible for the rabbis to make a mistake in declaring whether the new moon had 
come? What would they do in that case? What do you think the right thing to do in such a 
situation is? Why? 

• Yes. As the story about Rabban Gamliel shows, he erred in accepting testimony that 
the new month had come that proved to be incorrect. In that case, however, his 
ruling stood, and the community proceeded as if it had come on that date. 

• For this second part of the question, there is no correct answer. Some may say that 
the right thing to do is to follow the decision of the rabbi or the beit din, others may 
say that, with that new knowledge, they should have corrected the error. As the 
text continues to prove, however, when the rabbis or the beit din make a 
declaration that the new moon has come, it has, for all intents and purposes, come, 
and the community proceeds as if they were correct. We learn this from the 
discussion about Leviticus, where Akiva and Dosa ben Harkinas show that it is up to 
the rabbis to decide when the moon has come. 

? Do Rabbis Dosa ben Harkinas and Joshua think that Rabban Gamliel made the right 
decision? Do you agree with their reasoning? Why or why not? 

• No, they don’t. Dosa ben Harkinas uses the analogy of the woman who supposedly 
had given birth and then the next day was still pregnant to prove that she had not, in 
fact, given birth. Following that logic, if the new moon had been declared to have 
come, but the next night it was not visible, clearly the moon had not, in fact, come. 
He believes that Gamliel erred, and Joshua concurs with Dosa ben Harkinas. 
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• The second part of this question is a personal choice; students should be encouraged 
to share them and their reasoning. 

? If you could ask Rabban Gamliel a question, what would it be? 
• This question is a personal choice; students should be encouraged to share their 

potential questions and their reasoning. 

? Does Rabbi Joshua think that Rabban Gamliel makes the correct calculations about when 
the months come? 

• No. His agreement with Dosa ben Harkinas proves that he disagreed with Gamliel’s 
decision.  

 
Rabban Gamliel ordered Rabbi Joshua to come before him on the day that Rabbi Joshua 
believed was Yom Kippur- 

? What do Jews normally do on Yom Kippur? 
• Go to synagogue, fast, pray. Travelling would be a very uncommon practice for a 

practicing Jew; in fact, it would be considered a violation of the laws of Yom Kippur. 

? Why would being asked to travel on Yom Kippur be distressing for Rabbi Joshua? 
• Rabbi Joshua would want to be at the synagogue, praying and fasting on Yom Kippur. 

Travelling, carrying money, and taking his staff would all be violations of Yom 
Kippur, something that he would do only in the most dire of situations, if his or 
someone’s life was in danger. 

 
Rabbi Akiva uses the text from Leviticus to prove that Rabban Gamliel is right. 

? Who is the authority in deciding when the holidays occur? Does it come from the Torah or 
does it rest with people/the rabbis? 

• The explanation of the verse from Leviticus indicates that, while the Torah tells us 
the date of the holidays, it is up to us, or our rabbis, to determine when that date 
has occurred. That is why it says, “which you will celebrate,” meaning we, humans, 
are responsible for knowing when the holidays come. 

? From where do the rabbis get the authority to decide when the holidays occur? 
• As Dosa ben Harkinas explains, each generation’s rabbis or beit din has the same 

authority of Moses. That means that, when the rabbis are told to celebrate a holiday 
on a certain date, it is up to them to determine when that date comes. 

? How did Rabban Gamliel know that Joshua had accepted Gamliel's authority? 
• When Joshua travelled to Gamliel on the day that he, Joshua, calculated Yom Kippur 

to fall, it proved that Joshua knew his calculation was wrong. If he believed it to be 
true, he would not have traveled- he would have stayed home and observed Yom 
Kippur. By appearing to Gamliel on that day, Joshua showed Gamliel that he had 
accepted Gamliel’s calcuation and determination of when Yom Kippur would be. 
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? Would Rabbi Joshua have traveled on the day that, according to his calculations Yom Kippur 
fell, to appear before Gamliel if he believed it was, in fact, Yom Kippur? 

• No, and that’s how Gamliel knew Joshua accepted Gamliel’s authority. 

? What wisdom does Joshua display that prompts Gamliel to call him “My rabbi in wisdom?” 
• The wisdom to follow Gamliel, who had made the correct decision. 
OR 
• The wisdom to submit to Gamliel’s authority, regardless of whether or not Joshua 

truly believed Gamliel had made the proper decision. In the rabbinic world, 
authority was often more important than correct decisions. 

 
Questions on Babylonian Talmud Rosh Hashanah 26b 

? According to this text, why does Rabban Gamliel call Rabbi Joshua “my rabbi?” 
• Because he had “taught Torah in public.” By not observing Yom Kippur on the wrong 

day, and by agreeing with Gamliel’s decision, Joshua was an example to the 
community of what to do, an act of teaching and of rabbinic wisdom. 

? According to this text, why does Rabban Gamliel call Rabbi Joshua “my student?” 
• By following Gamliel’s order, Joshua acted like the rabbis believed students should 

act. 

? How are these reasons similar and how do they differ from the reasons given in the 
Mishnah, above? 

• Joshua’s teaching of Torah was an example of his wisdom. In this instance, the text 
from the Talmud served to further explain what the Mishnah said. 

• In both the Mishnah and the Talmud, Joshua’s actions are described as being student-
like because he followed the directive of his teacher/rabbi. 

? What do these reasons say about the nature of the rabbi-student relationship? 
• In the rabbinic world, students were expected to follow their teachers’ or rabbis’ 

instruction. Even if they were themselves very wise (as Joshua was), they were still 
required to follow those who had taught them. 

 
Finally, ask these questions of the group, giving each student an opportunity to share their thoughts 
or to agree with something someone has already said: 

? From reading these texts, what have we learned about the importance of the Jewish 
calendar? 

? Why do you think it is important for all Jews to celebrate the same holiday on the same day? 
Is it important to you? 
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Calendaring Activity +!:#,"!:(,. 
In this activity, the students will have an opportunity to prepare a family calendar with all of the 
upcoming year’s celebrations and observances. This will include the Jewish holidays, the US 
Holidays (or the holidays of their country), any local holidays, and family birthdays, anniversaries, 
yahrzeits (anniversaries of the death of a family member), or other special days for the family. 
Remember to ask the students to bring this information with them on the day of this 
class. 
 
Ask the students: 

? By a show of hands, how many of you can name and give the days of all of the US Holidays? 

? By a show of hands, how many of you can name and give the days of all of your family’s 
birthdays, anniversaries, and yahrzeits? 

? What do we use to keep all of these dates straight? 
• A calendar 

 
Say to the students: 

“ Because of the experience of Rabban Gamliel and Rabbi Joshua, we realized that having a 
set calendar is important to the Jewish people. It helps us make sure that Jews all over the 
world are celebrating the holidays on the same day, and, by having a written calendar with 
all of the observances on it, we can know when the holidays are coming without having to 
consult our local beit din or rabbi.  

“ Additionally, since we have the technology of atomic clocks, telescopes, computers, and 
everything else, we don’t have to rely on witnessing the new moon to know when it is. We 
can use that technology to accurately predict when the new moon, and all of the Jewish 
holidays, will come. 

“ In this activity, we are going to prepare a family calendar for the upcoming year. Since 
many of us operate at least in part on the academic/school calendar, and we all operate in 
part in the Jewish calendar, we are going to start in September, with Labor Day. I am going 
to give each family thirteen blank monthly calendars. I am also going to give you a sheet 
with all of the US Holidays for next year printed on it. 

“ We are now going to calendar for next year. This calendar is going to go into your Guides to 
Jewish Practice, and help guide your family through the upcoming year. As you make the 
calendar, make sure to put the month and year, starting in September, and the US Holidays. 
Start with next year’s Labor Day and end with Labor Day on the following year.” 

 
Pass out copies of the Holiday Guide handout, which has the US Holidays for next year printed on 
one side, and the Jewish holidays for next year on the other. When you pass it out, ask them not to 
turn the page over, but just to work on the US Holidays. 
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Note: The attached example is for 5772 and 2011-12. Future years can follow the same format, using 
updated dates. 

Also, give each student or family thirteen copies of the Blank Monthly Calendar 
 
After the students have put all of the US Holidays on their calendar, then ask them to put all of 
their family’s special days- birthdays, anniversaries, yahrzeits, and other celebrations- on the 
calendar as well. For added impact, they can use a different color ink for these days. 
 
Finally, ask the students to turn over Holiday Guide handout, exposing the dates of the Jewish 
calendar. In a third color, have them mark the days of the upcoming Jewish year. 
A few notes that will help you help them: 

• On the provided sheet, the days correspond to the morning of the holiday. Many of the 
holidays’ evening beginning are noted with “Erev” as in “Erev Rosh Hashanah.”  

• Chanukah’s first candle is lit on 20-Dec-2011, the eighth candle is lit on 27-Dec-2011, and 
the holiday ends at sundown on 28-Dec-2011. 

• Your students may not be familiar with all of the holidays listed on in the Holiday Guide 
handout. Some of them may be addressed later in this unit. For others, if they are observed 
regularly in your community, make sure they are added to the calendar. 

 
Once they are done, ask: 

? Look at all the days on your calendar. As a percentage or a fraction of the year, about how 
much of the year is either a Jewish, US, or family holiday or celebration? 

• Depending on the year and how many family observances they have, this number 
may be 60-70, counting each day of the holidays individually. That is roughly 20% 
of the calendar, or one holiday every five days. 

? What does it meant to you that, on average, we have a celebration or observance once 
every five days? 

? Interestingly, our tradition has something like this already built into it. Does anyone know 
what? 

• Shabbat. We have Shabbat every seven days. 

? Do you think there is a connection between our tradition giving us reason to celebrate 
every seven days, and the fact that, if we combine all of our different holiday communities- 
national, religious, family- we have a similar experience? 

• There is no right answer here. Students can share what, if any, meaning they take 
from this. 

 
Have the students put their calendars in order. You will collect them and put them to be put into 
their Guides to Jewish Practice. 
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Closing +!:#, " !:%,. 
In the last few minutes, recap and close by asking each student to share an answer to one or more of 
these questions: 

? Why do you think calendars are important to us- as people, as Jews, as members of a 
family? 

? What does it mean to you that the Jewish tradition has historically been very concerned 
with every Jew celebrating the holidays on the same day? 

? What question(s) do you have that were raised by our learning today? 

 
Resources 

• For the most recent Jewish calendar dates, visit www.hebcal.com 
• For the most recent US Federal Holiday calendar, visit www.opm.gov/fedhol/index.htm 
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US Holidays and Observances 
#,!!-!# 

 
 

Mon 5-Sep-2011 Labor Day 
Mon 10-Oct-2011 Columbus Day 
Mon 31-Oct-2011 Halloween 
Fri 11-Nov-2011 Veterans Day 
Thu 24-Nov-2011 Thanksgiving Day 
Mon 26-Dec-2011 Christmas Day – Obs. 
Sat 31-Dec-2011 New Year’s Eve 
Sun 1-Jan-2012 New Year’s Day 
Mon 2-Jan-2012 New Year’s Day – Obs. 
Mon 16-Jan-2012 Martin Luther King, Jr. Day 
Thu 2-Feb-2012 Groundhog’s Day 
Tue 14-Feb-2012 Valentine’s Day 
Mon 20-Feb-2012 Washington’s Birthday 
Sat 17-Mar-2012 St. Patrick’s Day 
Sun 1-Apr-2012 April Fool’s Day 
Sun 13-May-2012 Mother’s Day 
Mon 28-May-2012 Memorial Day 
Sun 17-Jun-2012 Father’s Day 
Wed 4-Jul-2012 Independence Day 
Mon 3-Sep-2012 Labor Day
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Jewish Holidays 
(00# 

 
Wed 28-Sep-2011   Erev Rosh Hashana 
Thu 29-Sep-2011   Rosh Hashana 5772 
Fri 30-Sep-2011   Rosh Hashana II7 
Fri 07-Oct-2011   Erev Yom Kippur 
Sat 08-Oct-2011   Yom Kippur 
Wed 12-Oct-2011   Erev Sukkot 
13-Oct to 20-Oct-2011 Sukkot 
Fri 21-Oct-2011   Simchat Torah8 
20-Dec to 28-Dec-2011   Chanukah 
Wed 08-Feb-2012   Tu B'Shvat 
Thu 08-Mar-2012   Purim 
Fri 06-Apr-2012   Erev Pesach 
07-Apr to 14-Apr-2012   Pesach9 
Thu 19-Apr-2012   Yom HaShoah 
Wed 25-Apr-2012   Yom HaZikaron 
Thu 26-Apr-2012   Yom HaAtzma'ut 
Thu 10-May-2012   Lag B'Omer 
Sun 20-May-2012   Yom Yerushalayim 
Sat 26-May-2012   Erev Shavuot 
27-May to 28-May-2012   Shavuot10 
Sun 29-Jul-2012 Tish’a B’Av 
Sun 16-Sep-2012 Erev Rosh Hashanah 5773 

                                                
7 In many Jewish communities, Rosh Hashanah is celebrated for two days. In most Reform communities, it is 
celebrated for one day. 
8 In some Jewish communities, Sukkot is celebrated for eight days, and Simchat Torah is celebrated the day 
after the eighth day. In Israel and in most Reform communities, Sukkot is celebrated for seven days, and 
Simchat Torah is celebrated on the day after the seventh day. 
9 In some Jewish communities, Pesach is celebrated for eight days. In Israel and in most Reform 
communities, Pesach is celebrated for seven days. 
10 In some Jewish communities, Shavuot is celebrated for two days. In Israel and in most Reform 
communities, Shavuot is celebrated for one day. 
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Objectives 

By the end of the lesson, students should be able to: 
• Express their interpretations of the text of Selichot. 
• Articulate the personal meaning that participating in Tashlich can give them. 
• Give an example of how the traditional laws of repentance could be meaningful to them in 

their lives. 
 
Materials 

• Text of your community’s Selichot Service, or the Selichot Service handout, one for each 
student 

• Text of your community’s Tashlich Service or the Tashlich Texts handout, one for each 
student 

• Hilchot Teshuvah from the Mishneh Torah handout, one for each student 

 
Timing 

0:00 – 0:10 Set Induction 
0:10 – 0:50 Selichot 
0:50 – 1:30 Tashlich 
1:30 – 2:10 Hilchot Teshuvah 
2:10 – 2:30 Closing 
 
Instruction 

Set Induction 
Take the class on a guided meditation through their last or most memorable Yom Kippur 
experience. The text below is meant to be a script for you. The students should think about the 
answers to the questions, but not answer out loud. Give time (10-15 seconds) between each 
question for students to consider the answer. 

“ I would like everyone to be seated, with their eyes closed. We are going to take a mental 
journey back a few months, or perhaps a few years. Let’s go back to last Yom Kippur, or any 
Yom Kippur that comes to your mind.  Try to remember where in the sanctuary you were 
sitting, what your perspective was while looking at the bima. Who was sitting next to you? 
Family? Friends? Who was sitting around you? Was there anyone there that you recognized? 

“ What were you thinking about that day? Were you thinking about all the apologies you had 
made that day? Or perhaps the apologies you had been making in the days leading up to Yom 
Kippur? Were you thinking about being hungry? Were you thinking that you couldn’t wait 
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for the service to be over? Were you thinking about having your name written in the Book 
of Life? Were you wondering about what it meant to be judged? 

“ What is your favorite part of Yom Kippur? If you don’t have one, what is the part you like 
more than others? What is your least favorite part of Yom Kippur? What parts of Yom Kippur 
do you struggle with? What do you think you could do to prepare yourself to make that 
struggle easier? 

 
After letting that final question linger in the minds of the students, invite them to “come back” and 
open their eyes. Tell them that today’s lesson will be about the Yamim Noraim, the Days of Awe, the 
High Holy Days. But, instead of learning about what we do during the service or what foods to eat 
on Rosh Hashanah, we are going to discuss ways we can better prepare ourselves for the High Holy 
Days, and what rituals the tradition offers to help us do so. 
 
Selichot 
In this experience, learners will, in chevruta, study the text their community’s High Holy Day 
Selichot service. Selichot, which for most Ashkenazi (and American) congregation takes place on late 
in the evening the Saturday night before Rosh Hashanah, is a service that formally marks the 
transition into the High Holy Day period. In many Sephardic communities, Selichot is said every 
morning of the month of Elul, leading up to Rosh Hashanah. The prayers and piyyutim (liturgical 
poems) aim to focus the community onto the themes of our sins and transgressions of the past, 
repentance, and forgiveness. As it is preparatory for Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur, Selichot reminds 
us that our repentance must be directed in two ways: toward our fellow human beings that we may 
have wronged, and towards God. As the learners read through the text with their chevruta, these 
questions can guide their learning: 

? What kinds of actions can be considered “transgressions against human beings”? 
• Anything that harms others, or violates mitzvot that pertain to humans. Some 

extreme examples are murder, theft, adultery, or lying. But also mitzvot like 
honoring one’ parents, respecting your neighbor, or placing a stumbling block 
before the blind.  

? What kinds of actions can be considered “transgressions against God”? 
• Not fulfilling any of the religious or theological principles of Judaism. Extreme 

examples are things like worshipping other gods or denying the existence or oneness 
of God. But, in some understandings, not saying blessings at the proper occasions, 
not observing and celebrating Shabbat and holidays, and eating food that is not 
kosher would be considered a transgression against God. 

? After reading the Thirteen Attributes of God (Adonai, Adonai, compassionate and gracious 
God), what role or roles do you see God playing in our exercise of repentance? 

