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Rationale 

 Judaism has evolved and transformed throughout its history: from Biblical Judaism to Rabbinic 

Judaism to Medieval Judaism to Modern Judaism.  During each time period, Judaism was forced to adapt 

based on the situations in which Jews lived and Judaism was transformed based on its historical and 

cultural contexts.  It is important for all Jews to be aware of these phenomena so that they can recognize 

the richness and the evolution of their religious tradition.  The Reform Movement’s innovations and 

adaptations are relatively recent examples of changes that have taken place throughout the history of 

Judaism.  It is important for Reform Jews to be aware of this phenomenon so that they can feel part of an 

evolving Judaism and so that their Judaism can remain relevant to their lives. 

 The Reform Movement in North America is proud to be comprised of more than 900 

congregations with 1.5 million Reform Jews1.  However, how many of these Reform Jews know what 

Reform Judaism is?  How many school aged children and adults learn about Reform Judaism in their life 

in and outside of their congregation?  How many Reform Jews have an opportunity to learn about the 

roots of Reform Judaism and how the movement has developed since its inception?  How many Reform 

Jews have an opportunity to discover the tenets of Reform Judaism and apply those principles to their 

daily lives?  It has been the experience of the author that few Reform Jews have an opportunity to explore 

these questions.  As a result, this curriculum guide is designed to help Reform Jewish teenagers explore 

these significant questions in the context of their congregation in sophisticated and engaging ways. 

 Although many religious school students choose to discontinue attending religious school once 

they reach high school, there are some who remain.  These teenagers are generally invested in their 

Jewish education.  They are beginning to think in more sophisticated ways about their religion and their 

identity.  At the same time, they are influenced by outside forces, such as pop culture and their friends.  

They are at a liminal time in their life, when they are transitioning between being a child in their parents’ 

home, to being an independent adult.  This liminal time is a great opportunity for these students to 

 
1 http://urj.org/about/ 
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investigate their Jewish denomination, to learn more about its origins and what it means to be a 

knowledgeable and well-educated Reform Jew. 

 In the beginning, this curriculum guide was organized around the history of the Reform Movement 

and Judaism, from the Biblical period to the Modern Day.  It became clear that this content would not be 

as engaging for the learners.  Consequently, the content was of the guide was changed so that the learners 

could explore the process of Reform Judaism through the lens of ritual.  The learners will engage with 

history by investigating the struggles our ancestors faced when their ability to practice Judaism was at 

stake and how our ancestors made changes and adapted Judaism because of the situations they faced.  

However, throughout most of the curriculum guide, the learners will be Reform Jews in action, applying 

the evolving philosophies of Reform Judaism and using those philosophies to develop their own Jewish 

beliefs and practices. 

 In the first unit, the learners will begin their journey by exploring their Jewish identity and 

learning about the foundational texts of the Reform Movement in America (the CCAR Platforms).  The 

learners will then be introduced to the idea that we can add more holiness to our lives by incorporating 

Jewish ritual, sacred practices and values.  The subsequent three units, on sanctifying time, space and 

ourselves, will present the learners with Jewish rituals, sacred practices and values that can add holiness to 

their lives.  The language of “adopt” and “adapt” is introduced in these units.  We learn from Jewish 

history that Judaism’s ability to survive depends on our ability to adopt and adapt.  Reform Judaism 

allows us to figure out what to adopt from the tradition and what to adapt from the tradition so that it 

meaningful to us.  Teaching this process to these learners will help them make Jewish choices throughout 

their lives so that Judaism remains relevant and meaningful. 

 When some of these teenagers will leave high school and arrive in college, they will be 

bombarded with invitations to a variety of Jewish and non-Jewish programs.  They will be exposed to 

diverse Jewish and non-Jewish communities.  These interactions may cause them to question their own 

beliefs and their own Jewish identity.  Although the Reform Movement is a pluralistic movement, in 
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which a variety of beliefs and practices are accepted and practiced, other movements are not.  Our 

teenagers may feel out of place, embarrassed and ignorant, because they will lack the tool-kit necessary to 

make Jewish choices.  It is the purpose of this curriculum guide to provide these teenagers with a tool-kit 

to prepare them for college and beyond.  Throughout this curriculum guide, the learners will experience 

making Jewish choices, through the exploration of Jewish texts from the traditional and contemporary 

point of view and then will be invited to decide whether or not they will adopt or adapt those teachings. 

This Reform Judaism tool-kit will be based upon the following enduring understandings: 

1. Political, social and intellectual changes in different Jewish communities prompt Jewish 
leaders to adapt and transform Judaism.   

 
2. As Jews acculturate to living in America, Reform Jews renew their tenets, practices, and 

the aesthetics of their worship, expressing greater intellectual and psychological comfort 
with Jewish tradition. 

 
3. Engagement in an ongoing dialogue with the sources of our tradition infuses our lives with 

 .(holiness) קְדֻשָה
 
4. Ritual and Jewish sacred practices can enable us to infuse our lives with holiness and 

meaning. 
 

 Most human beings at one point or another may experience an “identity crisis.”  Erik Erikson, a 

developmental psychologist, suggested that people experience an identity crisis when they lose “a sense 

of personal sameness and historical continuity”.2  It is the goal of this curriculum guide to provide Reform 

Jewish teenagers with an understanding of their place on the Jewish historical and spiritual continuum.  

Our teenagers need to be aware of the development of Judaism and of Reform Judaism.  This 

understanding will hopefully provide a foundation for their Jewish identity building which will prepare 

them to handle the many challenges adulthood will pose.  If our teenagers have a solid grounding in the 

evolution of Judaism throughout the ages, they would be equipped to face an “identity crisis” with 

adequate tools. 

 

 
2 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Identity_crisis_(psychology). 
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Enduring Understandings 

 
1. Political, social and intellectual changes in different Jewish communities prompt Jewish 

leaders to adapt and transform Judaism.   
 
2. As Jews acculturate to living in America, Reform Jews renew their tenets, practices, and 

the aesthetics of their worship, expressing greater intellectual and psychological comfort 
with Jewish tradition. 

 
3. Engagement in an ongoing dialogue with the sources of our tradition infuses our lives with 

 .(holiness) קְדֻשָה
 
4. Ritual and Jewish sacred practices can enable us to infuse our lives with holiness and 

meaning. 
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Curriculum Guide Goals 

 
Unit 1 
• To introduce the learners to the curriculum guide. 
• To encourage students to reflect on one’s Jewish identity. 
• To teach the difference between Reform Judaism and other streams of Judaism. 
• To show how Reform Jewish thought has developed since its inception in America. 
• To introduce the concept of holiness and how it can apply to every Reform Jew. 
 
Unit 2 
• To present students with a Jewish framework for sanctifying time and how as Reform Jews we can 

adopt or adapt those rituals. 
• To expose Reform Jewish students to lesser known and less practiced rituals that sanctify time. 
• To encourage students to reflect on one’s Jewish identity. 
• To demonstrate that we can sanctify time through Jewish rituals, sacred practices and blessings. 
• To introduce the concepts of m’lachah and menucha and how they can enrich our Shabbat and festival 

observance. 
• To invite students to create ways that they can adopt and adapt Jewish rituals, sacred practices and 

blessings that can sanctify time. 
 
Unit 3 
• To present students with a Jewish framework for sanctifying space. 
• To expose Reform Jewish students to lesser known ritual objects and lesser known and less practiced 

rituals that sanctify spaces. 
• To expose Reform Jewish students to lesser known Jewish, holy spaces (the Temple and the Mikvah). 
• To encourage students to reflect on one’s Jewish identity. 
• To demonstrate how Jewish ritual objects can sanctify spaces. 
• To introduce Jewish rituals and sacred practices that can sanctify spaces. 
• To show the relationship between the Synagogue and the Temple. 
• To demonstrate how our ancestors transformed Judaism at a time of crisis. 
 
Unit 4 
• To encourage students to reflect on one’s Jewish identity. 
• To teach the concept of being created B’tzelem Elohim (in the image of God). 
• To demonstrate how being created in the image of God means that we need to take care of ourselves 

and our bodies. 
• To inspire students to make choices based on Jewish values, when deciding how to clothe, eat and 

respond to drugs and alcohol. 
• To convince students that it is important to take care of ourselves and our bodies. 
• To teach Jewish perspectives on taking care of the body. 
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Unit 5 
• To teach the significance of a ritual in Judaism. 
• To introduce students to new rituals which have been created relatively recently. 
• To demonstrate how rituals can transform a seemingly mundane experience into a sacred and holy 

experience. 
• To inspire students to create new rituals for situations which they think warrant them. 
• To facilitate the students’ design of a rubric for a ritual. 
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Letter to the Teacher 

 
 This curriculum guide is intended to provide the learners with an opportunity to explore Reform 

Judaism and for the learners to become Reform Jews in action.  The learners will need your help as they 

endeavor on this amazing journey.  Provided for you are a series of suggested learning activities, scripted 

lesson plans and resources.  They are meant as a guide.  As you engage in this journey with your students, 

feel free to adapt what is presented here, so that this content remains meaningful and relevant to the 

learners. 

 A few comments about the specifics of this curriculum guide.  The units are organized around 

lessons.  Each unit contains a scripted lesson plan, which includes a timeline and all directions for all of 

the activities from the set induction to the wrap-up.  In the rest of the lessons in the unit I have provided 

suggested learning activities and corresponding materials.  I imagine that each lesson will take an hour but 

the lessons can be adapted depending on the timeframe of your institution.  In some cases, two lessons are 

listed together.  This means that the first lesson is geared toward learning and gathering information and 

the second lesson is designed for presentations.  Also, for each lesson all of the materials are provided 

immediately following the lesson description and in the order that they are to be used. 

 Throughout the Curriculum Guide, the students are invited to think about what Jewish rituals, 

sacred practices and values they would adopt and/or adapt in order to be able to integrate them in to their 

lives in a meaningful way.  This is an attempt to teach the students about the process of Reform Judaism 

and to enable them to practice this process.  The process would not be complete without some reflection 

on the students’ behalf about what they are learning and how they feel about it.  As a result, I sometimes 

suggest the activity of journaling and often I provide prompts.  Feel free to include more journaling 

activities as you see fit.  Sometimes it may be beneficial for the students to reflect out loud with each 

other but it may also be worthwhile for students to keep a journal throughout the year, so that they can 

write down their thoughts on their journey through this process. 

 
B’hatzlacha, 
 
Olga Bluman 
ravolga@gmail.com 
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Unit 1 - Introduction 

Overview 
 

This unit introduces the learners to the content of the entire curriculum guide.  First, they will explore 
why being Jewish is important to other Jews and then to themselves.  Then they will begin to explore the 
tenets of Reform Judaism.  The unit will culminate with an exploration of holiness, based on Rabbi 
Richard Levy’s assertion that the new vision of Reform Judaism is one that invites us to add holiness to 
our lives by incorporating more Jewish sacred practices and rituals into our lives.  This unit will be an 
introduction to the rest of the curriculum guide, in which students will explore different Jewish rituals, 
sacred practices and values that can inform how they can add holiness to their lives. 
 
Understandings: 
• Political, social and intellectual changes in different Jewish communities prompt Jewish 

leaders to adapt and transform Judaism.   
• As Jews acculturate to living in America, Reform Jews renew their tenets, practices, and the 

aesthetics of their worship, expressing greater intellectual and psychological comfort with 
Jewish tradition. 

• Engagement in an ongoing dialogue with the sources of our tradition infuses our lives with 
 .(holiness) קְדֻשָה

 
Goals: 
• To introduce the learners to the curriculum guide. 
• To encourage students to reflect on one’s Jewish identity. 
• To teach the difference between Reform Judaism and other streams of Judaism. 
• To show how Reform Jewish thought has developed since its inception in America. 
• To introduce the concept of holiness and how it can apply to every Reform Jew. 
 
Essential Questions: 
• Why is being Jewish important? 
• What does it mean to be holy? 
• How can we add holiness to our lives? 
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Unit 1 Lessons 1 and 2 – Why be Jewish? 
 

The purpose of this lesson is for students to think about their Jewish identity and why there are in this 
class.  One cynical answer might be, “because my parents make me” but it would seem that these high 
school students would have something to say about their participation in religious school and have a 
deeper answer to this question.  They will have an opportunity to explore how other Jews express their 
Jewish identity and then they will have an opportunity to express their own Jewish identity and why being 
Jewish is important to them. 
 
Objectives – At the end of this lesson, students will be able to: 
• Identify the different ways some Jews express their Jewish identity. 
• Categorize the different ways some Jews express their Jewish identity. 
• Express their own Jewish identity and why it is important for them to be Jewish through a medium of 

their choice. 
 
Suggested Learning Activities 
I am Jewish: Personal Reflections Inspired by the Last Words of Daniel Pearl 
Post around the walls of the room different excerpts from I am Jewish: Personal Reflections Inspired by 
the Last Words of Daniel Pearl3 that are attached.  These are 10 ways that 10 different Jews express what 
it means for them to be Jewish.  The students will walk around the room and read through the 
descriptions.  The students will take notes about which descriptions they identify with and which th     ey 
do not.  They will also categorize how that person identifies with being Jewish, (culturally Jewish, just 
part of who they are, because of commitment to social justice, due to the imperative to be a good human 
being.)  As a class, discuss the different expressions of Jewish identity that the students encountered. 
 
Jewish Identity Expression 
Students will be given the option of choosing different media through which to express their own Jewish 
identity (art, music, writing, film, dance, etc).  Students will choose a medium and through that medium 
will express how they are Jewish and why being Jewish is important to them.  Students can incorporate 
Jewish texts, Jewish symbols, Jewish ritual objects, etc in their creations.  It might be helpful to supply 
the students with Jewish Bibles, textbooks and other Jewish resources that they could peruse and get ideas 
from.  In the follow up lesson, they will present to the rest of the class their current expression of their 
Jewish identity.  The creations, if possible, will be displayed around the classroom/school throughout the 
year. 

 
3 Pearl, Judea and Ruth. Ed. I am Jewish: Personal Reflections Inspired by the Last Words of Daniel Pearl.  Woodstock, VT: 
Jewish Lights Publishing, 2004. 























 

Unit 1 Lesson 3 – What is Reform Judaism? - Scripted Lesson 
 

The purpose of this lesson is to introduce and explore the nature of Reform Judaism.  
Although the students are part of a Reform Jewish congregation, this does not necessarily 
mean that they know the nature of Reform Judaism.   
 