• Answers may vary, but a common answer is that God is there to forgive us for our 
transgressions and to be a model for our behavior. 
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? After reading Ashamnu, the acrostic listing of transgressions, what does it mean to you that 
the transgressions are all written in the first person plural (we have…), not the first person 
singular (I have…)? 

• Answers may vary, but a common response is that it reflects the communal nature 
of our transgressions, that while we may not have individually committed each of 
those transgressions, we as a community are guilty of them and responsible for 
them. 

? How do you or would you feel about reciting and repenting for transgressions that you may 
not have done, but that we, as a Jewish people, have done? 

• Answers may vary, but responses could include feelings of identification with the 
community and the Jewish people, mutual responsibility for each other, or equality 
before God. 

 
Tashlich 
Say to the students: 

“ While Selichot is a communal admission of transgression and request for forgiveness, on the 
afternoon of Rosh Hashanah we are given a very personal opportunity to ask for forgiveness 
and to cast away our misdeeds of the past year. Tashlich, which comes from the root !"# 
meaning to throw or cast away, is a ritual where the community heads to a local water 
source (preferably a “living” source that has a flow, not a stagnant pond). There, Jews cast 
pieces of bread into the water, attaching to each piece a sin or transgression of the past year 
they wish to discard. The ritual provides a physical act to help the difficult spiritual task of 
truly ridding one’s self of past actions, in the hopes that they will not be repeated in the 
future. 

“ The textual tradition of Tashich is very slim, just two paragraphs of text. The first is from 
Micah 7 and the second from Psalm 118, and each represent a calling out to God to ask for 
forgiveness. While the ritual assumes that each year, individuals will have different sins or 
transgressions for which they are asking forgiveness, it nonetheless recognizes the need for 
words that can frame the experience on an annual basis.  

 
Students will study the texts of Tashlich with their chevruta, using the texts below for guidance. 
After studying the texts, the student will write a paragraph or two for themselves that they can use 
as a prayer or meditation on future Tashlich afternoons. They should be encouraged to write 
statement about what sin and transgression mean to them, how they feel they can repent or ask 
forgiveness for their sins, and how they hope to improve themselves in the future. Once 
completed, these statements can be collected and bound into their Guide to Jewish Practice, or set 
aside and saved with their Guide, if they do not want this personal statement bound with what will 
be come a family resource. 
 



YearlyYearly Practices Practices      UniUnitt  22  
The Days of AweThe Days of Awe    LessonLesson  22  

  

Part of V’Dibarta Bam B’Veitecha, by Gregory B. Weisman 85 

These questions can help guide them in their thinking and writing: 

? The texts of Micah 7 and Psalm 118 frame repentance in relationship with God. Certainly 
we think of God each year on the High Holy Days, but are there other people in your life 
that you relate with every day, every month, and/or every year, and of whom you hope or 
plan to be thinking at Tashlich? 

• Answers may include children, parents, siblings, spouses, close friends, or 
coworkers. 

? Does the relationship with God that these texts reflect resonate with you? Do you feel like 
you relate to or understand God in that way? If not, how do you understand God and how 
can you reflect that understanding in your own Tashlich words? 

• Answers will vary. 

? What is the significance to you of casting your sins into waters whose current will carry 
them away? Is that a meaningful metaphor for you? 

• Answers will vary. 

? How can we remember not to commit our transgressions of the past if they have been cast 
and carried away at Tashlich? 

• This is a difficult principle. We want to be able to move on from our past 
transgressions, to act as if they are no longer a part of us. At the same time, often 
the memory of past mistakes can help us from making them again (which is reflected 
in Maimonides’ Hilchot Teshuvah). 

 
Hilchot Teshuvah 
In his Mishneh Torah, Maimonides offers us an entire chapter about the laws and principles of 
Teshuvah, a word that comes from the root meaning “return” but is understood to mean repentance. 
In the same way that he details what prayers are to be said when, he offers us an explanation of 
what true repentance is and how it is to be achieved. But his teachings are not without its 
detractors. Many have argued that the burdens he sets are so high as to preclude many of not most 
people from ever fulfilling them. Nonetheless, they do offer us guidance in how we can approach 
the difficult task of evaluating our past actions and reconciling them so that we may move forward 
into and through the High Holy Days. 
 
The Hilchot Teshuvah handout has questions to guide chevruta study. The questions are specific to the 
three texts that they will be studying. Here are the questions, organized by the text to which they 
refer: 
 
Laws of Repentance, Chapter 1, Law 1 

? Maimonides wrote about commandments that we find in the Torah. Are those the only 
transgressions for which you feel repentance should be made? 
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• Answers may vary. 

? What does it mean to you that accidental and intentional transgressions both require 
repentance? Does that mean that they are both treated the same or of equal concern? 

• Answers may vary. 

? Why do you think Maimonides requires a verbal confession? 
• Answers may vary, but could revolve around the need to clear the air, to admit to 

one’s mistakes, or to begin the process of healing. 

? The confession that Maimonides scripts is aimed toward God. Would you use the same or a 
similar formula to ask forgiveness of other people? Why or why not? How would you 
phrase it differently? 

• Answers will vary. 
 
Laws of Repentance, Chapter 2, Law 1 

? Why does complete repentance require abstaining from the act in the future? 
• Only if we refrain from the act in the future can we truly say that we learned from 

our mistakes and have committed to not repeating them. 

? What are other steps along the way to complete repentance? 
• Answers may vary, but could include apologizing to the offended party, acting to 

rectify the wrong, or advocating against the past transgression. 

? Why might an inability to do the act preclude complete repentance? 
• If we are not able to do the act, we will never be able to test ourselves and know 

that, if we could do it, we would refrain from doing so. 
 
Laws of Repentance, Chapter 2, Law 9 

? Have you heard the idea that Yom Kippur does not atone for transgressions between 
individuals before? Where? 

• It is part of the Yom Kippur liturgy. 

? What do you think it means that Yom Kippur only atones for transgressions between humans 
and God? 

• Answers may vary, but could revolve around the need for humans to make their 
amends before turning to God; only when we have repaired all of our earthly 
relationships are we truly read to focus our attention on God. 

? What is our opportunity to atone for transgressions between people? Does it have to be on 
a certain day? 

• It is all the time, every day, we can and should attempt to atone and repair our past 
misdeeds. Also, as Maimonides notes, not doing something wrong can also be an act 
of atoning for having previously done it. 
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? How does this statement about how to repent reflect Maimonides' earlier statements? 
• It reinforces the notion that our true repentance only comes in our future behavior. 

? Although atonement for transgressions between humans does not occur on Yom Kippur, why 
might it be important to do that repentance before Yom Kippur (hint: Does God care about how 
we treat other people)? 

• On Yom Kippur, our focus should be on repairing our relationship with God. With 
that in mind, the month of Elul and the nine days before Yom Kippur as designated for 
our making amends for our actions against others. If we do all of that on Yom Kippur, 
we can give God our attention on that day. 

 
Closing 
This lesson has involved a lot of thinking and learning on the part of the students. They studied 
three texts in chevruta and wrote a prayer or meditation for Tashlikh. As a way to help them process 
what they have learned and let their minds wander in their new learning, return to the way the 
lesson opened, with a moment of meditation or introspection. Using the same questions as the 
opening, ask the students to think about the next Yom Kippur. They now have the benefit of what 
they have learned today to help them frame the process of preparing for apologies, forgiveness, and 
Teshuvah. Here is a scripted guide: 

“ Get comfortable in your seats and close your eyes. It’s a few months from now, on Yom 
Kippur. You are in the sanctuary. Where are you sitting? What can you see as you face bima? 
Who is sitting next to you? Family? Friends? Who is sitting around you? Who do you wish 
you could talk to? 

“ What were you thinking about that day? Were you thinking about all the apologies you had 
made that day? Or perhaps the apologies you had been making in the days leading up to Yom 
Kippur? Were you thinking about being hungry? Were you thinking that you couldn’t wait 
for the service to be over? Were you thinking about having your name written in the Book 
of Life? Were you wondering about what it meant to be judged? 

“ What is your favorite part of Yom Kippur? If you don’t have one, what is the part you like 
more than others? What is your least favorite part of Yom Kippur? What parts of Yom Kippur 
do you struggle with? What do you think you could do to prepare yourself to make that 
struggle easier? 

 
Resources 

• Text of your community’s Selichot Service, or the Selichot Service handout 
• Text of your community’s Tashlich Service, or the Tashlich Texts handout 
• Hilchot Teshuvah from the Mishneh Torah handout 
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? The texts of Micah 7 and Psalm 118 frame repentance in relationship with 
God. Certainly we think of God each year on the High Holy Days, but are 
there other people in your life that you relate with every day, every 
month, and/or every year, and of whom you hope or plan to be thinking 
at Tashlich? 
 

? Does the relationship with God that these texts reflect resonate with you? 
Do you feel like you relate to or understand God in that way? If not, how 
do you understand God and how can you reflect that understanding in 
your own Tashlich words? 
 

? What is the significance to you of casting your sins into waters whose 
current will carry them away? Is that a meaningful metaphor for you? 
 

? How can we remember not to commit our transgressions of the past if 
they have been cast and carried away at Tashlich? 

 
 
Using your answers to the above questions as inspiration, write a paragraph or 
two that you can use as a prayer or meditation on future Tashlich afternoons. The 
statement should be about what sin and transgression mean to you, how you feel 
you can repent or ask forgiveness for their sins, and how you hope to improve 
yourself in the future. 
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Objectives 

By the end of the lesson, students should be able to: 
• Describe three similarities that the Shalosh Regalim share. 
• Articulate one aspect of the each of the Shalosh Regalim that is distinct from the two others. 
• Explain in their own words why they believe these three holidays are categorized together. 
• Evaluate whether and how these holidays, which are based on the existence of the Temple, 

have significance for us today. 
 
Materials 

• Copies of the Kiddush for Shalosh Regalim, The Three Festivals handout, one for each student 
 

Timing 

0:00-0:05 Set Induction 
0:05-0:50 Close Reading of the Festival Kiddush 
0:50-1:45 Comparing the Shalosh Regalim – research and preparation 
1:45-2:15 Comparing the Shalosh Regalim – “jigged” presentations 
2:15-2:30 Closure 
 
Instruction 

Set Induction 
To start the class, either chant or play a recording of the Shabbat Kiddush, both the blessing for the 
wine and the blessing sanctifying the day of Shabbat. Ask students if they recognize the melody or 
the words, if they can identify it, and what they thing it means or represents. The purpose is for 
them to recognize that on special days in the calendar, like Shabbat and like other holidays, we bless 
and sanctify the day. Today, we will be looking at how the three pilgrimage holidays (when, in 
Temple times, Jews would make pilgrimage to the Temple in Jerusalem to worship and offer 
sacrifices) of Sukkot, Pesach, and Shavuot. These holidays, although they occur in varied times of the 
year, are linked in their liturgy and in their theology because of this pilgrimage history. 
 
Close reading of the Festival Kiddush 
In this experience, students will study the text of the Festival Kiddush with their chevruta partner. 
Like the Kiddush for Shabbat, this Kiddush, which is recited in the evening, is common to all three of 
the festivals of Sukkot, Pesach, and Shavuot. But, to differentiate between the holidays, there are 
certain lines that are recited that are specific to each holiday. Nonetheless, the bulk of the text is 
shared, indicating a strong theological and spiritual connection between these holidays. As the 
students study the text, which is on the Kiddush for Shalosh Regalim, The Three Festivals handout, 
these questions should guide their inquiry: 
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? Have you ever thought to put these three holidays together in one category? Why or for 
what reason? 

• Answers will vary. 

? What are some of the themes that the Kiddush reflects? How are those themes expressed in 
the celebration of the holiday (if you are familiar with them)? 

• Sanctification through commandments, festivals for joy and celebration, memory of 
the Exodus from Egypt, chosenness. 

• Sukkot – time of joy and celebration for the harvest, the sukkah as a reminder both of 
the huts used in the harvest but also of the temporary dwellings used while 
wandering the desert after the Exodus 

• Pesach – joy and celebration of freedom, commemorating the Exodus from Egypt 
• Shavuot – Giving of the Torah and the commandments by which we are sanctified, 

celebration for the gift of Torah, receiving of Torah as a culmination of the Exodus 
from Egypt (the other culmination is the eventual entrance into the Land of Israel) 

? Are there any observances or rituals of these holidays that you know of that are common to 
all three (Hint: they may be common to more than just these three holidays)? 

• Each are considered “Yom Tov,” days that have special requirements, including 
prohibitions from work and requirements of rest (like Shabbat), special Torah 
readings and parts of the liturgy, special foods (although each holiday has its own 
foods) 

 
Comparing the Shalosh Regalim 
Sukkot, Pesach, and Shavuot are, after the High Holy Days, three of the holiest days of the year. 
Referred to often in the liturgy as “The Festivals,” they have their own Torah readings and rituals, 
own Amidah prayer formulae, and carry many of the restrictions on work that Shabbat does. Each of 
the three holidays has an agricultural significance and commemorates a moment in the story of the 
Jewish people. Yet, they do so with their own distinct theological and spiritual meanings and 
implications. 
 
In this activity, students should be broken into three groups, one for each of the holiday. In each 
group the learners will first be tasked with creating a description of the holiday. That description 
should include its timing (when in the Jewish calendar, when in the seasonal cycle, length), what is 
the focus of the celebration or commemoration, what special rituals, practices, foods, and activities 
are used to observe the holiday. Learners should be encouraged to share how their families 
celebrate this holiday, what meanings they have had for them throughout their lives, both in an 
attempt to explore whether these are common or unique practices and to educate their fellow 
learners about ways these holidays can be observed. At the end of this process, the learners should 
return to the text of the Festival Kiddush and highlight how the observances they have just described 
fulfill the description that the Kiddush offers. 
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Once each group has completed this task, the class should be “jigged” so that three new groups are 
formed. In each new group should be representatives from each of the three holidays groups. In the 
new groups, the holiday representatives will share with their new group members the results of 
their first conversation. Thus, by the end of the day, each learner will have learned about one 
holiday in their first group and the two others in their second group. 
 
This activity is based on the presumption that the learners have participated in celebrations of 
Sukkot, Pesach, and Shavuot. It also assumes that the degree to which the learners are familiar with 
the customs of those holidays and how they enact them in their own lives and homes varies greatly. 
In the event that the instructor feels the students do not have enough background in the holidays for 
the activity, there are some suggested resources listed below. The students can have these texts 
available to them to do this analysis. 
 
Closure 
As a way to crystallize the learning they have done today, give students a moment to consider these 
questions, and then go around the class and ask them each to offer a response to one or two of 
them. Answers will vary for each question. 

• What are three things you learned about the Shalosh Regalim that you did not know before 
today? 

• What was the most interesting thing you learned or heard today? 
• Since we no longer make pilgrimage to the Temple on these holidays, what other 

significance have they taken on in our lives? 
• How might you incorporate what you’ve learned today into your family’s celebration of 

these holidays? How would you explain that to your children? 
• What questions or challenges are you left with after today? 

 
Resources 

• Kiddush for Shalosh Regalim, The Three Festivals handout 
 
For the Comparing the Shalosh Regalim activity, you will probably need books or other materials 
about the Jewish holidays. It is likely that a synagogue or organization’s library will have such 
resources. But, these texts will be helpful if you need to find your own: 

• Jewish Holidays by Michael Strassfeld, published by Harper Paperbacks in 1993 
• The Jewish Way: Living the Holidays by Irving Greenberg, published by Touchstone Books in 

1988, updated in 1998, published by Jason Aronson 
• Celebrating the Jewish Year, a three part series published by the Jewish Publication Society 
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These two books are aimed at a younger audience, but provide a more interesting layout with 
better illustrations and photos, as well as a clear connection to how the holidays relate to the story 
of the Jewish people: 

• The Family Treasury of Jewish Holidays, by Malka Drucker and Nancy Patz, published by Little, 
Brown in 1994 

• The Book of Jewish Holidays, by Ruth Kozody, published by Behrman House in 1997 
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Objectives 

By the end of the lesson, students should be able to: 
• Describe three similarities between Chanukah and Purim. 
• In their own words, explain the religious significance of Chanukah and Purim. 
• In their own words, explain how Chanukah and Purim are important to the story of the 

Jewish people. 
• Give one reason why Al Hanisim is recited at Chanukah and Purim. 

 
Materials 

• Blessings handout, one for each student 
 
Timing 

0:00-0:10 Set Induction 
0:10-1:10 Al Hanisim Text Study 
1:10-2:20 Chankah and Purim Comparison and Teaching 
2:20-2:30 Closing 
 
Instruction 

Set Induction 
Give students copies of the Blessings handout. These are the blessings said before lighting the 
Chanukah candles on the first night and the blessings said before reading the Megilah on Purim. The 
handout and the texts are intentionally without title, with the hope that the students would be able 
to identify the holidays on which they are said and what the blessings are for. Once the students 
have been given the handout and had a few moments to study it, ask them if they can identify what 
holidays those blessings belong to and what act or ritual they are said before doing. Once it is clear 
that they are for lighting the candles on Chanukah and reading the Megilah on Purim, ask and discuss 
these question with the students: 

? Why do you think the blessings for Chanukah and Purim are so similar (nearly identical)? 

? What do these holidays have in common? 
 