Objectives – At the end of this lesson, students will be able to: 
• Explain what differentiates Reform Judaism from other streams of Judaism. 
• Compare and contrast how Reform Judaism’s view on particular concepts has 

developed from the beginning of the movement to today. 
• Report to other students Reform Judaism’s view on a particular concept. 
 
TIME ACTIVITY 
10 min Set Induction 
20 min  Analysis of the Four CCAR Platforms – Jigsaw Part 1 
25 min Analysis of the Four CCAR Platforms – Jigsaw Part 2 
5 min Wrap-up 
 
Set Induction - What is freedom?4

Students will receive the “What is freedom” worksheet (attached) which contains various 
definitions of the word “freedom”.  Ask students to read over the definitions as a group.  
What is similar about the various definitions?  What is different?  What are the 
advantages and challenges that come with freedom?  Make 2 columns on the board with 
the students’ answers.  Can freedom be taken too far?  How is freedom related to 
Judaism?  (Reform Judaism introduced the idea that we are free to choose which 
thoughts/practices/ideas to disregard and which ones to adopt into our Jewish lives 
according to social, philosophical, ethical and modern sensibilities).  Explain that today 
the students will be learning about Reform Judaism, the major tenets of Reform Judaism 
and how they have developed since 1885 (when Reform Rabbis in the United States for 
the first time established guidelines for Reform Judaism.) 
 
Analysis of the Four CCAR Platforms – Jigsaw Part 1 
Explain that four times since the inception of Reform Judaism in the United States, 
Reform Rabbis have gathered to adopt comprehensive statements to guide the practices 
and thoughts of the Reform Movement.  Most recently, the rabbis met in 1999 to create 
new principles to define Reform Judaism and to set a vision for the future.  The students 
will study these documents in order to better understand what Reform Judaism is about.  
Divide the students into 6 groups.  Each group will receive a packet of the 4 CCAR 
Platforms (1885- Pittsburgh Platform, 1937 – Columbus Platform, 1976 – Centenary 
Perspective and 1999 – Pittsburgh Principles) as they relate to different concepts (The 
God-Idea, The Jewish People, Torah, Religious Practice, Palestine/Israel, The Mission of 
Israel).  The groups’ job is to become an expert in their one area, assigned by the teacher, 
so that later they can teach the material to other students.  The group should use the 
guiding questions (attached) as a basis for analyzing their sourcesheet. 
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4 Adapted from Patz, Naomi and Kerry Olitzky, A Teacher’s Guide for Explaining Reform Judaism.  New 
York, NY: Behrman House, 1986, p. 30. 



 
Analysis of the Four CCAR Platforms – Jigsaw Part 2 
Students will form 6 new groups, so that each group has one representative from each 
concept area.  Each member of the group should teach the rest of the group about the 
concept area they studied previously.  Students can use their answers to the guiding 
questions as the basis of their report.  The rest of the small group may follow along in the 
packet of information.  After each group member has taught his/her concept area, the 
group will come up with a summary of the 1999 Principles. 
 
Wrap-Up 
As a whole group, ask students to share out loud what surprised them about the texts they 
studied and what new insights they learned about Reform Judaism.   

 22



What is Freedom? 

1. The condition of being free of restraints.5 
 
2. Liberty of the person from slavery, detention, or oppression. 
 
3. Political independence. 
 
4. Exemption from the arbitrary exercise of authority in the performance of a specific 

action; civil liberty: freedom of assembly. 
 
5. Exemption from an unpleasant or onerous condition: freedom from want. 
 
6. The capacity to exercise choice; free will: We have the freedom to do as we please all 

afternoon. 
 
7. Ease or facility of movement: loose sports clothing, giving the wearer freedom. 
 
8. Frankness or boldness; lack of modesty or reserve: the new freedom in movies and 

novels. 
 
9. The right to unrestricted use; full access: was given the freedom of their research 

facilities. 
 
10. The right of enjoying all of the privileges of membership or citizenship: the freedom 

of the city. 
 
11. A right or the power to engage in certain actions without control or interference. 

                                                 
5 All definitions taken from: http://www.answers.com/freedom. 
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http://www.answers.com/freedom


Analysis of the four CCAR Platforms 
 

1. How does each platform view your concept (i.e. the God idea, Torah, Jewish People, 
etc.)? 

 
 
 
 
 
 
2. What are the similarities and differences between the different platforms and the 

concept? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
3. What ideas are rejected?  What reasons are provided?  Why do you think those ideas 

were rejected? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
4. What distinctions, if any, are made between different kinds of practices/ideas? (i.e. 

ritual and ethical, ancient and modern) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
5. Do you notice any patterns from the 1885 Platform to the 1999 Platform?  Please 

explain. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
6. How do you view this concept?  (can incorporate ideas from the platforms and your 

own ideas) 

 24
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Unit 1 Lesson 4 – Holiness 
 

In this unit so far, the learners have explored what it means for them to be Jewish and the foundations of 
Reform Judaism.  Now it is time for them to explore how to practice Reform Judaism.  One of the framers 
of the most recent CCAR platform, Rabbi Richard Levy, invites us to incorporate Jewish sacred 
obligations (mitzvot), which include Jewish practices and rituals, to infuse our lives with holiness (קְדֻשָה).  
Therefore, the purpose of this lesson is to introduce the students to the concept of kedushah.  In the 
subsequent lessons, students will explore Jewish sacred obligations, practices and rituals which can infuse 
their lives with more holiness. 
 
Objectives – At the end of this lesson, students will be able to: 
• Define the word holy (kedushah). 
• Distinguish holy behavior from unholy behavior. 
• Articulate concrete ways they can act holy based on Leviticus 19:1-37. 
 
Suggested Learning Activities 
Brainstorm - What is holy?6

Ask students, “What is holy in Judaism?”  You may suggest they think of places, objects, times and 
people.  Make a list on the board.  What characteristics do these holy things share?  Do the shared 
characteristics have to do with the function or purpose of the holy things?  Who/what makes these things 
holy?  Most likely the students will have an easier time brainstorming places, things or times, but with 
regards to people, they may think that is reserved to Rabbis/Cantors and maybe other Jewish 
Professionals.  Explain that today they will learn about how all of us can become holy through the ways 
we behave. 
 
Text Study – Leviticus 19 
Explain to the students that Chapter 19 of the Book of Leviticus is known as the “Holiness Code”.  
Students will read Leviticus 19:1-377 (attached) in chevruta or small groups. 
Suggested Questions: 
• According to the text, what does being holy or holiness mean? 
• Why should we be holy? 
• Who can be holy?   
• What are some overarching principles that organize these verses? 
• How is holiness built into the way we interact at work? With our family? With our friends? With 

strangers? 
• Which of these practices are already incorporated into your life?  Which of these practices are harder 

for you to incorporate into your life? 
• What kinds of practices do you think are missing? 

Holiness can mean a variety of things: sacred, unique, separate, divine, related to God, pure, 
religious, morally and ethically correct.  In Leviticus 19, we learn that every person has the potential 
to become holy through their actions.  The mitzvot specified in this chapter are very diverse.  We 
cannot compartmentalize holiness, rather it is achieved through every day actions, such as honoring 
one’s parents, giving tzedakah, not lying, etc. 

 
 

6 Adapted from Loeb, Sorel Goldberg and Barbara Binder Kadden.  Teaching Torah: A Treasury of Insights and Activities.  
Denver, CO: ARE Publishing, Inc, 1997.
7 Eskenazi, Tamara Cohn and Andrew L. Weiss. Eds.  The Torah, A Women’s Commentary.  New York, NY: URJ Press, 2008, 
pp. 702 – 711. 
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Additional commentaries: 
• Another view8 by Dr. Tamara Cohn Eskenazi (attached) 
• Rabbi Richard Levy’s point of view9 on bringing a greater sense of holiness in to our lives (attached). 
 
Ask students in their groups to pick a few verses and to come up with concrete ways they could 
accomplish this teaching of the Torah.  Alternatively, the teacher can assign verses to each group.  Each 
group will present their findings. 
 
Explain that during the rest of the year, the students will be exploring different ways they can infuse 
holiness in their lives.  One way to infuse holiness is through ritual.  Ritual is a way to make an ordinary 
moment, sacred.  It is a way to formalize and call attention to an event and etch Jewish meaning in to it.  
For example, saying hamotzi before eating bread is a way to make the act of eating holy and Jewish, by 
recognizing that our food is provided to us by the grace of God.  First they will learn about ways and 
rituals that sanctify time, then ways and rituals that sanctify space and then ways and rituals that sanctify 
themselves.  Throughout the units they will learn about different rituals or practices that can bring more 
holiness into their lives and then they will have an opportunity to create their own rituals.  As they explore 
these rituals and practices, they will have an opportunity to think about whether they would like to adopt 
or adapt these rituals, as knowledgeable Reform Jews. 

 
8 Eskenazi, Tamara Cohn and Andrew L. Weiss. Eds.  The Torah, A Women’s Commentary.  New York, NY: URJ Press, 2008, 
p. 716. 
9 Hurt-Manheimer, Aron.  Reform Judaism. New York, NY; UAHC Press.  Winter 1998, Vol. 27, No.2. 
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Unit 2 - Sanctifying Time 

Overview 
 
The Curriculum Guide continues with a unit on time, something that the learners experience every day of 
their lives.  The first two lessons are about ways Jews can sanctify the time that they experience the most 
frequently and basic, every day.  The next two lessons are about sanctifying Shabbat, which happens less 
frequently.  The last two lessons are about Jewish Pilgrimage Festivals, which happen even less 
frequently (only 3 times a year).  In this unit, the learners will be exposed to Jewish practices, prayers and 
blessings (brachot) that can be used to sanctify time.  Some of these times might be intrinsically holy, 
such as Shabbat and Jewish Festivals but the every day may be seen as less intrinsically holy.  Since the 
every day the learners experience more frequently, it is the starting point for their journey. 
 
Understandings: 
• As Jews acculturate to living in America, Reform Jews renew their tenets, practices and the aesthetics 

of their worship in an attempt to sanctify time, expressing greater intellectual and psychological 
comfort with Jewish tradition. 

• Engagement in an ongoing dialogue with the sources of our tradition about how time can be sanctified 
infuses our lives with קְדֻשָה (holiness). 

• Ritual and Jewish sacred practices can enable us to infuse our lives with holiness and meaning. 
 
Goals: 
• To present students with a Jewish framework for sanctifying time and how as Reform Jews we can 

adopt or adapt those rituals. 
• To expose Reform Jewish students to lesser known and less practiced rituals that sanctify time. 
• To encourage students to reflect on one’s Jewish identity. 
• To demonstrate that we can sanctify time through Jewish rituals, sacred practices and blessings. 
• To introduce the concepts of m’lachah and menucha and how they can enrich our Shabbat and festival 

observance. 
• To invite students to create ways that they can adopt and adapt Jewish rituals, sacred practices and 

blessings that can sanctify time. 
 
Essential Questions: 
• How can we sanctify time? 
• Why should we sanctify time? 
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Unit 2 Lesson 1 – Being Jewish every day 
 

This lesson is about how we can infuse meaning and holiness into our everyday lives.  The primary text 
(adapted from Mishnah Peah 1:1 and Talmud B. Shabbat 127a) suggests some daily practices that can 
enrich our everyday lives.  The commentary of Mark Washofsky adds a Reform Jewish perspective on 
some of these practices.  Students are invited to engage with the classical rabbinic and contemporary 
sources and evaluate if these practices should be adopted and/or adapted in order to enrich their everyday 
lives with meaning and holiness. 
 
Objectives – At the end of this lesson, students will be able to: 
• Identify practices that they can do on an ordinary day that sanctify time. 
• Explain why these practices are important for a Jewish life. 
• Evaluate which of these practices they will adopt and adapt in order to bring more meaning into their 

lives. 
 
Suggested Learning Activities 
Text Study – Eilu Dvarim 
Students will study the text based on Mishnah Peah 1:1 and Shabbat 127a in chevruta (in pairs) using 
guiding questions. 
 
Small Group Activity 
Students will be divided into 4 groups.  Each group will receive one of the four excerpts (which are 
attached) from Jewish Living by Mark Washofsky10 related to one of the ten practices cited in the text 
study. 
• Engaging in deeds of compassion: Tzedakah - pages 298-301 
• Accompanying the dead for burial: The Funeral Service and Burial – pages 190-192 

This selection is about burial practices.  Related to this practice is the community’s responsibility to 
take care of the mourner.  Since this may not be obvious for the learners, the teacher can suggest the 
practices of going to the funeral, shivah, providing meals, taking notes for a student that’s absent in 
school, etc… 

• Arriving early for study, morning and evening: Torah Study and Jewish Education - pages 179-180. 
• Honoring one’s father and mother: Between Parents and Children – pages 180-182 
 
Each group will read through the Washofsky commentary.  Suggested questions for the discussion: 
• How does Washofsky present a specifically Reform Jewish interpretation of the daily practice? 

Examples: Tzedakah – traditionally we are only obligated to give tzedakah to Jews, as Reform Jews 
we should also give tzedakah to non-Jews. 
Burial practices – traditionally Jews are buried in the ground, some Reform Jews adopt the practice 
of cremation. 
Honoring Parents – this one is harder to deduce the specific Reform Jewish response but it might be 
seen through how a child decides to honor his or her parents as they grow older and may need more 
care and financial support. 
Torah Study and Jewish Education – renewal of commitment to Hebrew in Reform Congregations. 
It might also be that the Reform Jewish position on these practices is not so different from 
“traditional” views.  There are times when Reform Judaism does not diverge from the tradition but 
there are also times when Reform Judaism adapts the tradition or adopts different practices. 

 
10 Washofsky, Marc.  Jewish Living: A Guide to Contemporary Reform Practice.  New York, NY: UAHC Press, 2001. 
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• What are some ways of incorporating this practice into your everyday lives? 
• In light of both the text from the daily prayer and the Washofsky commentary, in what ways might 

you incorporate this practice to enrich your everyday lives? 
Possible ways: at Shabbat dinner express appreciation for all the hard work parents do to provide for 
me, at the end of the day put all of my spare change into the tzedakah box, going to a friend’s house 
for shivah when a loved one has passed away, study the weekly Torah portion at home with my 
parents 

 
Whole Group Activity 
Each group will present the practice they learned about, how it can be incorporated into the learner’s 
everyday life and how it can enrich the learner’s everyday life.  At the end of the discussion, the class can 
create a group document which lists practices (from the primary and contemporary sources) that they can 
incorporate into their everyday lives in order to add meaning and holiness.  Ideally each learner would 
receive a copy of the document that can serve as a guide for a Reform Jewish teen in how to enrich their 
everyday life with meaning. 
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Being Jewish Every Day11

 
These are the obligations that are without measure, of which the person enjoys the fruit in this world, 
while the principal remains for in the world-to-come.  They are: 
 Honoring one’s father and mother 
 Engaging in deeds of compassion,  
 Arriving early for study, morning and evening 

Dealing graciously with guests 
Visiting the sick 
Celebrating with the bride (and groom) 
Accompanying the dead for burial 
Being devoted in prayer 
And making peace among people. 
But the study of Torah corresponds to them all. 