Since the answers to these questions will be explored throughout the lesson, it is not necessary to 
correct or identify as correct the students’ responses to those questions. Instead, explain that these 
are the questions we will be exploring throughout the class today. 
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Al Hanisim Text Study 
In this experience, students will study the text of Al Hanisim, “For the miracles,” words of prayer 
that are inserted into our worship during Chanukah and Purim. In the daily liturgy, it is added to 
Hoda’ah, the prayer for Thanksgiving in the Amidah. With their chevruta partner, students will read 
the text of Hoda’ah, first without the inserts, using the questions below as a guide. Then, once they 
have investigated the meaning and significance of this text, they will re-read the text, this time 
reading, comparing, and contrasting the two inserts. Each insert begins with the same opening, but 
has a unique retelling of the story of its holiday (Chanukah and Purim). The purpose of this activity is 
for the students to think about why we pray thanks, why Chanukah and Purim are occasions for 
special or additional thanks, and how the two holidays are similar and different. These questions can 
be used to guide the chevruta study: 
 

For study of Hoda’ah without Al Hanisim 

?  For what, according to this prayer, are we thankful? 
• Our lives, our souls, miracles of everyday, wonders and favors, God’s goodness and 

compassion, lovingkindness 

?  To whom do we owe our thanks? 
• To God 

?  Are there others in your life that you would pray thanks to on a regular basis? 
• Answers will vary. 

?  Why is it important that we pray for thanks? 
• Answers will vary. 

?  Are there other ways we can show our thanks to God besides through words of prayer? 
• Answers will vary, but could include doing the mitzvot, passing on the love and 

kindness we receive from God to others, trying to bring wholeness into the world 
 
For study of Al Hanisim 

?  What, according to the prayer, are we to be thankful for? 
• The miracles, redemption, great deeds, and victories in battle that God performed 

for our ancestors. 

?  What does it mean to you to be thankful for something that happened to our ancestors long 
ago? How can or do you make that relevant in your life? 

• Answers will vary. 
 
For study of the Chanukah and Purim stories, as retold in Al Hanisim 

?  What in this story qualifies as a “miracle, redemption, mighty deed, or victory in battle,” as 
referred to in the opening of Al Hanisim? 
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• Chanukah – God standing by the Maccabees during their time of need, helping to rid 
the Temple of the defilement, God helping the few and the weaker defeat the many 
and stronger 

• Purim – God thwarted Haman and confused his advisors, so that what he planned to 
do to the Jews was done to him 

?  What are your emotional responses to reading the stories? Do you find them inspiring? 
Meaningful? Regretful or misguided? Other emotions? 

• Answers will vary 

?  Are there experiences that you have had that you think prompt those emotional responses? 
• Answers will vary 

?  Knowing that these are experiences of long ago, are there experiences that you or your 
family have had that you think are similar? 

• Answers will vary 

?  Do you think these holidays are similar? What are their similarities? 
• They both represent and commemorate the Jewish people overcoming oppression 

from those who did not believe in God, they both commemorate a time when a 
Jewish community was almost destroyed, they commemorate the miracles that God 
performed for those communities 

?  Why might we say Al Hanisim only for these two holidays? What other holidays might 
invoke Al Hanisim? 

• We could think of the Exodus from Egypt as a miracle, and thus would want to say 
Al Hanisim on Pesach; we could think of the giving of the Torah as a miracle, and want 
to say Al Hanisim on Shavuot (However, both of those holiday have elaborate 
liturgical changes that we use to celebrate and commemorate; Al Hanisim is an 
addition to the otherwise regular weekday or Shabbat liturgy) 

?  Where is God in these holidays? Is God, who is not mentioned at all in The Book of Esther, 
part of the Purim story? 

• Answers may vary. Both stories tell of what Jews did to protect and save 
themselves. In the Chanukah, there is a subtext of God’s strong arm supporting 
them. However, in the Book of Esther, there is no mention of God at all. 

 
Chanukah and Purim Comparison and Teaching 
Chanukah and Purim are holidays that are both popular amongst most Jews and often involved a 
synagogue or communal celebration. They are often referred to as “minor” holidays, with “major” 
referring to the High Holy Days and Three Festivals. Additionally, while all of the major holidays 
are founded and discussed in the Torah, the stories that prompt our celebration of Chanukah and 
Purim occurred much later in history. Purim’s story comes from the Book of Esther, which is part of 
the Tanakh, but Chanukah occurs even later; we don’t find textual sources about Chanukah until the 
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Mishnah and Talmud. Nonetheless, due to their celebratory nature, the special foods that Jews eat as 
part of those celebrations, and the positive tone that they exude, Chanukah and Purim are just as 
identifiable with Judaism as the religiously more significant major holidays. 
In this activity, students should be broken into two groups, one for each holiday. In each group the 
learners will first be tasked with creating a description of the holiday. That description should 
include its timing (in the Jewish calendar, in the seasonal cycle, length), what is the focus of the 
celebration or commemoration, what special rituals, practices, foods, and activities are used to 
observe the holiday. Learners should be encourage to share how their families may celebrate this 
holiday, what meanings they have had for them throughout their lives, both in an attempt to 
explore whether these are common or unique practices and to educate their fellow learners about 
ways these holidays can be observed. At the end of this process, the learners should return to the 
text of Al Hanisim and highlight how the observances they have just described fulfill the description 
that Al Hanisim offers. As they work through their own experiences with Chanukah and Purim, they 
should strive to answer these questions, both for themselves and as a group: 

?  Why are Chanukah and Purim celebrated (in part) by the reading of Al Hanisim?  
• Similar to above: 
• Chanukah – God standing by the Maccabees during their time of need, helping to rid 

the Temple of the defilement, God helping the few and the weaker defeat the many 
and stronger 

• Purim – God thwarted Haman and confused his advisors, so that what he planned to 
do to the Jews was done to him 

?  Why do you think these holidays, which have no historical connection, are related 
liturgically? 

• Answers may vary. 

?  Knowing what you do about the holiday and how it is celebrated, do you feel the reason for 
thanks that the prayers prompt? In other words, do you consider what happened in the 
Chanukah and Purim stories to be miracles enacted by God? 

• Answers may vary. 

?  Are there things in your life that you could relate to Chanukah or Purim, and use those 
holidays as an opportunity to formally offer thanks for them? 

• Answers may vary. 
 
To conclude their group learning, the groups should prepare a 5-10 minute presentation to make to 
the other group. That presentation should include both a description of the holiday, paying special 
attention to any new or previously unknown aspects or practices, and their answers to the 
questions above. The intention of this activity is so that although each student will only have 
investigated one of the holidays thoroughly, they will be able to benefit from the findings of both 
groups. 
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This activity is based on the presumption that the learners have each participating in celebrations of 
Chanukah and Purim. It also assumes that the degree to which the learners are familiar with the 
customs of those holidays and how they enact them in their own lives and homes varies greatly. In 
the event that the instructor feels the students do not have enough background in the holidays for 
the activity, there are some suggested resources listed below. The students can have these texts 
available to them to do this analysis. 
 
Closing 

“ Today we’ve spent a lot of time thinking about miracles—miracles that our tradition says 
God did for our ancestors in times of need. During the days of the Maccabees and of the 
Jews of Shushan our people were under threat of demise. They took concerted and 
sometimes dangerous action to protect themselves, and our tradition considers their success 
to be the result of God’s assistance in that endeavor. Before we wrap up for the day, take a 
few moments to think about and discuss with someone sitting near you these few questions: 

? Do you think that the stories of Chanukah and Purim were miracles? If so, why? If not, why 
not, and what does that make you think or feel about the liturgy of Al Hanisim and the 
blessings for lighting candles and the Megilah reading? 

? Do you think we experience miracles now, in our time? 

? What miracles do you think you have seen or experienced? 

? Do you give thanks for those miracles? How? 
 
After they have discussed in partners, ask for volunteers to share any particularly insightful or 
meaningful comments with the class. 
 
Note: In the fourth unit, Daily Practices, you will revisit the idea of the miracles of every day that 
we experience. 
 
Resources 

• Hoda’ah with Al Hanisim handout 
 
For the Chanukah and Purim Comparison and Teaching activity, you will probably need books or 
other materials about the Jewish holidays. It is likely that a synagogue or organization’s library will 
have such resources. But, these texts will be helpful if you need to find your own: 

• Jewish Holidays by Michael Strassfeld, published by Harper Paperbacks in 1993 
• The Jewish Way: Living the Holidays by Irving Greenberg, published by Touchstone Books in 

1988, updated in 1998, published by Jason Aronson 
• Celebrating the Jewish Year, a three part series published by the Jewish Publication Society 
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These two books are aimed at a younger audience, but provide a more interesting layout with 
better illustrations and photos, as well as a clear connection to how the holidays relate to the story 
of the Jewish people: 

• The Family Treasury of Jewish Holidays, by Malka Drucker and Nancy Patz, published by Little, 
Brown in 1994 

• The Book of Jewish Holidays, by Ruth Kozodoy, published by Behrman House in 1997 
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Enduring Understandings 

• Shabbat offers us an opportunity to reflect upon our lives and deepen our relationships with 
our friends, family, community, and God. 

• Shabbat challenges us to consider the meaning of “complete rest.” 
• By observing Shabbat, we create a holy time in our otherwise ordinary lives. 

 
Knowledge 

This unit, while under the heading of weekly practices, focuses primarily on Shabbat. Learners will 
engage with the various rituals that Jews use to welcome, observe, and bid farewell to Shabbat. 
They will contemplate what it means to engage in menuchah, rest, in a way that is meaningful for 
them in their lives. Specifically, this unit will address the following content areas: 

• Kabbalat Shabbat – Welcoming Shabbat 
• The Shabbat Table – Candles, Kiddush, Challah 
• Family Blessings 
• Menucha - Rest 
• Havdalah – Separation between this week and the next 

 
Skills 

By the end of this unit, students should be able to: 
• Recite various Shabbat blessings, including the blessings for candles and Havdalah. 
• Offer their interpretations of Shabbat practices such as rest and blessing their children. 
• Explain in their own words how the rituals of lighting candles, Kiddush, and breaking bread 

represents wholeness. 
• Offer a blessing over their children reflecting the 3-5-7 structure of Birkat Kohanim. 
• Articulate their approach to Shabbat rest and work, noting what acts they would choose to 

engage in or abstain from in celebration of Shabbat. 
 
Evidence of Learning 

Throughout this unit, learners will be making contributions to their Guide to Jewish Practice. As this 
unit revolves around Shabbat, those contributions will illustrate their understanding and 
interpretation of a variety of Shabbat rituals. Specifically, they will be creating: 

• A psalm or piyyut that reflects their understanding of Kabbalat Shabbat, 
• A Birkat Horim, Parental Blessing, similar in form to Birkat HaKohanim, which they will give 

for their children each Shabbat, and 
• A statement of how they hope to experience menuchah, rest, during Shabbat. 

These creations will become part of their home practice and demonstrate their understanding of 
how these rituals reflect the values of the Jewish tradition. 
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Objectives 

By the end of the lesson, students should be able to: 
• In their own words, express the theme of two of the psalms or piyyutim included in Kabbalat 

Shabbat.  
• Articulate a spiritual feeling they hope to experience as future Shabbatot begin. 
• Evaluate whether or not the words of Kabbalat Shabbat express their understanding of 

Shabbat. 
 
Learning Experiences 

The Texts of Kabbalat Shabbat 
Welcoming Shabbat with psalms of praise to God is a tradition that was started by the Kabbalists of 
Tzfat (Safed) in northern Israel in the 16th Century. They would head out into the hills outside of 
the city on Friday afternoons to watch the sun set on the horizon, hoping to feel the presence of 
Shabbat come in as the sun dipped behind the mountains. They began the practice of reading psalms 
from the Tanakh and piyyutim (liturgical poems) that they had written to mark this occasion and add 
words of our tradition to celebrate the moment. Jewish practice evolved to include these psalms 
and piyyutim into the service called Kabbalat Shabbat, The Welcoming of Shabbat, which takes place 
just before the evening service on Friday night. 
 
In this experience, learners will read and discuss these psalms and piyyutim, in an attempt to discern 
the spiritual themes they represent and the approach to Shabbat they reflect. To facilitate this, 
Reuven Hammer’s Or Hadash: A Commentary on Siddur Sim Shalom for Shabbat and Festivals, will guide 
their learning. On pages 13-24, the text offers the liturgy in both Hebrew and English, along with 
interpretive texts and Rabbi Hammer’s commentary on the individual psalms and Kabbalat Shabbat 
as a whole. Depending on the size of the class, students can be divided into groups to address one 
or more psalms, or the class can make its way through the entire liturgical unit together. To guide 
their inquiry, these questions will be helpful: 

? What are the main message(s) and theme(s) of the psalm? 

? How does the psalm or piyyut paint a picture of the world either in the past or in the future? 
What is that picture? How does it relate to our world today? 

? How or does the text of the psalm or piyyut relate to or set the tone for Shabbat? 

? What does the psalm or piyyut make you think about? What are your thoughts and 
emotional responses to it? 

? How do the words of the psalm or piyyut help us connect spiritual to our community or to 
God? 
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Adding Our Own Words to Kabbalat Shabbat 
Welcoming Shabbat is both an individual and communal event. While the recitation of Kabbalat 
Shabbat is very powerful in a congregational setting, particularly if the words are set to song and 
sung together, they do not require a minyan (a quorum of ten Jews, required for some Jewish 
liturgical practices) to recite. They give us an opportunity as individuals to consider the onset of 
Shabbat and the religious themes that the psalms represent. They are meant to help us think about 
what we might want from Shabbat, what Shabbat means for us, and what hopes Shabbat might raise 
within us. 
 
After reciting Kabbalat Shabbat, there is a brief period of study. In some communities, worshippers 
read from texts that are found in their siddur. In other communities, a d’var Torah or short sermon is 
given. But, it also is a perfect opportunity to reflect on Kabbalat Shabbat and add our own words to 
our worship experience.  
 
In that vein, students should write a psalm, piyyut, or prayer that they can include into their own 
Kabbalat Shabbat practice. The forms found in Kabbalat Shabbat (acrostic, individual and collective 
statements, rhyme/free) can be used as inspiration, but in the end it should be a statement that the 
student feels truly represents what Kabbalat Shabbat means for them. There may be students who 
struggle to write in the poetic fashion of psalms and piyyutim. They should be reassured that the 
purpose of this activity is for them to find and write words that are meaningful for them, in 
whatever form they find most comfortable and will be most useful for them. For guidance, these 
questions can be given as a prompt to the students: 

? What words, thoughts, verses, or images do you think of when Shabbat is beginning?  

? What image of God do you think of during Shabbat? Can you capture that with words? 

? What are your hopes for Shabbat as it begins? How can you express that in a way that will 
help frame your Shabbat experience? 

 
The students’ final product can be bound and put into their Guide to Jewish Practice. 

 
Resources 

• Or Hadash: A Commentary on Siddur Sim Shalom for Shabbat and Festivals, by Reuven Hammer, 
published by the Rabbinical Assembly, pages 14-24 (note that each page number refers to 
one set of facing pages; the right face contains the Hebrew text and the left face contains the 
English translation and other commentaries). 
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Objectives 

By the end of the lesson, students should be able to: 
• Recite the blessing for lighting candles on Shabbat and hamotzi, the blessing said over any 

meal with bread. 
• Give an example of one similarity and one difference between the Kiddush for Shalosh 

Regalim and the Kiddush for Shabbat. 
• Offer their interpretation of how the rituals of lighting candles, blessing and drinking wine 

or grape juice, and breaking bread represent completion or wholeness. 
 
Learning Experiences 

Lighting Shabbat Candles 
Lighting Shabbat candles is one of the simplest practices that a Jew can undertake. The material 
needs are simple, just two candles, candles sticks, and a match. The liturgical formula is one 
sentence of Hebrew text. Yet it has the potential to bring families together and give them the 
opportunity to recognize and mark the shift in time from the normal week to the holiness of 
Shabbat. 

 
If there are students in the class who are uncomfortable with the words or the melody, the 
classroom setting is a great opportunity for them to learn together and from each other. Students 
who are more familiar or who light on a regular basis can be mobilized to teach others, and given 
the opportunity to share with them what, if any, special additional rituals they do in their home 
(some families light one candle for each member, some sing songs either before or after). The 
Shabbat Candle Blessing handout has the text of the blessing for lighting candles on Shabbat in 
Hebrew, English, and transliterated. There are multiple printings on one page so that it can be 
easily distributed. 

 
Comparing the Shabbat Kiddush to the Kiddush for Shalosh Regalim 
When they were learning about the Shalosh Regalim, the three pilgrimage holidays of Sukkot, Pesach, 
and Shavuot, the students read the text of the Kiddush for that those holidays, investigating how 
those three holidays were connected by the themes expressed in the Kiddush. The Kiddush for 
Shabbat resembles the Kiddush for Shalosh Regalim, in that it begins with the blessing for fruit of the 
vine and has a second, longer blessing, reminding us of the themes of Shabbat. In this experience, 
students should draw on their past learning of the Kiddush for Shalosh Regalim to compare it with the 
Kiddush for Shabbat. They should think about what themes and ideas are common between them, 
and what themes are in the Kiddush for Shabbat that are unique. 
 
Challah Making 
This learning exercise is both hands on and thought provoking. In glass jars or mason jars, students 
will gather all of the dry ingredients, measured out, of a challah. In that jar they will write in 
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waterproof ink, their recipe for making challah, and decorate it as they find appropriate. It should 
include some words that help them welcome in Shabbat, whether it is the phrase “Shabbat Shalom,” 
the words to the motzi, or a family wish for Shabbat. When they leave, they will have everything 
they need (except water) to make a challah at home. The jar can be refilled each week, and the 
responsibility could be shared or passed around the family to make sure that, come Friday morning, 
the jar is ready to be used to make the challah for Shabbat. Since it is customary to have to challot, 
representing the double portion of manna that God gave the Israelites for Shabbat in Exodus 16:4-5, 
families that have two students in the class should be encouraged to make two jars. Regardless, any 
family can make two challot for Shabbat. 

 
There are many, many challah recipes, one fairly simple example is in the Challah Recipe handout. 
 
With the addition of the challah to the candles and the Kiddush, the learners have addressed the 
three central home rituals to Erev Shabbat, Shabbat eve, celebrated Friday night. As a final thought 
exercise for the lesson, students should consider and share with their classmates their thoughts on 
this question: 

? How might the candles, wine, and challah, or the rituals of blessing and lighting candles, 
blessing the wine and Shabbat and drinking, and blessing and eating the challah, represent 
the wholeness or peace of Shabbat? 

! Possible answers: they represent our basic needs of shelter (light) and sustenance; in 
those three blessings, we have blessed God (who commanded us to light the Shabbat 
candles), Shabbat as day in the kiddush, and the earth, our home, in hamotzi; but 
there is no right answer encourage the students to speak from their hearts and 
minds. 

 
Resources 

• Shabbat Candle Lighting handout 
• Kiddush Comparison handout 
• Mason or glass jars for each student 
• Waterproof markers that will write permanently on glass 
• Challah Recipe handout or other challah recipe 
• Ingredients for the challah recipe 
• Shabbat candles and matches 
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Challah Challah RecipeRecipe  

Part of V’Dibarta Bam B’Veitecha, by Gregory B. Weisman 

Ingredients 
3 ! cup of flour 
1 " cup warm water 
2 tsp. active, dry yeast 
1/3 cup sugar 
" cup vegetable oil 
4 eggs 
1 tsp salt 
Honey and poppy seeds (optional) 

 

Step !: Mix yeast and water 
Mix the warm water, 1/4 cup of flour, and the yeast together in a large bowl, and let it stand for 
10 to 20 minutes, until it begins to foam and puff up. 
 

Step #: Beat in sugar' oil' eggs' and salt 
Whisk in the sugar, oil, three eggs, and salt.  Tip: You can substitute " cup honey for the sugar. 
 

Step %: Add the flour 
Add in the rest of the flour 1 cup at a time, kneading it in with your hands once the mixture 
thickens. Knead for about five minutes until smooth, adding flour if it's too sticky. Put the dough in 
a clean bowl, cover it with plastic wrap, and let it rise until the dough has doubled in size, about 
two hours. 
 

Step &: Punch it 
Punch the dough down and transfer it to a lightly-floured surface. Knead for about five minutes, 
adding flour if needed. 
 

Step (: Make a braid 
Divide the dough into three equal parts and roll each piece into an approximately 9-inch long rope. 
Braid the three ropes together, and pinch the ends together to seal. 
 

Step 1: Let it sit 
Put the braid on a greased baking sheet, cover with a dishcloth, and let it rise until it has doubled in 
size. The dough should stay dented when you poke it, instead of springing back into place. 
 

Step 0: Preheat oven 
Preheat the oven to 325 degrees Fahrenheit. Beat the remaining egg and brush it on the top of the 
braid. Sprinkle with poppy seeds if you like. 
 

Step 2: Bake 
Bake for 30 to 40 minutes until bread is golden brown. Test for doneness by taking it out of the 
oven and rapping it on the bottom with your knuckles; if it sounds hollow, it's ready.  Tip: If the 
top is browning too fast, tent it with foil. 
 

Step 3: Enjoy! 
 

Cool at least one hour before slicing. If you have any left over, use it for French toast in the 
morning! 
 

Recipe from http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=FGHUY4kcl3w 



Weekly PracticesWeekly Practices      UnitUnit  33  
Blessing Blessing OurOur Children Children  LessonLesson  33  

  

Part of V’Dibarta Bam B’Veitecha, by Gregory B. Weisman 125 

Objectives 

By the end of the lesson, students should be able to: 
• Give an example of a blessing that a parent gave to a child in the Torah. 
• Describe the structure of Birkat HaKohanim, noting that the lines have 3, 5, and 7 words. 
• Offer a blessing over their children reflecting the 3-5-7 structure. 

 
Learning Experiences 

Parents$ Blessings for their Children in the Bible 
Parents’ blessing their children is an act that is found throughout the Torah. In Genesis 27, Isaac 
blesses his sons Jacob and Esau. In Genesis 49, Jacob blesses all of his sons. In Genesis 48, Jacob 
blesses Joseph’s sons Ephraim and Menashe. In each of these blessings, the parents convey their 
wishes for their children, based in part on their relationship with God, in part on the passing on of 
the inheritance of previous generations, and in part on the parent’s relationship with the children. 

 
In this experience, parents will study the above-mentioned texts with their chevruta, seeking to 
answer these questions: 

?  What is the blessing that the parent (father) gives to the child/children in this text? 

?  Is the blessing based in any past promises, made either by God or by previous generations? 
If so, what are those promises? 

?  What, if anything, do you interpret as reflecting the uniqueness of relationship between the 
parent and child in this blessing? What do you think is just a general parent-child blessing 
(what part is something that any parent could give to their child)? 

?  Are there parts of this blessing that you believe you could give to your child? Which? Why? 

?  Are there parts of this blessing that you would not want to give to your child? Which? Why? 
 
Birkat HaKohanim - The Priestly Blessing 
In the Book of Numbers, after Aaron and his sons are installed as the priests of Israel, they bless the 
Israelites with Birkat HaKohanim, the Priestly Blessing: 

May God bless you and keep you. 
May God make God’s face shine upon you and be gracious to you. 
May God lift God’s face up to you and give you peace. 

 
It is important to note that, in Hebrew, this blessing follows a unique structure. The first line is 
three words, the second line is five words, and the third line is seven words. A variety of 
interpretations exist to explain this, including linking the three words to the three Patriarchs, and 
the seven words to the completion or wholeness, like the seven days of creation. 
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These words are used to bless the Jewish people in a variety of situations in today’s world. In the 
traditional liturgy, it is offered each morning. It is offered as part of the Neilah (Closing) Service on 
Yom Kippur. Each year during Sukkot, it is given during an elaborate ceremony at the Western Wall. 
But, most importantly for this lesson, it is customary for parents to offer it over their children 
every Friday night as part of the Shabbat ritual. 

 
Using the ideas they discussed in the first exercise, students will write a blessing for their children, 
which they can recite each Shabbat. Most likely they will want to write the blessing in English, but 
they should strive to maintain the 3-5-7 structure and conveys their hopes for their children. If 
necessary, they can decide that certain words like prepositions can be ignored, and strive for 3-5-7 
characteristics or wishes in that structure. But, overall, the blessing should reflect the gradual 
increase in complexity of Birkat HaKohanim. Their final product can be collected and bound into 
their Guide to Jewish Practice. 
 
Resources 

• Biblical Parental Blessings handout 
• Birkat HaKohanim – The Priestly Blessing handout 



Biblical Parental BlessingsBiblical Parental Blessings  
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Isaac Blessing Jacob +Thinking he was Esau.' Genesis #0 from JPS Tanakh 
18 He went to his father and said, "Father." And he said, "Yes, which of my sons are you?" 
 19 Jacob said to his father, "I am Esau, your first-born; I have done as you told me. Pray sit 
up and eat of my game, that you may give me your innermost blessing." 
 20 Isaac said to his son, "How did you succeed so quickly, my son?" And he said, "Because 
the LORD your God granted me good fortune." 
 21 Isaac said to Jacob, "Come closer that I may feel you, my son -- whether you are really 
my son Esau or not." 
 22 So Jacob drew close to his father Isaac, who felt him and wondered. "The voice is the 
voice of Jacob, yet the hands are the hands of Esau." 
 23 He did not recognize him, because his hands were hairy like those of his brother Esau; 
and so he blessed him. 
 24 He asked, "Are you really my son Esau?" And when he said, "I am," 
 25 he said, "Serve me and let me eat of my son's game that I may give you my innermost 
blessing." So he served him and he ate, and he brought him wine and he drank. 
 26 Then his father Isaac said to him, "Come close and kiss me, my son"; 
 27 and he went up and kissed him. And he smelled his clothes and he blessed him, saying, 
"Ah, the smell of my son is like the smell of the fields that the LORD has blessed. 
 28 "May God give you Of the dew of heaven and the fat of the earth, Abundance of new 
grain and wine. 
 29 Let peoples serve you, And nations bow to you; Be master over your brothers, And let 
your mother's sons bow to you. Cursed be they who curse you, Blessed they who bless 
you." 
 

?  What is the blessing that the parent (father) gives to the child/children in this text? 

?  Is the blessing based in any past promises, made either by God or by previous 
generations? If so, what are those promises? 

?  What, if anything, do you interpret as reflecting the uniqueness of relationship 
between the parent and child in this blessing? What do you think is just a general 
parent-child blessing (what part is something that any parent could give to their 
child)? 

?  Are there parts of this blessing that you believe you could give to your child? Which? 
Why? 

?  Are there parts of this blessing that you would not want to give to your child? Which? 
Why? 
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Jacob Blessing Joseph$s Sons - Genesis &2 from JPS Tanakh 
 8 Noticing Joseph's sons, Israel asked, "Who are these?" 
 9 And Joseph said to his father, "They are my sons, whom God has given me here." "Bring them up 
to me," he said, "that I may bless them." 
 10 Now Israel's eyes were dim with age; he could not see. So Joseph brought them close to him, and 
he kissed them and embraced them. 
 11 And Israel said to Joseph, "I never expected to see you again, and here God has let me see your 
children as well." 
 12 Joseph then removed them from his knees, and bowed low with his face to the ground. 
 13 Joseph took the two of them, Ephraim with his right hand -- to Israel's left -- and Manasseh with 
his left hand -- to Israel's right -- and brought them close to him. 
 14 But Israel stretched out his right hand and laid it on Ephraim's head, though he was the younger, 
and his left hand on Manasseh's head -- thus crossing his hands -- although Manasseh was the first-
born. 
 15 And he blessed Joseph, saying, "The God in whose ways my fathers Abraham and Isaac walked, 
The God who has been my shepherd from my birth to this day -- 
 16 The Angel who has redeemed me from all harm -- Bless the lads. In them may my name be 
recalled, And the names of my fathers Abraham and Isaac, And may they be teeming multitudes 
upon the earth." 
 17 When Joseph saw that his father was placing his right hand on Ephraim's head, he thought it 
wrong; so he took hold of his father's hand to move it from Ephraim's head to Manasseh's. 
 18 "Not so, Father," Joseph said to his father, "for the other is the first-born; place your right hand 
on his head." 
 19 But his father objected, saying, "I know, my son, I know. He too shall become a people, and he 
too shall be great. Yet his younger brother shall be greater than he, and his offspring shall be 
plentiful enough for nations." 
 20 So he blessed them that day, saying, "By you shall Israel invoke blessings, saying: God make you 
like Ephraim and Manasseh." Thus he put Ephraim before Manasseh. 
 21 Then Israel said to Joseph, "I am about to die; but God will be with you and bring you back to 
the land of your fathers. 
 22 And now, I assign to you one portion more than to your brothers, which I wrested from the 
Amorites with my sword and bow." 
 

?  What is the blessing that the parent (father) gives to the child/children in this text? 

?  Is the blessing based in any past promises, made either by God or by previous generations? 
If so, what are those promises? 

?  What, if anything, do you interpret as reflecting the uniqueness of relationship between the 
parent and child in this blessing? What do you think is just a general parent-child blessing 
(what part is something that any parent could give to their child)? 

?  Are there parts of this blessing that you believe you could give to your child? Which? Why? 

?  Are there parts of this blessing that you would not want to give to your child? Which? Why? 
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Jacob Blessing his Sons " Genesis &3 from JPS Tanakh 
 1 And Jacob called his sons and said, "Come together that I may tell you what is to befall 
you in days to come. 
 2 Assemble and hearken, O sons of Jacob; Hearken to Israel your father: 
 3 Reuben, you are my first-born, My might and first fruit of my vigor, Exceeding in rank 
And exceeding in honor. 
 4 Unstable as water, you shall excel no longer; For when you mounted your father's bed, 
You brought disgrace -- my couch he mounted! 
 5 Simeon and Levi are a pair; Their weapons are tools of lawlessness. 
 6 Let not my person be included in their council, Let not my being be counted in their 
assembly. For when angry they slay men, And when pleased they maim oxen. 
 7 Cursed be their anger so fierce, And their wrath so relentless. I will divide them in Jacob, 
Scatter them in Israel. 
 8 You, O Judah, your brothers shall praise; Your hand shall be on the nape of your foes; 
Your father's sons shall bow low to you. 
 9 Judah is a lion's whelp; On prey, my son, have you grown. He crouches, lies down like a 
lion, Like the king of beasts -- who dare rouse him? 
 10 The scepter shall not depart from Judah, Nor the ruler's staff from between his feet; So 
that tribute shall come to him And the homage of peoples be his. 
 11 He tethers his ass to a vine, His ass's foal to a choice vine; He washes his garment in wine, 
His robe in blood of grapes. 
 12 His eyes are darker than wine; His teeth are whiter than milk. 
 13 Zebulun shall dwell by the seashore; He shall be a haven for ships, And his flank shall rest 
on Sidon. 
 14 Issachar is a strong-boned ass, Crouching among the sheepfolds. 
 15 When he saw how good was security, And how pleasant was the country, He bent his 
shoulder to the burden, And became a toiling serf. 
 16 Dan shall govern his people, As one of the tribes of Israel. 
 17 Dan shall be a serpent by the road, A viper by the path, That bites the horse's heels So 
that his rider is thrown backward. 
 18 I wait for Your deliverance, O LORD! 
 19 Gad shall be raided by raiders, But he shall raid at their heels. 
 20 Asher's bread shall be rich, And he shall yield royal dainties. 
 21 Naphtali is a hind let loose, Which yields lovely fawns. 
 22 Joseph is a wild ass, A wild ass by a spring -- Wild colts on a hillside. 
 23 Archers bitterly assailed him; They shot at him and harried him. 
 24 Yet his bow stayed taut, And his arms were made firm By the hands of the Mighty One of 
Jacob -- There, the Shepherd, the Rock of Israel -- 
 25 The God of your father who helps you, And Shaddai who blesses you With blessings of 
heaven above, Blessings of the deep that couches below, Blessings of the breast and womb. 
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 26 The blessings of your father Surpass the blessings of my ancestors, To the utmost bounds 
of the eternal hills. May they rest on the head of Joseph, On the brow of the elect of his 
brothers. 
 27 Benjamin is a ravenous wolf; In the morning he consumes the foe, And in the evening he 
divides the spoil." 
 28 All these were the tribes of Israel, twelve in number, and this is what their father said to 
them as he bade them farewell, addressing to each a parting word appropriate to him. 
 29 Then he instructed them, saying to them, "I am about to be gathered to my kin. Bury me 
with my fathers in the cave which is in the field of Ephron the Hittite, 
 30 the cave which is in the field of Machpelah, facing Mamre, in the land of Canaan, the field 
that Abraham bought from Ephron the Hittite for a burial site -- 
 31 there Abraham and his wife Sarah were buried; there Isaac and his wife Rebekah were 
buried; and there I buried Leah -- 
 32 the field and the cave in it, bought from the Hittites." 
 33 When Jacob finished his instructions to his sons, he drew his feet into the bed and, 
breathing his last, he was gathered to his people. 
 
 

?  What is the blessing that the parent (father) gives to the child/children in this text? 

?  Is the blessing based in any past promises, made either by God or by previous 
generations? If so, what are those promises? 

?  What, if anything, do you interpret as reflecting the uniqueness of relationship 
between the parent and child in this blessing? What do you think is just a general 
parent-child blessing (what part is something that any parent could give to their 
child)? 

?  Are there parts of this blessing that you believe you could give to your child? Which? 
Why? 

?  Are there parts of this blessing that you would not want to give to your child? Which? 
Why? 
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Objectives 

By the end of the lesson, students should be able to: 
• Cite three principles or understandings of Shabbat menuchah from various Jewish texts. 
• Express their understanding of what Shabbat menuchah means and how they hope to fulfill it 

in their lives. 
• Explain in their own words how a day of rest can add spirituality to their lives. 

 
Learning Experiences 

What Does )Work* and )Rest* Mean on Shabbat? 
As our tradition teaches, Shabbat was given to us as a gift from God, commemorating God’s day of 
rest after the six days of creation. We are told that, just as the first Shabbat was a cessation from 
work, we should observe a day of rest, menuchah, at the end of each week. Throughout Jewish 
history, there has been an ongoing conversation about what it means to rest and what tasks might 
be considered an impediment or a disruption of that rest. Shabbat, however, is not just about what 
things we as Jews cannot do on that day; it is also very much about finding things that add meaning 
to our lives, refresh ourselves physically and spiritually, and help us connect to God. 
 
With that in mind, in this experiences students should study, in chevruta, a variety of texts about the 
meaning of Shabbat, work, and rest. The texts come from a wide breadth of sources, some 
specifically expressing the views of a movement, others a more general approach. Recognizing that 
many Jews have preconceived notions about what different movements do, they should be given 
the texts without source citations, and evaluate them based solely on the wisdom they convey. These 
can be found on the Shabbat Menuchah handout. After they have discussed the questions below as 
they pertain to each text, then the citations can be shared with them. Those can be found on the 
Shabbat Menuchah with Sources handout. 

?  What does this text say are our obligations during Shabbat? 

?  How do those obligations compare to what your family does or does not do on Shabbat? 
(Not yet having a Shabbat practice is an acceptable answer!) 

?  Do you think that there are parts of this text that you could incorporate into your family? 
How? 

?  What parts of this text would you or your family struggle to incorporate? Why? 

?  Does this text reflect any values or beliefs that you are attracted to? Struggle with? Why or 
how? 