 
1. Which of these practices do you do on a regular basis? 

 
 
 

2. Which of these practices have you never done? 
 
 
 

3. Which of these practices do you wish were more a part of your life? 
 
 
 

4. Why do you think the rabbis would say that these things are “without measure”? 
 
 
 

5. Why are these practices important for a Jewish life?  Are there any that you would adopt or adapt? 

 
11 This text appears in our daily morning liturgy, based on Mishnah Peah 1:1 and Shabbat 127a.  The translation is based on the 
version that appears in Mishkan T’filah. 

















Unit 2 Lesson 2 – Blessings - Brachot 
 

The purpose of this lesson is to expose Reform Jewish students to lesser known brachot 
that can enable them to make ordinary and some extraordinary events that occur in their 
daily lives holy. 
 
Objectives – At the end of this lesson, students will be able to: 
• Identify brachot that one cay say to sanctify an everyday practice. 
• Explain how saying a bracha can add meaning to an everyday occurrence. 
• Evaluate which of the brachot of gratitude they will adopt into their lives or which 

brachot of gratitude they will adapt, in order to make an everyday occurrence holy. 
 
Suggested Learning Activities 
1.  Attached is a list of brachot nehinin (Blessings of Gratitude).  They can be 

divided into five groups, based on the sense that is involved in experiencing the 
related phenomenon (seeing, hearing, tasting, touching and smelling).  For each 
sense, design a learning station activity (see example below).  All of the students 
will visit each of the stations.   

 
Sample Learning Station 
Hearing 
Students will receive a copy of the brachot one says upon hearing good news and 
upon hearing of a death.  After reading through the brachot, the facilitator should 
guide a discussion with these possible questions: Why are the brachot different?  
Why do we say a brachah when we hear bad news?  When might you have said 
one of these brachot?  What are some of the challenges of praising God when 
hearing bad news?  What might be the importance of saying a bracha in these 
situations? 
Possible Answers: We acknowledge that God is part of the good and bad things 
that happen in this world, the words of the brachot are different because they 
acknowledge the different aspects of God, it might be difficult to pray/praise God 
when something bad happens because it is hard to think that God wanted a bad 
thing to happen. 

 
2. Culminating Activity 

Students will create a public relations campaign to encourage people to 
incorporate a brachah into their lives.  They should choose a brachah that they 
encountered during the lesson, generate a list of reasons for why people should 
recite this bracha, and then create an advertisement that would encourage 
members of the congregation to incorporate this brachah into their daily lives.  
The synagogue’s website/synagogue bulletin would be a great place to display 
these advertisements and could be changed once a month.   
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Brachot Resource 
 
Brachot are a way to make an ordinary act, extraordinary.  Through studying these 
different brachot, students can find a different way to sanctify their daily lives by taking a 
moment out of their busy schedule and saying a bracha.  Joel Grishaver suggests two 
metaphors for saying brachot:  

Saying a bracha is like shining a spotlight.  When we say a bracha, we focus our 
attention on an experience or an action, and in the process we turn the potentially 
mundane into an encounter with the holy.  It is a bracha that metamorphizes the 
lighting of a light into the conjuring of a holy time.  It is a bracha that makes the 
consumption of calories an acknowledgement of God’s creative powers and 
God’s loving concern for humankind.  Through brachot, such possibly mundane 
acts as tying shoes, eating something bitter, and even shaking a collection of 
branches in the air all become opportunities to come closer to God. 
 
Saying a bracha is like looking in a mirror.  Each and every bracha-saying 
experience is a moment of self-analysis.  Brachot are first (and perhaps foremost) 
a statement of radical appreciation, an acknowledgement of God’s actions.  But, 
they also generate an important side-effect.  When these are examined through the 
conceptual lens of our creation in ‘God’s image’, that which we are praising God 
for being emerges as that which we will strive to become.  Each time we 
acknowledge that God feeds, or God clothes, or God comforts, or God saves, or 
God lifts up, we are setting patterns for our own ethical actions: feeding, clothing, 
comforting, saving and lifting up. 
(Joel Grishaver, And You Shall Be a Blessing, Jason Aronson Inc., Northvale, NJ, 
1993, pg. 119 in Teaching Tefilah, ARE Publishing, pg 21.) 

 
The Sages established brachot so that no sensory experience of this world should be taken 
for granted, even our ability to enjoy the taste of food.  They said, “It is forbidden to 
benefit from this world without a blessing” (Talmud B. Brachot 35a) 
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Blessings of Gratitude - ih°b¦v±B¨v ,If¨rjC 

 

Tasting 
Before eating bread 

/.¤ry¨ẗv i¦n o¤jygk thimIyN©v 'okkIg¨v Qgky¤n Ubhy¥vO¡t '²h±h v¨T©t QUrkC 
Praised are you, Adonai our God, who rules the universe, bringing forth bread from the earth. 
 
When eating foods made of the five grains (but not including bread): wheat, barley, oats, rye or 
spelt 

:,IbIz§n h¯bh¦n t¥rIC 'okkIg¨v Qgky¤n Ubhy¥vO¡t '²h±h v¨T©t QUrkC 
Praised are you, Adonai our God, who rules the universe, creating various grains. 

 
Before drinking wine or grape juice 

:igpy²D©v h¦rjP t¥rIC 'okkIg̈v Qgky¤n Ubhy¥vO¡t '²h±h v¨T©t QUrkC 
Praised are you, Adonai our God, who rules the universe, creating the fruit of the vine. 

 
Before eating fruits (that grow on trees) 

:.hg¨v h¦rjP t¥rIC 'okkIg̈v Qgky¤n Ubhy¥vO¡t '²h±h v¨T©t QUrkC 
Praised are you, Adonai our God, who rules the universe, creating the fruit of the tree. 

 
Before eating vegetables (that grow in the ground) 

:v¨n¨s£ẗv h¦rjP t¥rIC 'okkIg¨v Qgky¤n Ubhy¥vO¡t '²h±h v¨T©t QUrkC 
Praised are you, Adonai our God, who rules the universe, creating the fruit of the earth. 
 
Before eating of other foods or liquids 
 

:Irkc§siC v®h§v°b k«F©v¤J 'okkIg¨v Qgky¤n Ubhy¥vO¡t '²h±h v¨T©t QUrkC 
Praised are you, Adonai our God, who rules the universe, through whose word all things exist 

 

Smelling 
Upon smelling fragrant spices 

/oh¦n¨Gjc h̄bh¦n t¥rIC 'okkIg¨v Qgky¤n Ubhy¥vO¡t ²h±h v¨T©t QUrkC 
Praised are you, Adonai our God, who rules the universe, creating various spices. 

 
Upon smelling the fragrances of trees or shrubs 

oh¦n¨Gjc hhmfg t¥rIC 'okkIg¨v Qgky¤n Ubhy¥vO¡t ²h±h v¨T©t QUrkC 
Praised are you, Adonai our God, who rules the universe, creating fragrant trees. 