 
Personal Statement on Shabbat 
In this experience, students will use the learning they did about to create their own statement on 
the mitzvah of Shabbat menuchah, to rest on Shabbat. They undoubtedly live incredibly hectic lives, 
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balancing work, family, their kids’ school and various activities, and their own desire to have a 
social life. For many, the notion of abstaining from most activity on Friday evening and Saturday 
day would be impossible to fathom without considering a serious change to their family’s lifestyle. 
However, as some of the texts above suggest, it is possible to create a sense of separation, a sense 
that, “on Shabbat, we do things differently” and still maintain the lifestyle at social schedule to which 
the families are accustomed. 

 
In order for the students to be able to make a commitment to this, they must choose to do 
something that they consider possible; making grand statements that would be onerous to fulfill 
will ultimately result in them giving up on their commitment. But if they serious consider their 
families’ values and commitments and look for ways that can incorporate- not substitute- Shabbat 
practices, they can be very successful.  

 
Since students should be given wide latitude to create a statement on Shabbat menuchah that is 
meaningful and that they will be able to fulfill, the prompt should be simple: Having considered the 
variety of ways Jews fulfill the mitzvah of Shabbat menuchah, devise a practice that will be meaningful 
for your family in creating a sense of Shabbat menuchah. The plan should outline how you 
understand the idea of menuchah, rest, what actions you will choose to refrain from during Shabbat, 
and how those plans will help to add spirituality to your lives. 
 
Their final product can be collected and bound into their Guide to Jewish Practice. 
 
Resources 

• Shabbat Menuchah handout 
• Shabbat Menuchah with Sources handout
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Statement on Shabbat Work and Rest 4! 
…One should not pursue his chosen profession, trade, or daily occupation on the Sabbath; the 
merchant should not go to his store, the manufacturer to his plant, the laborer to his shop, or the 
professional to his office. 
But this is not enough to make the Sabbath holy. There is also an elaborate discipline prescribing 
what work may or may not be done on the Sabbath even while one is at home. 
…The importance of the Sabbath cannot be overestimated. It was Ahad Ha’am [a famous Israeli 
writer] who said that more than the Jew kept the Sabbath, the Sabbath kept the Jew. The change 
from the daily routine to that of the Sabbath is accomplished by refraining from the types of work 
that characterize our weekday activities. That alone, however, does not make the Sabbath, for one 
could comply with the prohibitions by sleeping through the Sabbath day; they simply provide the 
matrix for the activities that bring about the sacredness of the Sabbath. 
The most important activities for the sanctification of the day are prayer and study. The uplift that 
the Sabbath gave the Jew even in the darkest days of persecution and oppression saved him from 
being brutalized. The Sabbath enabled the Jew to retain his dignity and his hope for a better 
world…it is these spiritual activities that bring out the best in man. Without the fanfare of 
organization, the Sabbath also embodied a system of adult education and provided for the moral 
training of the community. It is a tested institution which modern man in search of his soul would 
be wise to adopt. 
 
 
Statement on Shabbat Work and Rest 4# 
The Sabbath is a day of “rest” (menuchah). The requirement that we rest on Shabbat is explained by 
the Torah according to two broad themes. First, God “rested” from the work of creation on the 
seventh day; therefore, we rest on that day to acknowledge God as the Creator of the universe. 
Second, we rest on Shabbat as a reminder of the Exodus from Egypt, our redemption from slavery. 
Our rest, a dignity not granted to slaves, reminds us that we are in bondage to no human master; 
we therefore acknowledge God’s liberating power in our lives and in the history of our people An 
intrinsic feature of menuchah is the prohibition against doing any matter of work (melakhah), a 
prohibition which the Torah mentions no less than six times. The Torah never defines the concept 
of “work” in precise terms. That task is accomplished by the Rabbis of the Talmudic tradition, who 
enumerate thirty-nine general categories (avot) of melakhah, each of which is divided into numerous 
sub-categories (toledot). 
 The Rabbis are careful to insister that these categories are not their own invention. The 
definition of “work,” they claim, is derived from the Torah itself, though at times they concede that 
the Scriptural basis for many of these rules is sketchy at best. One of the biblical verses which 
prohibits melakhah on Shabbat occurs immediately prior to Moses’ instructions to the people on the 
construction of the desert tabernacle. From this fact, declares one midrash, we learn that the Torah 
defines “work” as any and all creative activities necessary for the building of that shrine. This teaches 
us that Shabbat takes precedence even over the construction of the holiest of structures and 
therefore, too, over virtually every sort of productive human endeavor. Over the centuries, the 
details pertaining to these categories have been expanded to include activities that were certainly 
never contemplated by the authors of the numerous biblical and early rabbinic sources. In addition, 
the Rabbis enacted numerous rules of their own—“fences around the Torah”—which forbid a host 
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of activities that, while not technically defined as “work,” seemed in their eyes to merit prohibition 
as safeguards of the holiness of Shabbat. This system has been studied, commented upon, and 
developed through the centuries, and it constitutes today a massive and complex subject in the 
curriculum of Jewish law. 
 …Shabbat is a day of rest and work should be avoided…[it should be] a day of “rest,” set 
apart from all others not only through ritual activity but also through the abstention from “work,” 
those weekday activities which interfere with the establishment of “an island of holiness in time.” At 
the same time…just as the rabbinic Sages developed their definitions on the basis of understandings 
rooted in their own environment, so do contemporary Jews continue to arrive at conceptions of 
menuchah and melakhah that reflect the needs of their own time, place, and circumstances. 
 
 
Statement on Shabbat Work and Rest 4% 
How, above all, does man show his dominion over the earth? In that he can fashion all things in his 
environment to his own purpose—the earth for his habitation and source of sustenance; plant and 
animal for food and clothing. He can transform everything into an instrument of human service. He 
is allowed to rule over the world for six days with God’s will. On the seventh day, however, he is 
forbidden by Divine behest to fashion anything for his purpose. In this way he acknowledges that he 
has no rights of ownership or authority over the world. Nothing may be dealt with as man pleases, 
for everything belongs to God., the Creator, Who has set man into the world to rule it according 
to His word. On each Sabbath day, the world, so to speak, is restored to God, and thus man 
proclaims, both to himself and to his surroundings, that he enjoys only a borrowed authority. 
 Therefore even the smallest work done on the Sabbath is a denial of the fact that God is 
Creator and Master of the world. It is an arrogant setting-up of man as his own master. It is a denial 
of the whole task of the Jew as man and as Israelite, which is nothing but the management of the 
earth according to the will of God…On the other hand, every refraining from work on the Sabbath 
is in itself a positive expression of the fact that God is the Creator and Master of the world; that it is 
He who has set man in his place; that He is the Lawgiver of his life; it is a proclamation and 
acknowledgement of our task as men and Israelites. 
 …The melachah which is forbidden on Shabbat is conceived as the execution of an 
intelligent purpose by the practical skill of man. Or, more generally, production, creation, 
transforming an object for human purposes; but not physical exertion. Even if you tired yourself out 
the whole day, as long as you have produced nothing within the meaning of the term melachah; as 
long as your activity has not been a constructive exercise of your intelligence, you have performed 
no melachah or work. On the other hand, if you have engendered, without the slightest exertion, 
even the smallest change in an object for human purposes, then you have profaned the Sabbath, 
flouted God, and undermined your calling as a Jew. Your physical power belongs to your animal 
nature; it is with your technical skill which serves your spirit that you master the world—and it is 
with this that, as a human being, you should subject yourself to God on Sabbath. 
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Statement on Shabbat Work and Rest 4! 
 …One should not pursue his chosen profession, trade, or daily occupation on the Sabbath; 
the merchant should not go to his store, the manufacturer to his plant, the laborer to his shop, or 
the professional to his office. 
 But this is not enough to make the Sabbath holy. There is also an elaborate discipline 
prescribing what work may or may not be done on the Sabbath even while one is at home. 
 …The importance of the Sabbath cannot be overestimated. It was Ahad Ha’am [a famous 
Israeli writer] who said that more than the Jew kept the Sabbath, the Sabbath kept the Jew. The 
change from the daily routine to that of the Sabbath is accomplished by refraining from the types of 
work that characterize our weekday activities. That alone, however, does not make the Sabbath, for 
one could comply with the prohibitions by sleeping through the Sabbath day; they simply provide 
the matrix for the activities that bring about the sacredness of the Sabbath. 
 The most important activities for the sanctification of the day are prayer and study. The 
uplift that the Sabbath gave the Jew even in the darkest days of persecution and oppression saved 
him from being brutalized. The Sabbath enabled the Jew to retain his dignity and his hope for a 
better world…it is these spiritual activities that bring out the best in man. Without the fanfare of 
organization, the Sabbath also embodied a system of adult education and provided for the moral 
training of the community. It is a tested institution which modern man in search of his soul would 
be wise to adopt. 
 From A Guide to Jewish Religious Practice by Isaac Klein 
 
 
Statement on Shabbat Work and Rest 4# 
The Sabbath is a day of “rest” (menuchah). The requirement that we rest on Shabbat is explained by 
the Torah according to two broad themes. First, God “rested” from the work of creation on the 
seventh day; therefore, we rest on that day to acknowledge God as the Creator of the universe. 
Second, we rest on Shabbat as a reminder of the Exodus from Egypt, our redemption from slavery. 
Our rest, a dignity not granted to slaves, reminds us that we are in bondage to no human master; 
we therefore acknowledge God’s liberating power in our lives and in the history of our people An 
intrinsic feature of menuchah is the prohibition against doing any matter of work (melakhah), a 
prohibition which the Torah mentions no less than six times. The Torah never defines the concept 
of “work” in precise terms. That task is accomplished by the Rabbis of the Talmudic tradition, who 
enumerate thirty-nine general categories (avot) of melakhah, each of which is divided into numerous 
sub-categories (toledot). 
 The Rabbis are careful to insister that these categories are not their own invention. The 
definition of “work,” they claim, is derived from the Torah itself, though at times they concede that 
the Scriptural basis for many of these rules is sketchy at best. One of the biblical verses which 
prohibits melakhah on Shabbat occurs immediately prior to Moses’ instructions to the people on the 
construction of the desert tabernacle. From this fact, declares one midrash, we learn that the Torah 
defines “work” as any and all creative activities necessary for the building of that shrine. This teaches 
us that Shabbat takes precedence even over the construction of the holiest of structures and 
therefore, too, over virtually every sort of productive human endeavor. Over the centuries, the 
details pertaining to these categories have been expanded to include activities that were certainly 
never contemplated by the authors of the numerous biblical and early rabbinic sources. In addition, 
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the Rabbis enacted numerous rules of their own—“fences around the Torah”—which forbid a host 
of activities that, while not technically defined as “work,” seemed in their eyes to merit prohibition 
as safeguards of the holiness of Shabbat. This system has been studied, commented upon, and 
developed through the centuries, and it constitutes today a massive and complex subject in the 
curriculum of Jewish law. 
 …Shabbat is a day of rest and work should be avoided…[it should be] a day of “rest,” set 
apart from all others not only through ritual activity but also through the abstention from “work,” 
those weekday activities which interfere with the establishment of “an island of holiness in time.” At 
the same time…just as the rabbinic Sages developed their definitions on the basis of understandings 
rooted in their own environment, so do contemporary Jews continue to arrive at conceptions of 
menuchah and melakhah that reflect the needs of their own time, place, and circumstances. 
 From Jewish Living: A Guide to Contemporary Reform Practice by Mark Washofsky 
 
 
Statement on Shabbat Work and Rest 4% 
How, above all, does man show his dominion over the earth? In that he can fashion all things in his 
environment to his own purpose—the earth for his habitation and source of sustenance; plant and 
animal for food and clothing. He can transform everything into an instrument of human service. He 
is allowed to rule over the world for six days with God’s will. On the seventh day, however, he is 
forbidden by Divine behest to fashion anything for his purpose. In this way he acknowledges that he 
has no rights of ownership or authority over the world. Nothing may be dealt with as man pleases, 
for everything belongs to God., the Creator, Who has set man into the world to rule it according 
to His word. On each Sabbath day, the world, so to speak, is restored to God, and thus man 
proclaims, both to himself and to his surroundings, that he enjoys only a borrowed authority. 
 Therefore even the smallest work done on the Sabbath is a denial of the fact that God is 
Creator and Master of the world. It is an arrogant setting-up of man as his own master. It is a denial 
of the whole task of the Jew as man and as Israelite, which is nothing but the management of the 
earth according to the will of God…On the other hand, every refraining from work on the Sabbath 
is in itself a positive expression of the fact that God is the Creator and Master of the world; that it is 
He who has set man in his place; that He is the Lawgiver of his life; it is a proclamation and 
acknowledgement of our task as men and Israelites. 
 …The melachah which is forbidden on Shabbat is conceived as the execution of an 
intelligent purpose by the practical skill of man. Or, more generally, production, creation, 
transforming an object for human purposes; but not physical exertion. Even if you tired yourself out 
the whole day, as long as you have produced nothing within the meaning of the term melachah; as 
long as your activity has not been a constructive exercise of your intelligence, you have performed 
no melachah or work. On the other hand, if you have engendered, without the slightest exertion, 
even the smallest change in an object for human purposes, then you have profaned the Sabbath, 
flouted God, and undermined your calling as a Jew. Your physical power belongs to your animal 
nature; it is with your technical skill which serves your spirit that you master the world—and it is 
with this that, as a human being, you should subject yourself to God on Sabbath. 

From Samson Raphael Hirsch’s Horeb, as cited in Hayim Donin’s To Be a Jew: A Guide to 
Jewish Observance in Contemporary Life 
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Objectives 

By the end of the lesson, students should be able to: 
• Recite the Havdalah blessings for wine, b’samim, fire, and separation. 
• Give one example of a wish for the future (either in our lives or for the Jewish people) that 

the liturgy of Havdalah expresses. 
• Give an example of a wish for their family that they could offer on a weekly basis. 

 
Learning Experiences 

Part of this lesson involves going outside of the synagogue to a park or forest preserve to look for 
b’samim, fragrant herbs and spices from nature like rosemary, to put into a Havdalah spice bag. 
However, the text study in the first part of the lesson could also be done in that outdoor setting. It 
would be a great way to inject some new air into the class conversation (weather permitting). 
 
Study of Havdalah Liturgy 
While some of your students might be familiar with the blessings of Havdalah, a wider-lens look at 
the liturgy reveals important and interesting biblical references that help frame the ritual of 
Havdalah. In just a few lines of text, five psalms and two other books of the Tanakh are cited in a 
way to give us hope for the future; for the future day, the future week, and for the future of the 
Jewish people. 
 
In chevruta, students should study this tapestry of biblical verse, along with the four Havdalah 
blessings (wine, spices, fire, and separation). As guidance for their inquiry, these questions will 
help the students explore the liturgical, emotional, and spiritual themes of Havdalah: 

? What word or words are repeated often in the text? What words jump out at you as theme 
for this prayer? 

? What message or image is the text trying to convey? What is it hoping for? 

? What is one aspect of the future that the text wishes for? 

? How can this text be applied to your life? What is deliverance, blessing, light, gladness for 
you? (This question is based on translations from Mishkan T’filah; it might need to be altered 
for use with other translations) 

? How is this a personal blessing? 

? How is this a communal blessing? 

? How does this text inform or influence your relationship with God? 

? What is one thing that your family could wish for on a weekly basis that draws on the txt of 
Havdalah? 

 



WeeklyWeekly Practices Practices      UnitUnit  33  
HavdalahHavdalah    LessonLesson  55  

  

Part of V’Dibarta Bam B’Veitecha, by Gregory B. Weisman 139 

Creation of Havdalah Spice Bags 
Havdalah is a very visceral experience, calling upon all five of our senses. We see the flame and feel 
the heat of the fire, taste the wine or grape juice, hear the song and blessings, and smell the b’samim. 
Accordingly, there are multiple ritual objects that are necessary: a cup for the wine, a braided 
candle that recalls the “lights of the fire” (as opposed to a single-wick “light of fire”) referred to in 
the blessing, and a spice box that holds b’samim, fragrant spices, which we smell to sweeten the 
sadness of Shabbat ending and start the week on a positive emotion. 
 
While spice boxes are a favorite topic for Jewish artists, they can also be made very easily. 
Collecting fragrant spices into a piece of silk or other thin cloth and tying it shut creates a bag that 
can be smelled to complete the ritual. Some people use fragrances bought at a store (cinnamon, 
cloves, nutmeg). In some communities, rather than pass around a spice box, they pass around a 
branch of myrtle, rosemary, or other fragrant leaves. If your class is able to, go to a forest, field, or 
other natural areas that has readily available leaves of a fragrant plant. Pick the leaves (if allowed), 
and collect them into the bags. If you are concerned about affecting the environment too much, you 
can pick just a small amount and add them to other spices from other sources. 
 
If it is possible, this is an activity that the students could do with their children as well. It will 
provide the parents an opportunity to model and guide their children on responsible interaction 
with the natural world, both in terms of using its gifts for our needs and respecting the limitations 
that we must follow. 
 
Celebrate Havdalah Together 
Now that your class has studied the ritual of Havdalah and prepared their own spice bags, you 
should celebrate Havdalah together. While Havdalah is usually celebrated after sundown on 
Saturday night, we are told in the Talmud (Pesachim 107a) that it can be said until on Sunday, and 
some even say we can celebrate as late as Tuesday (but we must continue to observe Shabbat during 
that time). Nonetheless, whether as a class you celebrate Havdalah or simulate the celebration of 
Havdalah, doing so will offer the students a chance to engage in prayer together and give them an 
opportunity to practice what hopefully will become a weekly ritual in their home. 
 
Many communities are familiar with Debbie Friedman’s melody for reciting the Havdalah blessings, 
but feel free and encouraged to teach the melody or melodies with which you are most comfortable 
or are reflective of your community’s minhag (custom). If you are looking for a musical way to 
incorporate the biblical words that the liturgy cites before the blessings, here are a few suggestions: 

• “Ozi V’Zimrat Yah”, from Harold Messinger’s album Shine On 
• “Layehudim,” from Noam Katz’s album Rakia  

 
Resources 

• Havdalah candle and matches 
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• Wine or grape juice 
• Kiddush or Havdalah cup 
• Silk or other thin cloth, cut into 5” x 5” pieces, one per student 
• Ribbon to tie the cloth closed 
• Cloves, cinnamon, or other fragrant spices, in case you cannot find enough natural spices 
• Text of Havdalah, which can be found in Mishkan T’filah on pages 610-617, The Koren-Sacks 

Siddur on pages 724-5, and in Siddur Sim Shalom and Or Hadash: A Commentary on Siddur Sim 
Shalom on pages 299-300. Mishkan T’filah and Siddur Sim Shalom will provide the text for 
study and help facilitate the celebration of Havdalah, but The Koren-Sacks Siddur and Or 
Hadash will offer additional notes and insight, which would be helpful in the text study. 

• “Ozi V’Zimrat Yah”, from Harold Messinger’s album Shine On, available from iTunes and CD 
Baby 

• “Layehudim,” from Noam Katz’s album Rakia, available from iTunes and Oy Songs 
• Questions for Havdalah Text Study handout 

 



Questions for Questions for HavdalahHavdalah Text Study Text Study  

Part of V’Dibarta Bam B’Veitecha, by Gregory B. Weisman 

The words before the Havdalah blessings are a tapestry of biblical verse, weaving 
together words from Isaiah, Esther, and Psalsm 3, 20, 46, 84, and 116. Using 
the questions below, read and study both this tapestry text and the four Havdalah 
blessings of wine, spices, fire, and separation. 
 

? What word or words are repeated often in the text? What words jump out 
at you as theme for this prayer? 
 

? What message or image is the text trying to convey? What is it hoping for? 
 

? How can this text be applied to your life? What is deliverance, blessing, 
light, gladness for you?  
 

? How is this a personal blessing? 
 

? How is this a communal blessing? 
 

? How does this text inform or influence your relationship with God? 
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Enduring Understandings 

• Each day presents Jews with various opportunities to heighten our spiritual awareness and 
add meaning to our lives by connecting to our tradition, our community, and to God. 

• Through the use of prayer, we can bring a sense of holiness into our ordinary daily 
activities. 
 

Knowledge 

This unit focuses on the various rituals and practices that Jews engage in on a daily basis. In each of 
the first three units, the lessons examined those special times that occur regularly yet relatively 
infrequently. Even Shabbat, which occurs on a weekly basis, derives some of its sanctity from the 
fact that we only experience it after yet another week of work. In this unit, students will investigate 
ways to bring holiness and spirituality into the mundanity of everyday life. Through the use of 
prayer and blessings, a heightened awareness of what we put into our bodies, taking the time to 
consider our relationship with God and the world around us, and by engaging in the study of our 
tradition, we can carve out moments of holiness and sanctity in an otherwise ordinary day. To 
illustrate this, the students will learn about and consider these rituals and practices: 

• Talmud Torah – The study of our Tradition 
• The Amidah – Our daily opportunity to praise, ask of, and thank God 
• Dietary Considerations 
• Blessings Around the Meal Table 
• Sh’ma al Hamita and other nighttime rituals 

 
Skills  

By the end of this unit, students should be able to: 
• Explain how studying Torah connects them to the tradition, to the community, to God and 

enhances their lives. 
• In their own words, express the themes of the blessings of the weekday Amidah. 
• Articulate the central themes of the evening prayers of Hashkiveinu and Sh’ma al Hamita. 
• Explain how they might apply the various dietary considerations of the Jewish tradition in 

their home. 
• Express through prayer thankfulness and spirituality that they experience while eating. 

 
Evidence of Learning 

Throughout this unit, learners will be making contributions to their Guide to Jewish Practice. In this 
unit, they will be investigating ways in which they can raise their level of spiritual connectedness to 
God and their community on a daily basis by engaging in certain rituals and considerations. As 
evidence of their learning, they will create or construct the following: 
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• A blessing or series of blessings for the miracles they experience every day. 
• Their own Mei’ein Shmoneh Esrei, a condensed blessing reflecting the themes and values of 

the Amidah. 
• A nighttime ritual to be said with their families that includes the words of Sh’ma. 
• A statement describing how they understand Jewish dietary considerations and how they 

would like to practice them in their home. 
• A blessing or series of blessings that they will say with their family after meals, expressing 

thanks and spirituality for the food they have eaten. 
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Objectives 

By the end of the lesson, students should be able to: 
• Identify three types of questions to ask when studying Jewish text. 
• Express in their own words how studying Torah can enhance their lives. 
• Articulate three ways in which their routine morning actions can be seen as having spiritual 

significance/be reflective of blessings from God. 
• Consider and describe a morning routine combining their own actions (e.g., brushing teeth, 

preparing children for school) and Jewish rituals that will raise their spiritual awareness. 
  
Learning Experiences 

Torah Lishma " The Study of Torah 
The mitzvah of Talmud Torah, the study of Torah, extends beyond just the Five Books of Moses or 
even the Tanakh as a whole. It is understood broadly, meaning the study of the Jewish tradition and 
the texts that have been collected over the generations. Even the word “text” can be understood 
broadly, meaning media beyond just the written word, applying to film, music, art, and others. 
Talmud Torah, then, can be understood to mean the study of how Jews throughout history have 
expressed their understanding of the tradition. But the wealth of texts that exist in the Jewish 
tradition- Torah, Prophets, Writings, Mishnah, Midrash, Talmud, law codes, literature and poetry, 
liturgy, and many others- can be overwhelming. It is important when examining a text to consider 
not just what you think the words mean, but to try to understand what its authors meant when they 
wrote it and how it has been understood over time. Only after we have grappled with those 
historical and contextual questions can we be prepared to offer our own voice into the conversation 
that those texts represent. 
 
The three questions below, if used as a guide through investigating any text, will help the learner 
consider those historical and contextual issues. While these questions do not represent the limit of 
what we can ask about a text, they are questions that should be asked about every text we learn. 
The questions are: 

• What does the text actually say? Not what does it mean to you, but what do the words on 
the page say?  
Asking this will generate a respect for and distance from the text that will help you later to 
contextualize its meaning. 

• What have others before us thought this text meant? 
This information not be available, but considering it will place you in the ongoing 
conversation about the Jewish tradition, the conversation that links this text and its 
author(s) to us today. 

• What do I think this text might mean in our time? 
This is when you being to consider what meaning you can draw from the text for you, your 
family, your community, and the Jewish people as you know it. 
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Using The Three Questions for Studying Text handout, students should consider its texts with 
those three questions. The texts themselves are about Talmud Torah, the study of Torah, and how it 
relates to putting the acts of the Jewish tradition into practice. Studying Torah for the purpose of 
discovering how we will put our tradition into practice is called Torat Chayyim, Torah for life. Its 
counterpart is Torah Lishma, the study of Torah for its own sake. Both are part of the mitzvah of 
Talmud Torah, and are an important endeavor in the Jewish tradition. 
 
Nisim B"chol Yom " The Miracles We Experience Every Day 
As this is a unit about what we as Jews can do on a daily basis to connect with and express our 
tradition’s values and teachings, it would be appropriate to engage in the texts that explain or 
illustrate those daily actions, but do so in a way that reflects the method of Torah study outlined 
about. 
 
Such a text is the collection of Nisim B’chol Yom, the miracles of every day. It is a collection of 
blessings that can be said each morning as we prepare for our day. In them, we bless and thank God 
for include miracles like removing sleep from the eyes, providing strength to the weary, and being 
girded with strength. The blessings come from the Babylonian Talmud, where the rabbis associate 
each of the blessings with a common experience that one might have (or would have had in their 
time, 300-600 CE) on any given morning. Today, our morning experiences are most likely 
markedly different. Nonetheless, many people start their day with a certain routine; some even 
note that without their routine they feel unprepared to enter the day, or unable to do so at the 
highest level of awareness and centeredness. By employing the three questions of Torah study from 
above, we pursue an understanding both of how the rabbis of the Talmud understood these blessings 
and what meaning we can draw for them in our lives today. 
 
Using the attached text from Brachot 60b, students should compare their morning routine with 
routine and blessings of nisim b’chol yom, the miracles of every day found in that text. First, they 
should read the text of Brachot 60b, asking themselves these questions: 

?  What does the text identify as the prompts and responses to these morning activities? 

?  For each prompt: Is this prompt things that you experience in your life? If not, what has 
chanced in our world that prevents it from happening to you (what was different then from 
now)? 

?  Is there something that happens to you on a daily basis that is similar to this prompt? If so, 
put that prompt into corresponding box under the heading “Your Daily Actions” (Example: 
many of us do not wake to the sound of the rooster. But, the dog barking, alarm clock 
buzzing, phone ringing, or children jumping into the bed may be the way that the students 
awake each morning. They would write “phone ringing” into the box in the first row). 

 
Once they have examined each of the blessings, they should answer these questions: 
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?  What daily miracles are you thankful for that are not listed in this text? 

?  How would you construct a blessing or list of blessings that reflects those daily miracles of 
their own life?  

 
Using the answers to those last two questions, students should write an “addendum” to Nisim B’chol 
Yom, recognizing and thanking God for the miracles in their lives. The third page of the “Blessings 
for Every Day” handout can be used for this. Their final product can be collected and bound into 
their Guide to Jewish Practice. 
 
Resources 

• The Three Questions for Studying Text handout 
• Blessings for Every Day handout 

 
 



!"#$!"%##$&'#()*+,($-+%$.)'/0*,1$!#2)!"#$!"%##$&'#()*+,($-+%$.)'/0*,1$!#2)

!"#$%&#'()$*%'%+#,+%-&./%+"#%0#1)2"%+&'()+).$3%4#-.&#%-.&/56'+)$*%7.5&%.1$%.8)$).$%'4.5+%)+3%'29%7.5&2#6-%+"#2#%
:5#2+).$2;

! !"#$%&'()%$"(%$(*$%#+$,#--.%)#./%0'$%1"#$%&'()%2$%3(#4%$'%.',5%6,$%1"#$%&'%$"(%1'7&)%'4%$"(%8#9(%)#./%
:);249%$"2)%12--%9(4(7#$(%#%7()8(+$%<'7%#4&%&2)$#4+(%<7'3%$"(%$(*$%$"#$%12--%"(-8%.',%-#$(7%$'%+'4$(*$,#-2=(%2$)%
3(#4249>

! !"#$%"#?(%'$"(7)%6(<'7(%,)%$"',9"$%$"2)%$(*$%3(#4$/
@"2)%24<'73#$2'4%4'$%6(%#?#2-#6-(5%6,$%+'4)2&(7249%2$%12--%8-#+(%.',%24%$"(%'49'249%+'4?(7)#$2'4%#6',$%$"(%
A(12)"%$7#&2$2'45%$"(%+'4?(7)#$2'4%$"#$%-24;)%$"2)%$(*$%#4&%2$)%#,$"'7B)C%$'%,)%$'&#.>

! !"#$%&'%D%$"24;%$"2)%$(*$%329"$%3(#4%24%',7%$23(/
@"2)%2)%1"(4%.',%6(249%$'%+'4)2&(7%1"#$%3(#4249%.',%+#4%&7#1%<7'3%$"(%$(*$%<'7%.',5%.',7%<#32-.5%.',7%
+'33,42$.5%#4&%$"(%A(12)"%8('8-(%#)%.',%;4'1%2$>

<2)$*%+"#2#%:5#2+).$23%2+5(7%+"#2#%+#,+2%'4.5+%+"#%='65#%.-%>.&'"%?)2"/'3%+"#%2+5(7%.-%>.&'"3%1)+"%7.5&%@"#=&5+'A

B)2"$'"%C#'"%D;D !"#!"$%"&$%'()*
@"()(%#7(%$"(%$"249)%$"#$%3#4%+#4%(4E'.%#4&%6(4(<2$%<7'3%
24%$"2)%1'7-&%6,$%1"')(%8724+28#-%7(3#24)%<'7%"23%24%$"(%
1'7-&F$'F+'3(G
H'4'7249%'4(I)%<#$"(7%#4&%3'$"(75%#+$)%'<%
-'?249;24&4())5%3#;249%8(#+(%6($1((4%<(--'1%",3#4)>%
J,$%$"(%)$,&.%'<%!"#$%5%"'1(?(75%2)%(K,#-%$'%$"(3%#--%8,$%
$'9($"(7>

!"#$%&$'$&()%*+&!$,-%".)/%0&(102&(,"+1&%)0&

30+$&()%*)&%)&-4,#,

(0%&+0&1%+/!,+&(%)2&-0+$%&5(,167&-%),48%&5 &

%-&1%4)-%&%"+7)&(10$"9()/&18:/,

E'476.$)'$%>'6/5(%F)((52")$%GH4 +!!,$!)$-*(./*0$*1++$/.)12
L#662%@#7<'4%#4&%)'3(%'<%$"(%(-&(7)%1(7(%)2$$249%,8)$#27)%
24%#%"',)(%24%02$=#"%24%M'&5%1"(4%$"2)%K,()$2'4%1#)%
#);(&%'<%$"(3G%!"2+"%2)%97(#$(75%)$,&.%'7%87#+$2+(/%L#662%
@#7<'4%#4)1(7(&5%)#.249G%N7#+$2+(%2)%97(#$(7>%L#662%:;2?#%
#4)1(7(&5%)#.249G%O$,&.%2)%97(#$>%P?(7.'4(%#97((&%12$"%
:;2?#5%)#.249G%O$,&.%2)%97(#$(75%6(+#,)(%2$%-(#&)%$'%
87#+$2+(>

-,+&-,)*+&!,+%64&(,:#'%&!%.";&,+"&$,$&"+/%&

)%18&1%4)-&($,:.+&%'&$),02&$)02:&1%)+&$'-:&

)%18&$2*4&"40%&!%.";&,+"&$:*:&)%18&$2*4&%0&

%"40%&()%/&%:*:&)%18&1%4)-&"40%&*<"&$:*:&

9$2*4&,1,)&0,+4&1%4)-$2&)%18&1%4)-,

B)2"$'"%I=.+%J;DK 3!!*#!4$2.+"$%'()
QL#662%P-2(=(7%6(4%:=#72#R%,)(&%$'%)#.G%:4.'4(%1"')(%
12)&'3%2)%97(#$(7%$"#4%"2)%&((&)5%$'%1"#$%+#4%"(%6(%
+'38#7(&/%@'%#%$7((%1"')(%67#4+"()%#7(%3#4.%#4&%
1"')(%7''$)%#7(%<(1>%!"(4%#%124&%+'3()5%2$%,87''$)%$"(%
$7((%#4&%$,74)%2$%<-#$%'4%2$)%<#+(>
!J,$5%#4.'4(%1"')(%&((&)%#7(%97(#$(7%$"#4%"2)%12)&'35%
$'%1"#$%+#4%"(%6(%+'38#7(&/%@'%#%$7((%1"')(%67#4+"()%
#7(%<(1%#4&%1"')(%7''$)%#7(%3#4.>%!"(4%(?(4%#--%$"(%
124&)%24%$"(%1'7-&%+#3(%$'%6-'1%#$%2$5%$"(.%1',-&%4'$%
3'?(%<7'3%$"(27%8-#+(>

0%$&$4)&5%,2*44&$+"4&%-4/72&)/&5"4%0&$,$&0%$&

$0+&7%"$%&5!,;*4&%,2"2%&!,+"4&%,.:*2&!),0)&5$4%1&

9%,:.&)*&%-/.%$%&%-"#%*%,

%-4/74&!,+"4&%,2*42&)/&)+0&5$4%1&0%$&$4)5 &

!,+"4&%,2"2%&!,;*4&%,.:*2&!),0)&5)/&%).02 &

%-%0&!,','4&!,0&%+&-%+2%:%&-%0+&()%*+2&-%7%"$&

%4%#449,

34%)$+-$!"#$%&'(&)*&+)*"!,$(,-.&5$60$7%#1+%0$89$:#*(;4,



!"#$$%&'$()*+(,-#+.(/0.!"#$$%&'$()*+(,-#+.(/0.

!"#$%&'("')*"%+,-)!."/0&1) ))23#) ) !""#$"%$&'()!$*+!!$,'-+& 4&,.)5"(%$)6/1(&'7

!"#$%&'()*$+%,&'%)##-,')%.)#/0%#$'%
-&#123%-(45
62'--'3%7()'%8#10%93#$(*%#1)%:#30%
;12')%#<%,&'%1$*=')-'0>%?&#%&(-%+*='$%
,&'%)##-,')%1$3')-,($3*$+%,#%3*-.')$%
@',/''$%3(4%($3%$*+&,A

!"#$%&'()%&)"*+#,%)"-%.'/%(0%

1($%1(2$3)%3+($%("0/)%1,+%#/&%

3)()%1($"%4"(

!"#$%#"'$*$+%#$'B-%'4'-0%#$'%-&#123%
-(45%62'--'3AAA?&#%#"'$-%,&'%'4'-%#<%
,&'%@2*$3A

2-"5%!"#$%&'()%3(+(.%2,5%(0%

4(#".