 
Upon smelling the fragrances of herbs or plants 

/oh¦n¨Gjc hhc§Gig t¥rIC 'okkIg̈v Qgky¤n Ubhy¥vO¡t ²h±h v¨T©t QUrkC 
Praised are you, Adonai our God, who rules the universe, creating fragrant plants. 
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Upon smelling fragrant fruits 

/,IrhPlC cIy ©jhy¥r i¥,IB©v 'okkIg¨v Qgky¤n Ubhy¥vO¡t ²h±h v¨T©t QUrkC 
Praised are you, Adonai our God, who rules the universe, granting pleasing fragrance to fruits. 

 

Seeing 
Upon seeing the wonders of nature - lightning, shooting stars, vast deserts, high mountains, a 
spectacular sunrise or sunset 

/,h¦Jt¥rjc v¥Gfg©n v¤GIg 'okkIg¨v Qgky¤n Ubhy¥vO¡t ²h±h v¨T©t QUrkC 
Praised are you, Adonai our God, who rules the universe, renewing the work of creation. 

 
Upon seeing a storm or hearing thunder 

/okkIg thk̈n I,̈rUc±dU Ij«F¤J 'okkIg¨v Qgky¤n Ubhy¥vO¡t ²h±h v¨T©t QUrkC 
Praised are you, Adonai our God, who rules the universe, whose power and might fill the world. 

 
Upon seeing a rainbow 

o²H©e±u 'I,h¦rjciC ïn¡t®b±u ',h¦rjC©v rhfIz 'okkIg̈v Qgky¤n Ubhy¥vO¡t ²h±h v̈T©t QUrkC 
/Ir̈n£t©njC 

Praised are you, Adonai our God, who rules the universe, faithfully recalling the covenant by 
keeping the divine promise. 

 
Upon seeing the ocean 

/kIs²D©v o²H©v ,¤t v¨Gkg¤J 'okkIg¨v Qgky¤n Ubhy¥vO¡t ²h±h v¨T©t QUrkC 
Praised are you, Adonai our God, who rules the universe, having fashioned the great sea. 

 
Upon seeing trees in bloom for the first time each year 
Ic t¨rkcU oUkjF InkkIgjC r©X¦j tc¤J 'okkIg̈v Qgky¤n Ubhy¥vO¡t ²h±h v¨T©t QUrkC 

/ös¨t h¯bjC o¤vkC ,IB©vjk ohicIy ,Ibkkh¦t±u ,IcIy ,IH¦rjC 
Praised are you, Adonai our God, who rules the universe,which lacks nothing; for God created fine 

creatures and pleasant trees in order that humans might enjoy them. 
 

Upon seeing one who is distinguished in the study of Torah 
/uh¨th¥rhik I,̈njf̈j¥n elk̈j¤J 'okkIg¨v Qgky¤n Ubhy¥vO¡t ²h±h v¨T©t QUrkC 

Praised are you, Adonai our God, who rules the universe, sharing wisdom with the faithful. 
 

Upon seeing one who is distinguished in worldly wisdom 

/o¨s²u r¨Gkcjk I,̈njf̈j¥n i©,²B¤J 'okkIg¨v Qgky¤n Ubhy¥vO¡t ²h±h v¨T©t QUrkC 
Praised are you, Adonai our God, who rules the universe, granting wisdom to humanity. 

 
Upon seeing a friend after a year’s absence 

oh¦,¥N©v v¯H©j§n 'okkIg̈v Qgky¤n Ubhy¥vO¡t ²h±h v¨T©t QUrkC 
Praised are you, Adonai our God, who rules the universe, reviving the dead. 
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Hearing 
Upon hearing good news 

/ch¦y¥N©v±u cIY©v 'okkIg¨v Qgky¤n Ubhy¥vO¡t ²h±h v¨T©t QUrkC 
Praised are you, Adonai our God, who rules the universe, the Source and Creator of all that is 

good. 
 

Upon hearing of a death or bad news 
/,¤n¡ẗv i³H©S 'okkIg¨v Qgky¤n Ubhy¥vO¡t ²h±h v¨T©t QUrkC 

Praised are you, Adonai our God, who rules the universe, the true Judge. 
 

Touching 
Upon visiting a place where one has been rescued miraculously 

/v®Z©v oIe¨NlC x¯b hiK v¨Gkg¤J 'okkIg¨v Qgky¤n Ubhy¥vO¡t ²h±h v¨T©t QUrkC 
Praised are you, Adonai our God, who rules the universe, and has performed a miracle for me in 

this place. 
 

Upon wearing new clothes 
:oh¦nªrfg JhiCjk©n 'okkIg¨v Qgky¤n Ubhy¥vO¡t ²h±h v¨T©t QUrkC 

Praised are you, Adonai our God, who rules the universe, clothing the naked. 
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Unit 2 Lesson 3 – M’lachah  – “Work” - Scripted Lesson 
 
The first purpose of this lesson to introduce two concepts: m’lachah and menuchah.  M’lachah is work 
that is prohibited on Shabbat and Jewish Festivals, whereas menuchah is rest that can enrich Shabbat and 
Festivals.  The second purpose of this lesson is to explore the concept of m’lachah as it is understood by 
the Torah, the Rabbis of the Mishnah and by Reform rabbis of our generation and the learners.  Shabbat 
and Jewish Festivals are times that are set apart by our tradition but they do not become sanctified, holy, 
and meaningful unless we behave differently.  The goal of this lesson and the one that follows is to enable 
the students to think about how they behave on Shabbat and Jewish Festivals.  What activities might they 
refrain from doing on Shabbat and Jewish Festivals to make them holy?  What activities might they add to 
their Shabbat and Jewish Festival observance to make them holy? 
 
Objectives – At the end of this lesson, students will be able to: 
• Define the term m’lachah according to rabbinic texts. 
• Describe how m’lachah is central to the Rabbinic view of Shabbat by analyzing a rabbinic text that 

lists the 39 categories of m’lachah. 
• Distinguish between m’lachah and menuchah. 
• Evaluate if refraining from doing m’lachah on Shabbat and Festivals can enrich our Shabbat and 

Jewish Festivals. 
 
TIME ACTIVITY 
15 minutes “What’s the Category?” 
40 minutes Text Study - What is work? 
5 minutes Wrap-Up 
 
Set Induction – “What’s the Category?” 
Students will form small groups of two to three.  The teacher will pass out the “What’s the category” 
worksheet.  Teacher will read the directions aloud and then the groups should complete the worksheet. 
 
With the whole group, each small group should present: 
• What did your group decide to name the 2 categories? 
• What additional examples did your group come up with? 

Depending on their answers, supplement them by explaining that category aleph represents the things 
that many of us or other people in our society do every day.  Traditionally, these things are 
considered m’lachah, work that we can do every day but is prohibited on Shabbat and Jewish 
Festivals.  Category bet represents ways that we relax or enjoy special occasions.  These activities 
may be referred to as menucha, rest, that we do not always have time for every day of the week but 
that can make Shabbat and Jewish festivals different from the rest of the days of the year.  By making 
Shabbat and Jewish festivals distinct or “set apart”, we make them holy, kadosh.  Both categories, 
m’lachah and menuchah, play a role in how we behave every day and on Shabbat and Jewish 
festivals.  Explain that today and the next session we will be exploring ways that Judaism recommends 
we observe and keep Shabbat.   
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Text Study – What is work? 
Teacher will pass out text study sheet titled, “what is work”. 
 