!"#$%-,)(*+&,'$*$+%($3%-*,,*$+%1"0%
#$'%-&#123%-(45
62'--'3AAA?&#%)'2'(-'-%,&#-'%/&#%
()'%@#1$3A

#(,'%!"#$%&'()%$(,("%6(#,%(0%

4(#"7&

!"#$%+',,*$+%3)'--'30%#$'%-&#123%
-(45%62'--'3AAA%?&#%.2#,&'-%,&'%
$(C'3A

/($)'%!"#$%&'()%/($)%(0%

4('"#.

!"#$%)*-*$+0%#$'%-&#123%-(45%
62'--'3AAA?&#%)(*-'-%1"%,&#-'%/&#%
()'%-,##"'3%#=')A

4(5"50%8-"9%!"#$%&'()%8(-9%(0

!"#$%,#1.&*$+%,&'%+)#1$30%#$'%
-&#123%-(45%62'--'3AAA?&#%-,)',.&'-%
#1,%,&'%'(),&%1"#$%,&'%/(,')-A

.-"#%!"#$%&'()%&.#&)%,(2+%(0%

4('3%).%6#&3

!"#$%/(2C*$+0%#$'%-&#123%-(45%
62'--'3AAA?&#%")'"()'-%,&'%-,'"-%#<%
D($A

(:.;'%1(0'3%!"#$%&'()%(*7'%(0%

#$*

!"#$%"1,,*$+%#$%-&#'-0%#$'%-&#123%
-(45%62'--'3AAA%?&#%&(-%")#=*3'3%<#)%
D4%'=')4%$''3A

!"#$%&'()%3(+&7'%4((7%(0%

(0#;%)0%()%3/./

!"#$%<(-,'$*$+%#$'B-%@'2,0%#$'%-&#123%
-(45%62'--'3AAA%?&#%+*)3-%E-)('2%/*,&%
D*+&,A

#9"&%!"#$%&'()%3(+(('3%#7&%(0%

3#"$*$%)&#/(

!"#$%"1,,*$+%#$%#$'B-%&'(3%
.#=')*$+0%#$'%-&#123%-(45%
62'--'3AAA?&#%.)#/$-%E-)('2%/*,&%
+2#)4A

&'()%3(/(#%).%&#:"7%7(#5%(0%

3#&5,$%)&#/(%#<".%!"#$

10+2(*)(!"#$%&'(&)*&+)*"!,$(,-.&3(4.(5+#'*+.(!6(7#%$80&



!"#$$%&'$()*+(,-#+.(/0.!"#$$%&'$()*+(,-#+.(/0.

!"#$%&'("')*"%+,-)!."/0&1) ))23#) ) !""#$"%$&'()!$*+!!$,'-+& 4&,.)5"(%$)6/1(&'7

!"#$%"#%&'()%!"#$%%$&%*$%"+)%,-./%"#%
),0)1
23#))#4555!"*%",)%),$6(+7+#4%')%8+("%
9+)%6*..,$4.#$()%,$4%6*..,$4#4%
')%(*%3,0%!"#$%%$&:
*$%"+)%"#,4/%"#%),0)1%23#))#4555!"*%
",)%),$6(+7+#4%')%8+("%9+)%
6*..,$4.#$()%,$4%6*..,$4#4%')%
6*$6#-$+$;%("#%'$!()*+%*7%!"#$%%$&5

!"#$%&#'()!%*#$#+,%-."%#/%

0.010%0#,01"2%0.3)4%(3!%50(2%

50(2%!"#$%&#3#(!%*#$#+,%-#.&$%

$'%0.010%0#,01"2%0.3)4%(3!%

*#$#+,%,01"

<&*$%8,)"+$;%",$4)/%*$#%),0)1%
23#))#4555!"*%",)%),$6(+7+#4%')%8+("%
9+)%6*..,$4.#$()%,$4%6*..,$4#4%
')%6*$6#-$+$;%("#%8,)"+$;%*7%",$4)5

(3!%50(2%!"#$%&#)#%#3"%#/%

,$#6.%$'%0.010%0#,01"2%0.3)4%

7#)#

<&*$%8,)"+$;%("#%7,6#/%*$#%),0)1%
23#))#4555!"*%-#.*=#)%("#%>,$4)%*7%
)3##&%7-*.%.0%#0#)%,$4%)3'.>#-%7-*.%
.0%#0#3+4)5

(#2'"&%50(2%!"#$%&#+!%#3"%#/%

#+'+'"%&"0.,0%#.#'"%&.#3%#$2-

10+2(*)(!"#$%&'(&)*&+)*"!,$(,-.&3(4.(5+#'*+.(!6(7#%$80&



DailyDaily Practices Practices      UnitUnit  44  
The The AmidahAmidah    LessonLesson  22  

  

Part of V’Dibarta Bam B’Veitecha, by Gregory B. Weisman 150 

Objectives 

By the end of the lesson, students should be able to: 
• Explain three blessings in the Amidah, noting their theme and structure. 
• In their own words, express the themes of the blessings of the weekday Amidah. 
• Evaluate the blessings in the Amidah with the purpose of choosing which two or three are 

most meaningful for themselves. 
 
Learning Experiences: 

The Amidah" Our Central Prayer 
Any inquiry into the structures and forms of Jewish prayer must give serious consideration to the 
Amidah.  
 
The Amidah, the standing recitation of blessings, praises, requests, and thanks to God, is common to 
each prayer service. It can be said as many as three times a day during weekdays, more on holidays 
and Shabbatot. The basic structure of the Amidah has three parts:  

• The three opening blessings, Avot V’Imahot, Gevurot, and Kedushah/Kedushat Hashem, which 
serve to praise God and establish the role that God has played in the life of the Jewish 
people; 

• The middle blessings, which on weekdays outline thirteen requests that we make of God, 
and on Shabbatot and holidays is one blessing for the holiness of that day; 

• The final three blessings, which are blessings of thanksgiving to God for what God has done 
for us in the past and continues to do on our behalf. 

 
The purpose of this learning experience is for the learners to investigate the nineteen blessings in 
the weekday Amidah in an attempt to identify and internalize their central themes. However, 
delving into the Amidah as a whole can be an overwhelming process. It would be better to divide 
the blessings into groupings of 3-4 blessings (fewer if you have enough students). Maintaining the 
structure of the Amidah and grouping the blessings with those adjacent to it is better than choosing 
blessings at random. Each student or chevruta can study a grouping, and then present to the class 
what they learned about the theme, purpose, and hopes of their blessings. To do this, using an 
annotated siddur and My Peoples Prayer Book: Volume 2: The Amidah, along with your community’s 
siddur, will offer the students a deep well of information into which they can explore together. 
 
Note: Reform siddurim have differences from the traditional Amidah that reflect the ideological and 
theological principles of the movement. While they are looking at the various sources listed above, 
students will come across these differences. Rather than shy away from them, these differences can 
be used a prompt to delve deeper into their meaning and how they can inspire us. 
 
For each blessing, these questions can serve to guide their inquiry: 
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? What is the central theme of this prayer? Asked another way, if you had to title this prayer 
with one or two words, what would it be? 

? In what way(s) does this prayer describe God? What titles or “jobs” does it ascribe to God? 

? What, if anything, do we ask for in this prayer? Does the prayer explain why we ask for it 
or why God should do it? 

? What, if any, obligation do we take upon ourselves in saying this prayer? 
 
After the students or chevrutot have completed their inquiry, they can present their findings to the 
rest of the class, and by the end, students should have an understanding of the themes of each of the 
nineteen blessings. 
 
Mei"ein Shmoneh Esrei " An Interpretive Amidah 
Saying the entire Amidah three times each day is the ideal according to the Jewish tradition. 
However, the tradition also recognizes that that is not always possible. In many siddurim (Mishkan 
T’filah, page 102, The Koren-Sacks Siddur, page 1004), there is a prayer called Mei’ein Shmoneh Esrei, 
meaning “From the meaning of the Eighteen” (Shmoneh Esrei, “the Eighteen” is another way to refer 
to the Amidah). This prayer is a condensed litany of the themes of the middle thirteen blessings of 
the weekday Amidah. Traditionally, if one wanted to recite Mei’ein Shmoneh Esrei instead of the 
Amidah, one would recite the first three blessings of the Amidah, then Mei’ein Shmoneh Esrei, and then 
the final three blessings. However, for this exercise, students will write their own Mei’ein Shmoneh 
Esrei and include in it the themes of all nineteen blessings, thus creating a prayer that can substitute 
for the Amidah in its entirety. There is a very short blessing that traditionally can be said in place of 
the entire Amidah in dire situations, but it does not reflect the thematic fullness of the Amidah as the 
Mei’ein Shmoneh Esrei does. 
 
To write this, students can be given a few different sets of parameters. One could be to essentially 
rewrite the Mei’ein Shmoneh Esrei in English, following its structure of citing each of the blessings in 
order. Or, they could choose seven to ten of the themes of the blessings in the Amidah that are most 
meaningful to them and write a prayer that invokes them in any order they choose. Or, they could 
brainstorm their own set of ten to thirteen phenomena that they wish to pray for on a daily basis 
and write a prayer that invokes them. Whatever path you or they choose, their final product should 
be a response to the prompt: Craft a prayer that you would want and choose to recite on a daily 
basis that praises, requests, and thanks God. Their final product can be collected and bound into 
their Guide to Jewish Practice. 
 
Resources 

• Copies of your congregation’s siddur 
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• A siddur with commentary and annotations on the Amidah. In The Koren-Sacks Siddur, the 
weekday Amidah can be found on pages 108-135; in Or Hadash: A Commentary on Siddur Sim 
Shalom, the weekday Amidah can be found on pages 3-9 and 286-291 (note: the Kedushah is 
only in the first set).  

• The My People’s Prayer Book series has an entire volume, Volume 2, dedicated to the Amidah. 
It offers a wealth of insight into the themes, origins, and interpretations of the blessings in 
the Amidah.
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Objectives 

• Identify the central themes of the evening prayers of Hashkiveinu and Sh’ma al Hamita. 
• In their own words, describe the themes of these evening prayers in such a way that they 

could incorporate them into a personal prayer for the night. 
 
Learning Experiences 

Hashkiveinu 
The evening and nighttime liturgies provide us with prayers that ask for protection through the 
night and a safe awaking the next morning. When these prayers were written, at a time long before 
electricity, night was incredibly scary. People would not venture out of their homes after dark; 
those left outside of a town would not be let back in until morning, putting their lives at risk, for 
fear of opening the town’s gates and exposing everyone inside to the potential dangers outside. For 
Jews, nighttime and sleep time also held frightful potential. Sleep was thought of as a “partial 
death,” a place between this life and the next. As Jews lay themselves down to sleep, they would 
pray to be protected in that vulnerable state and to be returned safely to their lives the next 
morning (Relatedly, that is why morning prayers like Modeh/ah Ani are thankful in nature, thanking 
God for protecting us and allowing us to once again return to our lives in the morning). The 
prayers of Hashkiveinu, found in the evening (ma’ariv) service before the Amidah, and Sh’ma al 
Hamita (Sh’ma on the bed), a ritual to be said as one lays down to sleep, each strive to remind us of 
these dangers and to provide us comfort in knowing that we have God’s protection. Students 
should do a close reading of both texts (with the help of any resource material you can provide), 
looking to identify their similarities and differences. These questions can help guide their inquiry: 

? What is it that each prayer wishes to remind us that is dangerous?  

? Why were they considered dangerous? 

? Do you think they are still dangerous today? Why or why not? 

? How does each prayer strive to provide us comfort in light of those dangers? 

? What protection does each prayer say we can count on? 

? How are the answers to the above questions similar for each prayer? 

? How are they different? 

? What is your emotional response to the notion that nighttime poses a danger to us, either 
physically or spiritually? 

? Are there fears that you have that arise on a nightly basis? How do you cope with them? 

? Do you think that using words of prayer might help you to alleviate the fears in your life? 
How so? 
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? For you, is asking God for protection through the night a comforting idea? Why or why 
not? 

 
Words to Guide us to Bed and Through the Night 
Having identified the central themes of these prayers, students should write a ritual (series of 
statements, blessings and prayers) to perform with their children as they put them down to sleep. 
They should be given wide latitude to find the words that express their true fears and hopes for 
themselves, their children, and their family. The one parameter that they should follow is to 
incorporate the words of Sh’ma into the ritual.  
 
The Sh’ma al Hamita handout has the text of Sh’ma at the center of the page, with space both above 
and below. Students, having studied Hashkiveinu and Sh’ma al Hamita, have an understanding of 
what concerns Jews traditionally have had. But, as they have been learning, the world has evolved, 
and our daily concerns might be different from those of past generations. With the words of 
Hashkiveinu and Sh’ma al Hamita as inspiration and the questions below as prompts, students should 
write their own prayer to say each night with their family. They can be guided to have the words 
that they write frame the text in some way, either by offering their words both before and after the 
prayer or by having their words be a ritual lead-in to reciting the prayer. 
 
These questions will help guide them: 

? What do you want to thank God for at the end of each day? 

? What do you want to ask of God at the end of the day? 

? What are you concerns as the night falls? 

? What are your hopes for tomorrow? 
 
With the Sh’ma al Hamita handout, the students can write their words onto a page already 
containing the words of Sh’ma. The text of Sh’ma was set towards the bottom of the page to give 
students who want to write before and after the Sh’ma or to finish their ritual with the Sh’ma to use 
the same handout. Their final product can be collected and bound into their Guide to Jewish Practice. 
 
Resources 

• Text of Hashkiveinu, preferably from your congregation’s siddur. Also helpful will be 
commentary on that prayer from an annotated siddur (e.g., The Koren-Sacks Siddur, p. 250, 
Or Hadash, p. 33 and 284) and My People’s Prayer Book: Volume 9 – Welcoming the Night, p. 83-
93. 

• Text of Sh’ma al Hamita, preferably from your congregation’s siddur (Note: this ritual is not 
in the Reform movement’s Mishkan T’filah). Also helpful will be commentary on that 
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prayer, from an annotated siddur (e.g., The Koren-Sacks Siddur, p. 295-301), or another 
source. 

• Sh’ma al Hamita handout 



�����	��	�����������	��	������

������������������
�����
����
���
��
���������

1��������������%���
����	����/����*��%�	����������������N

�
�����������'������
��/������������
��������������
�����
���
�������������������
��	�%������*��������
������������$��		�����
��������������������������
���	����
�������������+��*������	�������
���������
�	������������
��������
�������������
�����
��������������
�%���
+��1�������	��������%��
+��
�
������������������	������	�����������
��������
$�����������	���������+�������
���
���������
�
��%�����

�K����� -�.����*�)��+,�� -�.�������!�'�����!��

�K��-3������!�����D!����K�7!2�����(�� �

��D!7���G!7�7!����D! ��G�)��+,�� -�.������ ��!7����.3�
����)�������#�7!5�������.3��G)���!����D!7���G!�!/8*�
���.*�;��.3��G)�7�7!���������M���G.��4!����D�*��������

�G)N���7! �G!�!7��! ���� � ��	� :.3��G�)X*�7!��
���	��
���G)���F!7���G! !D��!7���(S)�5�7�G!�!D��!7��

�G�)X*����"�� ���/�O�O!������.3��G)�-���������!��
�G�)S��!��7��G)N��� ���<C<!���������!7T�!D��

����	��	���������	
��	
���������	��	�������	��	������



DailyDaily Practices Practices      UnitUnit  44  
Dietary ConsiderationsDietary Considerations  LessonLesson  44  

  

Part of V’Dibarta Bam B’Veitecha, by Gregory B. Weisman 157 

Objectives 

By the end of the lesson, students should be able to: 
• Identify from a list of choices the physical requirements of animals (e.g., fish with scales, 

land animals with cleft hooves that chew their cud) to be kosher. 
• Categorize a list of animals based on whether or not they are kosher and if not, what 

characteristic makes them not kosher. 
• Using the ideas in the texts from the Torah that provide the laws of kashrut, explain what 

personal or spiritual meaning they can derive from choosing to or not to eat certain foods. 
• Articulate a position on dietary laws that could guide them in their home. 

 
Learning Experiences 

Kashrut in the Biblical Sources 
One fundamental aspect of the laws of kashrut is that there are certain foods (more specifically, 
animals and animal products) that as Jews we are told are “ritually pure” for us to eat, and certain 
foods that we are told are “impure”. As the texts say and commentators have pointed out, those 
foods were fine for other peoples to eat, just not for the Israelites in the Torah (and thus Jews 
afterward). That commentary leads us to the conclusion that it is not necessarily the case that those 
“forbidden” foods are in somewhat unfit for human consumption; rather, abstaining from those 
foods is solely a Jewish act, meant to increase or express one’s spiritual connection to the faith. 
Using the text and commentary of Deuteronomy 14 as a guide, students should explore these 
questions: 

?  What types of animals (land, sea, air) are “pure” or “clean”11? 

?  What are the standards set out in the Torah for declaring animals pure or impure? 

?  Do these laws apply to everyone, or just Jews? Why? 

?  Why do you think Jews are given laws about eating certain foods that are unique to them? 

?  What spiritual guidance can we glean from the fact that Jews are told to pay special 
attention to what we eat? 

 
Debating Approaches to Kashrut 
Hold a debate among the class over the virtues and values of various types of dietary laws. Standing 
in support of traditional Kashrut, eating only organic foods, following the principles of Hekhsher 

                                                
11 Many Torah translations use the word “clean” to represent tahor (!"#$) and “unclean” to represent tameh 
(%&$). However, tahor and tameh refer more directly to the question of ritual purity and availability for use 
in certain Temple practices. An item might be completely clean, sterile even, and still ritually impure, 
tameh. Since those words to not refer to a sense of sanitation, “pure” and “impure” are better understandings 
than “clean” and “unclean.” 



DailyDaily Practices Practices      UnitUnit  44  
Dietary ConsiderationsDietary Considerations  LessonLesson  44  

  

Part of V’Dibarta Bam B’Veitecha, by Gregory B. Weisman 158 

Tzedek, or having not dietary restrictions are some of the possible positions. The Hekhsher Tzedek and 
Movements’ Statements on Dietary Considerations handouts will serve them as resources to defend 
their positions (an question others’). To challenge the students, you can ask them to identify which 
of those positions they least identify with and then ask them to defend that position. This will allow 
them to delve more deeply into a challenging idea, helping to move them past any initial Students 
can use the ideas they share in this debate to form their own positions on Jewish dietary laws, 
described below. 
 
Statement on Dietary Considerations 
After considering the textual bases for kashrut and debating with their classmates various forms of 
dietary observance (traditional kashrut, eating only organic foods, Heksher Tzedek/Magen Tzedek, no 
dietary restrictions), students should craft their own statement on food ethics. This statement 
should outline what foods may and may not be eaten, what the standards are for determining which 
foods may be eaten, and the purposes behind those decisions. Their final product can be collected 
and bound into their Guide to Jewish Practice. 
 
Resources 

• Deuteronomy 14, along with commentary (Etz Hayim: Torah and Commentary, Plaut’s The 
Torah: A Modern Commentary, Eskenazi and Weiss’ The Torah: A Women’s Commentary, and The 
Jewish Study Bible are good sources of biblical text and commentary). Attached is a 
particularly poignant explanation from Rabbi Ruth Sohn, published in The Torah: A Women’s 
Commentary, page 1136. 

• Movements’ Statements on Dietary Considerations handout 
• Hekhsher Tzedek handout 
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From Jewish Living: A Guide to Contemporary Reform Practice by Mark 
Washofsky 
Through the discipline of kashrut, Jews have traditionally imposed sanctity upon the most elemental 
human necessity, transforming the physical act of eating into a symbolic sacrifice to God. As Jews, 
we are part of that tradition, that historical continuity, and this implies that the traditional Jewish 
sense of the holy is not foreign to us. It no longer makes sense to declare, by dint of “reason” or 
“enlightenment,” that the dietary laws cannot be a source of spiritual fulfillment to the Reform Jew. 
On the contrary: it is more reasonable for a movement which sees itself as an authentic expression 
of Jewish religiosity to urge its members to think about kashrut as an authentic mode of Jewish 
observance and to consider the value of bringing its practice into their homes and lives. 
 There is any number of compelling “reasons” that might motivate a Reform Jew to adopt 
kashrut. Some of these are: 1) identification with the contemporary and historical Jewish religious 
experience; 2) the authority of the religious tradition itself, both biblical and rabbinic; 3) a desire to 
have a home in which any Jew might feel free to eat; 4) a desire to place limits upon one’s diet as an 
expression of ethical responsibility toward nature. 
 For Reform Jews, the decision to choose kashrut as a mode of religious life is not an “all or 
nothing” option. The dietary laws involve several major rubrics: the abstention from “forbidden 
species” of meat, such as pork and shellfish and products made from those species; the separation of 
meat and dairy products; the consumption of kosher meat, that is, meat slaughtered and prepared 
according to ritual requirements. Reform Jews may decide to observe all of these practices, some 
of them, or even none of them. They may decide to observe them at all times, or only when dining 
at home. Some reform Jews believe that a vegetarian diet, based upon a refusal to slaughter animals 
for food, sanctifies their lives by showing a reverence for nature. 
 
 
From To Be a Jew: A Guide to Jewish Observance in Contemporary Life by 
Hayim Halevy Donim +Orthodox. 
 The Jewish dietary laws prescribe not merely a diet for the body but a diet for the soul as 
well; not so much a diet to maintain one’s physical well-being as a diet to maintain one’s spiritual 
well-being. 
 The faithful Jew observes the laws of kashrut not because he has become endeared of its 
specific details nor because it provides him with pleasure nor because he considers them good for 
his health nor because the Bible offers him clear-cut reasons, but because he regards them as Divine 
commandments and yields his will before the will of the Divine and to the disciplines imposed by 
his faith.  
 
 The biblical call to holiness is reflected by Judaism’s attempt to elevate the satisfaction of all 
basic urges—for food, drink, sex—in which we differ not from any beast, onto a level worthy of 
man. Kashrut is a good example of how Judaism raises even the most mundane acts, the most 
routine activities, into a religious experience. What narrower minds look upon as picayune concern 
with trifling kitchen matters is really an example of how Judaism elevates the mere physical 
satisfaction of one’s appetite into a spiritual act by its emphasis on the everpresent God and our 
duty to serve Him at all times. 
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 In summary, let me say that kashrut in and of itself does not make for holiness, but as an 
integral part of an entire pattern that makes for a distinctive life and which includes the Sabbath and 
the festivals, which includes ethical and moral norms, which includes sexual disciplines and 
guidelines, the observance of kashrut is an indispensable element. 
 
 
From A Guide to Jewish Religious Practice by Isaac Klein +Conservative. 
The Torah regards the dietary laws as a discipline in holiness, a spiritual discipline imposed on a 
biological activity. The tension between wanton physical appetites and the endeavors of the spirit 
was traditionally explained as the struggle between Yetzer Hatov, the good inclination, and Yetzer 
Hara, the evil inclination—the two forces that contend with each other for mastery of the soul. 
 To transpose this into a modern key, it is the struggle between our higher self and our 
lower self, between the animal within us and the urge to strive upwards, which is part of the 
process of evolution. The arena of struggle in this evolutionary process is biological. All these 
appetites remain in the realm of the physical. Religion strives to lift them out of the merely physical 
into the realm of the spirit.  
 Rabbi Samuel H. Dresner suggests that the dietary laws have as their purpose the teaching 
of reverence for life. He says: “Human consumption of meat, which means the taking of animal life, 
has constantly posed a religious problem to Judaism, even when it has accepted the necessity of it. 
The Rabbis of the Talmud were aware of the distinction between man’s ideal and his real condition, 
regarding food” (Dresner and Siegel, Jewish Dietary Laws, p. 24). Since it was felt that man must eat 
meat, the act was surrounded with regulations which would prevent him from being brutalized and 
instead would cause him to develop reverence for life. Rabbi Dresner continues: “We are 
permitted to eat meat, but we must learn to have reverence for the life we take. It is part of the 
process of hallowing which Kashrut proclaims. Reverence for Life, teaching an awareness of what 
we are about when we engage in the simple act of eating flesh, is the constant lesson of the laws of 
Kashrut” (ibid., p. 27). 
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Hekhsher Tzedek: A Kosher Certification for Justice!# 
by Rabbi Morris Allen and Dr. Richard Lederman 
There is an apocryphal tale told about Rabbi Israel Salanter, the founder of Judaism’s Mussar 
[ethics] movement. Every year before Pesach, Rabbi Salanter would inspect matzah bakeries to 
check their kashrut. One confident owner couldn’t wait to show off how efficient his matzah 
production had become. When Rabbi Salanter finished the inspection, though, he declared that the 
bakery was in violation of the halakhic prohibition against blood in food. “Your sense of efficiency, 
together with the unacceptable demands placed upon your workers, shows that their blood is 
mixed into the food produced in this bakery,” he said. Even though the blood was purely 
metaphoric, Rabbi Salanter would not certify the kashrut of the matzah. 
In his concern about how food is prepared and the impact of its production on its producers, Rabbi 
Salanter demonstrated how social justice should be an element in the process of kashrut 
certification. In some ways, the Conservative movement’s new hekhsher tzedek or “kosher 
certification for justice” can trace its origins to this story. Although we must be sure that the food 
we put into our mouths is conventionally kosher we must be equally interested in how it makes its 
way to our tables. 
 
Observing commandments that connect us with God through ritual acts does not excuse us when 
we violate the commandments that connect us to humanity. Many of our congregants feel a certain 
sense of incongruity between kashrut and other Jewish values, such as the treatment of animals, 
environmental degradation, poverty, and hunger. The American Jewish community’s definition of 
kashrut often is more focused on the smoothness of a cow’s lung than on the dignity of the worker 
who dresses the carcass as it comes down the line. 
 
In response to published allegations that working conditions were unsafe and workers were being 
mistreated at AgriProcessors, the largest kosher meatpacking plant in the United States, United 
Synagogue and the Rabbinical Assembly sent a commission of inquiry to inspect both 
AgriProcessors and the Empire Kosher poultry plant in the summer and fall of 2006. A summary 
report of these two visits is at www.uscj.org (click on the Social Action tab at the top). 
The commission found that workers’ safety and well-being were somewhat compromised at the 
AgriProcessors plant. As a result of its findings, the commission was asked to expand its efforts and 
establish the hekhsher tzedek, an ambitious and challenging project that would determine a product’s 
ethical kashrut. A hekhsher tzedek demonstrates how we can meld the ritual and the ethical to create 
a Judaism that is concerned with human dignity. It can ensure that our core observance of kashrut 
includes a conscious determination not to “abuse a needy and destitute worker” (Deuteronomy 
24:14). 
 
As a movement that accepts the authority of halakhah, the Conservative movement has a stake in 
encouraging the observance of kashrut. We also have a responsibility to ensure access to kosher 

                                                
12 United Synagogue of Conservative Judaism, “Hekhsher Tzedek : The United Synagogue for Conservative Judaism (USCJ),” 
http://www.uscj.org/Hekhsher_Tzedek7413.html (accessed April 8, 2011) 



Hekhsher TzedekHekhsher Tzedek  
 

Part of V’Dibarta Bam B’Veitecha, by Gregory B. Weisman 

meat and to enhance the community’s confidence in those products. At the same time, we cannot 
sit idly by while food industry workers are maimed and injured because of poor safety practices, 
receive substandard wages and benefits, or lose earnings because they must pay for their own 
essential safety equipment. 
 
The commission is establishing standards that both address social values and have a strong 
foundation in halakhah. Indeed, it is the nexus between halakhah and social values that is at the heart 
of the hekhsher tzedek. As a vital expression of how halakhah is imbued with a sense of social justice, 
we hope that the hekhsher tzedek will encourage a newfound enthusiasm for the observance of 
kashrut. In a world in which people are thirsty for meaning and hungry for an ethical path, our 
tradition has the power to inspire a new generation. 
 
We must establish mechanisms for applying the standards, and ongoing supervision will require on-
site inspections. In the initial stages the commission has focused on worker rights but it will expand 
to focus on six broader areas: wages, safety and training, fringe benefits, treatment of animals, 
environmental impact, and corporate transparency, the need to receive honest information from 
companies and proper access to ensure its honesty. Each of these represents an important Jewish 
value. 
 
In addition to educating Conservative Jews about the added value of the hekhsher tzedek, we will rely 
on grassroots support to encourage manufacturers to apply it and local distributors and retailers to 
stock products that carry it. United Synagogue has taken the first step by establishing the Hekhsher 
Tzedek Fund, which will provide staff, research and educational and promotional materials. 
For more information or to support United Synagogue’s Hekhsher Tzedek Fund, call Dr. Richard 
Lederman at 301-230-0801, email him at lederman@uscj.org, or send donations to 121 
Congressional Lane, Suite 210, Rockville, MD 20852. 
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Objectives 

By the end of the lesson, students should be able to: 
• Recite in Hebrew, with a blessings sheet and/or transliteration, the following blessings: 

Hamotzi, borei pri hagafen, borei pri haeitz, borei pri ha’adamah, borei minei mizonot, she’hakol 
n’hiyeh bidvaro. 

• Given a list of the six above blessings, identify which blessing should be said for a given item 
of food, and explain their reasoning. 

• Compose an alternative Birkat Hamazon, which expresses the thankfulness and spirituality 
that the student would feel while eating. 

 
Learning Experiences 

Tasting and Blessing all the Varieties of Food 
In the tradition of Syrian Jewry13, there is a ritual that precedes Shabbat dinner in which participants 
taste and bless a variety of types of foods. According to Jewish tradition, there are six types of 
foods, and six corresponding blessings: 

• Fruit of the vine – borei pri hagafen 
• Fruits from trees – borei pri haeitz (apples, figs, dates, etc.) 
• Fruits of the land – borei pri ha’adamah (most vegetables) 
• Grains and cereals – borei minei mizonot (cakes, cookies, grains other than bread) 
• Food and drink that does not grow in the earth – she’hakol n’hiyeh bidvaro (meat, dairy, 

water, etc.) 
• Bread from the Earth – hamotzi lechem min ha’aretz 

 
Starting with the Kiddush (borei pri hagafen), the ritual is to bless and taste just a morsel of each of 
these types of food. The ritual serves both as a way to enjoy appetizers before the Shabbat meal, but 
also can raise within the participant a spiritual awareness. By having some of every type of food, the 
sense of wholeness or completeness that we are meant to feel on Shabbat is conveyed. By saying a 
blessing for eating just a bite or two of something, we are reminded to be cognizant of God’s role 
in providing for us. The blessings can be found on the Blessings over the Various Foods handout. 
 
As the students make their way through the foods, invite them to contemplate where the food came 
from, how it was grown, harvested, and delivered, the human labor involved, and the natural 
forces that allow for it to grow. These questions can guide that contemplation: 

?  As you take each bite of food, can you picture where it was grown? Can you see it hanging 
on the vine, tree, or growing from the ground? 

                                                
13 Special thanks to Rabbis Reuven Firestone and Ruth Sohn for introducing me to this ritual around their 
Shabbat table. 
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?  How do you think the food got from where it was grown or raised to your place? What is 
the process that it takes to turn raw materials into this product? 

?  How long did it take for this product to grow? How quickly are you going to eat it? 

?  As you say each blessing, think about how long it takes to say. What does it mean that it 
might take longer to say the blessing than to eat the morsel of food?  

?  What does it say about how important it is to be aware of where our food comes from and 
to express our gratitude toward God? 

 
Composing an Alternative Birkat Hamazon 
After reciting the blessings before eating the foods, students should study Birkat Hamazon, the series 
of blessings that are said after a meal. Birkat Hamazon explores a variety of ideological and 
theological topics, but revolves around the central theme of giving thanks to God for what we have 
been given. 
 
The Koren-Sacks Siddur offers deep insight and commentary on Birkat Hamazon. Regardless of what 
your community’s tradition is in saying Birkat Hamazon, whether you regularly recite it in its 
entirety or abridge it as many communities do, Birkat Hamazon in The Koren-Sacks Siddur handout can 
be used. Tell or show your students which sections you want them to study. If you have time, you 
may also want to explore one or two sections that your community does not regularly recite, and 
ask why that might be. These questions can be helpful in guiding the students in their chevruta study: 

?  What are the various things for which we give thanks in Birkat Hamazon? Is Birkat Hamazon 
limited just to giving thanks for the food that we eat? 

?  In what ways to the words of Birkat Hamazon connect us to  
• Our families? 
• Our community? 
• God? 
• Our past (individual and collective)? 
• Our future (individual and collective)? 

?  Either based on the words of Birkat Hamazon or your own thoughts, why is it important to 
recognize the source(s) of our food and give thanks for it? 

 
Once students have studied the themes, form, and spiritual concerns of Birkat Hamazon, they should 
write a blessing or series of blessings that reflect the spirituality and gratitude they experience while 
eating. This prayer can be used in their home, recited after meals eaten in their home. Their final 
product can be collected and bound into their Guide to Jewish Practice. 
 
Seudat Siyyum " Festive Meal of Completion 



DailyDaily Practices Practices      UnitUnit  44  
Around the MeaAround the Meal Tablel Table  LessonLesson  55  
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To celebrate the completion of this course, you and the students should have a festive meal 
together. Before and after the meal, the students can use the blessings they have learned and 
written to bless the food, each other, and God for having this opportunity. During the meal, the 
students should share with one another from their Guides to Jewish Practice. It may be too time-
consuming to have each student share every ritual and text that they wrote, but asking each to read 
one or two of their favorites will give them an opportunity to share in each other’s learning. It will 
also provide a wonderful sense of closure to this meaningful experience. 
 
Resources 

• Blessings over the Various Food handout 
• Birkat Hamazon (version that your community is familiar with), in Hebrew, English and 

Transliteration. As a source for study, a version that has editorial notes will be very helpful. 
Attached is Birkat Hamazon from The Koren-Sacks Siddur. This is a full version, but the 
portions that your community is familiar with can be easily found and studied. 

• Items of each of the six types of food (bread, fruit of vines, fruit of trees, fruit of the earth, 
grains, and all others) for each student to eat. It would be best of have multiple items of 
each type, so that the students can choose not to eat a certain food but still partake of each 
of the fives types. Here are examples of each: 
! Fruits of the vine – grapes, grape juice, wine 
! Fruit from trees – apples, dates, figs, bananas, nuts 
! Fruits of the earth – carrots, broccoli, celery, potatoes, peapods 
! Grains – cookies, cakes, biscuits, crackers 
! Food and drink that does not grow in the earth – cheese, water, eggs, honey 
! Bread from the earth – bread that has been baked (including matzah) 
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While Reform Judaism does not have a set system of practice, this book outlines the variety of 
ways in which a Reform Jew can engage in his or her tradition and provides the necessary resources 
for the individual to do their own serious consideration- the true obligation of a Reform Jew. The 
author is not afraid to bring in traditional Jewish texts or interpretation, and frames them in a way 
that they are accessible to the both the novice and the well-versed. It is meant as a resource guide, 
not as a narrative, which can be pulled to investigate a question or a practice as needed. 
 

 
 