Ask a volunteer to read text #1 and then ask the following questions: 

1. What does God command in this passage?  To whom does this command apply? 
To observe the Sabbath, refrain from work.  Applies to everyone who lives in your house, 
including slaves, animals and guests. 

2. Why does God make this command? 
We were once slaves in Egypt until God freed us to serve only God.  Therefore, we must rest on 
the day that God has made holy. 

3. How should we observe this commandment? 
Students may respond “don’t do any work”.  This is slightly a trick question because the passage 
does not specify what “work” is; therefore we do not know what kind of things we should abstain 
from doing.  Explain that the rabbis, living after the destruction of the Temple, were also confused 
as to how we should observe this commandment, so they looked at other passages in the Torah 
that were near this commandment to try to figure out how to observe it. 

 
Direct students to look at text #2 and #3 in chevruta.  They should appoint one member to summarize 
their answers to the questions and anything else that comes up during the discussion, to the whole group. 

 
The rabbis’ definition of m’lachah is derived from the kind of work specified for the creation of the 
Tabernacle, Mishkan – the holy place in the wilderness, which the Torah often juxtaposes to 
Shabbat, the essence of holy time.12

 
As a whole group, ask group members to present a summary of the small group discussions.  Then 
generate a list on the board of modern m’lachot the groups developed.  Final discussion question,  

• How can abstaining from performing m’lachah on Shabbat and Jewish Festivals, enrich our 
Shabbat and Jewish Festivals? 

 
Wrap-Up 
Students will write in their journals at least one idea they learned today, what practices they will adopt or 
adapt on Shabbat and Jewish Festivals, based on their understanding and exploration of m’lachah and 
why. 
 

 
12 Richard Levy, A Vision of Holiness: The Future of Reform Judaism.  New York, NY: URJ Press, 2005, p. 140. 
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What’s the Category? 
 
Below are two categories listing some ways we can spend time: Aleph and Bet. 
 

1. What differentiates the two categories?  What do all of the behaviors in category Aleph have in 
common?  What do all the behaviors in category Bet have in common?  Please create a label for 
each category. 

 
2. Please create two or three more examples that belong in each category. 

 
Aleph 

 
___________________________________
 

Bet 
 

___________________________________
 

• Making a fire 
 
 

• Reading for pleasure 

• Building 
 
 

• Singing 

• Doing laundry 
 
 

• Catching up with friends 

• Sewing 
 
 

• Taking a leisurely walk 

• Writing 
 
 

• Eating a delicious meal 

• Kneading dough 
 
 

• Not worrying 

•  
 
 

•  

•  
 
 

•  

•  
 
 

•  
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What is work (m’lachah)? 
 

1. Deuteronomy 5:12-15 
Observe the Sabbath day and keep it holy, as Adonai your God has commanded you.  Six days you shall 
labor and do all your work (m’lachah), but the seventh day is a Sabbath for Adonai your God; you shall 
not do your work (m’lachah)—you, your son or daughter, your male or female slave, your ox or donkey, 
or any your cattle, or he stranger in your settlements, so that your male and female slave may rest as you 
do.  Remember that you were a slave in the land of Egypt and Adonai your God freed you from there with 
a mighty hand and an outstretched arm; therefore Adonai your God has commanded you to observe the 
Sabbath day. 
 

1. What does God command in this passage?  To whom does this command apply? 
 
 
2. Why does God make this command? 
 
 
3. According to the text, how should we observe this commandment? 

 
 
2. Mishnah Shabbat 7:2 
These are the chief categories of acts of labor (m’lachah - prohibited on the Sabbath) 
are forty less one: (1) one who sews, (2) ploughs, (3) reaps, (4) binds sheaves, (5) 
threshes, (6) winnows, (7) selects [fit from unfit produce of crops], (8) grinds, (9) sifts, 
(10) kneads, (11) bakes; (12) one who shears wool, (13) washes it, (14) beats it, (15) 
dyes it; (16) spins, (17) weaves, (18) makes two loops, (19) weaves two threads, (20) 
separates two threads; (21) one who ties, (22) unties, (23) sews two stitches, (24) tears 
in order to sew two stitches; (25) one who traps a deer, (26) slaughters it, (27) flays it, 
(28) salts it, (29) cures its hide, (30) scrapes it, (31) cuts it up; (32) one who writes two 
letters, (33) erases two letters in order to write two letters; (34) one who builds, (35) 
tears down; (36) one who puts out a fire, (37) kindles a fire; (38) one who hits with a 
hammer; (39) one who transports an object from one domain to another— these are the 
forty chief acts of labor (m’lachah) less one.  

1. How do the rabbis of the Mishna define m’lachah (work)? 
 
 

2. How do you think the rabbis choose which categories of m’lachah to include? 
 
 

3. Why do you think the rabbis of the Mishnah thought that not performing m’lachah is central to 
observing Shabbat? 
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3. Reform Definitions of m’lachah 
a) Traditional Jewish practice blends the mitzvot asey, the “Thou shalt” mitzvot, along with the mitzvot 

lo-ta’asey, the “Thou shalt not” mitzvot. The Reform Movement has generally favored the “Thou 
shalt” mitzvot: lighting the candles, making Kiddush and Havdalah, engaging in study and rest, over 
the “Thou shalt not” mitzvot, such as not kindling fire or driving a car. The Reform preference 
emphasizes the day as a manifestation of holiness rather than a time of restriction. 

Adapted from: Rabbi Richard Levy, A Vision of Holiness: 
The Future of Reform Judaism, pp. 139-140. 

 
b) The individual is encouraged to choose from among a variety of responses to the holiness of Shabbat. 

One may avoid engaging in any kind of “creative” activity, actions which involve the manipulation of 
the world around us, as an acknowledgment that the universe is not our creation but God’s.  This 
approach might involve the observance of a number of the traditional prohibitions concerning Shabbat 
activity. We might abstain from driving, the use of money, the telephone, the computer and the like.  
Alternatively, one may decide to engage in any number of activities which, though traditionally 
forbidden on the Sabbath, are done lichvod Shabbat, in honor of the Sabbath. One might not drive to 
the mall to shop, for example, but might drive to a museum and pay the price of admission because 
one considers a visit to the museum an act that refreshes the soul. 

Adapted from Rabbi Mark Washofsky, Jewish Living: A Guide to Contemporary Reform Practice, p. 
84. 

 
c) I, many years ago, decided that since I was very much concerned about being in touch [with the 

world], knowing what was going on and so forth, I would not go to the mailbox on Saturday…. And, 
for obvious reasons, I never turn on my computer on Saturday…. I used to love to garden on 
Saturday…to get out there, and schlep plants and dig…. I could do that and sweat it out, utterly anti-
Shabbastic, as long as I was recreating myself, vayinafash. As soon as I got to the point that I realized 
I was finishing a job or doing work, I had to…leave the stuff there…. Now let me give you another 
peculiar thing. I don’t study Jewish texts on Shabbat. That is my work in the middle of the week. No 
matter what text I picked up, no matter how distant from my work, I would find myself relating it 
back to what I was doing in the classroom. 

Rabbi Eugene Borowitz, Shabbat Symposium, 2007 
 

1. How are the Reform Rabbis’ definitions of m’lachah similar to the Mishnah?  How are they 
different? 

 
 
 

2. What do the Reform Rabbis’ definitions of m’lachah add to our understanding of Shabbat? 
 
 
 
3. Many of the “forty less one” categories of m’lachah in the Mishnah are not activities with which 

we are engaged today (unless one is employed in the agricultural or clothing production industry, 
etc…).  What kind of activities might we consider m’lachah with which we engage today? 
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Unit 2 Lesson 4 – M’nuchah – “Rest” 
 
The purpose of this lesson is to introduce the concept of m’nuchah – rest.  One of the ways we can 
sanctify Shabbat and make it holy is by incorporating m’nuchah into it.  We often think of “rest” as 
abstaining from physical activity and letting our bodies do nothing.  This is one part of the concept of 
m’nuchah.  The second component of m’nuchah is spiritual rest.  In this lesson, students will have an 
opportunity to explore the concept of m’nuchah as understood by the Torah, the Rabbis of the Rabbinic 
Era and Medieval Europe and Reform Rabbis and leaders and themselves.  Afterwards, they will have an 
opportunity to develop ways that they think can enrich their Shabbat observance, either adopting practices 
that were suggested, or adapting them to make them relevant to their lives. 
 
Objectives – At the end of this lesson, students will be able to: 
• Define the term m’nuchah as understood by the Torah, rabbinic texts and Reform Jewish 

commentaries. 
• Distinguish between the positive and negative commandments associated with Shabbat observance. 
• Develop ways to incorporate m’nuchah in their Shabbat observance that can enrich their Shabbat and 

make it holy. 
 
Suggested Learning Activities 
Text Study #1 – Shamor v’Zachor study Sheet 
This source sheet contains the commandment to sanctify Shabbat.  The commandment is first recorded in 
Exodus 20:8-11 and emphasizes “remembering Shabbat”, which the rabbis understood as the positive 
commandment of adding activities to Shabbat that would enhance it.  The commandment is recorded for a 
second time in the Torah in Deuteronomy 5:12-15 and emphasizes “observing Shabbat”, which the rabbis 
understood as the negative commandment of refraining from doing m’lachah.  The Torah text is 
surrounded by commentaries that cite Rabbis of the Talmud through the medieval period.   Possible study 
questions: 
• The commandment to celebrate Shabbat appears twice in the Torah.  What is similar between the two 

texts?  What is different?  What core values or primary concerns do the texts convey? 
• How do the Rabbis interpret the two biblical texts to communicate their values about Shabbat? 
 
Text Study #2 – Defining M’nucha through a Contemporary Reform Lens 
This source sheet contains commentaries on the concept of m’nuchah from contemporary Reform Rabbis 
and Reform community leaders.   
Possible study questions: 
• The first three passages differentiate between rest that is physical and rest that is spiritual in nature. 

When have you experienced spiritual rest? 
• How would your life be different if you ended each week with twenty-four hours of spiritual and 

physical rest? 
• How can we structure our Shabbat observance (personal and communal) so that we have both spiritual 

and physical rest? 
 
Structuring our Shabbat Observance 
At the 2007 URJ Biennial in San Diego, the URJ passed out a box of 52 cards.  There is one card for each 
week of the year, each describing a ritual which serves to sanctify Shabbat in some way and to make it 
special, holy and different from the other days of the week.  These suggestions were contributions from 
North American Reform Jews.  Similarly, the students will create their own 52 ways of sanctifying 
Shabbat (many of these practices can be applied to Jewish festivals as well), after they have studied the 
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Biblical, Rabbinic and Contemporary views on m’lachah and m’nuchah.  First the students should come 
up with the 52 ways to sanctify Shabbat and then design a way keep those practices in mind when they 
observe Shabbat.  They can follow model of the URJ by designing a deck of cards, or creating a different 
model that would be appropriate and meaningful for them  
Examples: refraining from doing homework on Shabbat, only listening to Jewish music, spending time 
with friends and family, not shopping, setting lights on timers so that I don’t need to turn them on and off 
constantly, having a Shabbat meal every week with my family, taking a leisurely walk to appreciate the 
nature in my neighborhood, calling a friend who I haven’t spoken to in a long time, take time to reflect 
about the good things that have happened in the past week. 
 

Memorable Moment: 
After learning about Shabbat, students will plan a Shabbat experience.  This Shabbat experience should be 
scheduled into the religious school calendar.  They will spend 25 hours of Shabbat together and structure 
the experience utilizing their understanding of texts learned and the exploration of Reform Jewish 
perspectives on Shabbat. 
 



 
 
 
From the Union of Reform Judaism Guide, “Embracing Shabbat in your Congregation”, page 72. 
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Defining M’nucha through a Contemporary Reform Lens 
 
DEFINING M’NUCHAH13

[Shabbat] is not merely a day off; it is rather an expanse of time that is holy, different in quality and 
essence from all other days, consecrated both to God and to us for the purpose of our fulfillment as Jews.   
Rabbi Mark Washofsky, Jewish Living: A Guide to Contemporary Reform Practice 
 
To the Talmudic rabbis who interpreted [the Creation narrative], the story does not mean that on the 
seventh day God rolled over, pulled up the covers and went back to sleep. In their view, only after the 
seventh day—Shabbat—came into being, was the world completed, and perfect. 
Anita Diamant, Living a Jewish Life: Jewish Traditions, Customs and Values for Today’s Families 
 
Shabbat is a day of rest. However, it’s not just a day to sleep late…. Rest means more than physical 
cessation of work. It implies taking oneself out of the ordinary, out of the routine, out of the rat race. This 
kind of rest gives us the opportunity to re-create our spirit and restore our soul. 
Stephen J. Einstein and Lydia Kukoff, Every Person’s Guide to Judaism 
 
CHOOSING SHABBAT14

Friday and Saturday come automatically, but Shabbat takes place only when we make it happen.  We 
must make the decision to establish Shabbat in our own lives if we want to have it.  
Stephen J. Einstein and Lydia Kukoff, Every Person’s Guide to Judaism 
 
Shabbat is re-created weekly; Jews make Shabbat. The first verb for most Jews today, however, is not 
“make” but “choose.” And choosing Shabbat is not one decision, but many. Choosing Shabbat means 
making a commitment to a weekly period of rest and peace. It means making distinctions between 
activities that are Shabbat-like from those that are workweek-like. It means avoiding things that might 
violate a sense of ease and peace, and planning ways to enhance that feeling. 
Anita Diamant, Living a Jewish Life: Jewish Traditions, Customs and Values for Today’s Families 

 
13 From the Union of Reform Judaism Guide, “Embracing Shabbat in your Congregation”, page 83.  
14 From the Union of Reform Judaism Guide, “Embracing Shabbat in your Congregation”, page 84. 
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Unit 2 Lessons 5 and 6 – Jewish Festivals 
 

Aside from Shabbat, which is observed each week, the Jewish calendar is replete with celebrations which 
occur once a year.  Among these are the chagim, the three “pilgrimage festivals” of Passover, Shavuot and 
Sukkot, so-called because in ancient times all Israelite males were required to appear at the Temple in 
Jerusalem and to offer special sacrifices at those seasons of the year.  These holidays differ from the rest 
of the holidays because they are agricultural celebrations, each of them marking a particular point in the 
harvest cycle in the land of Israel.  Each one also memorializes a historical event, corresponding to a 
significant moment in biblical Israel’s journey from slavery to freedom.  Celebrating all three of these 
festivals, each year allows Jews to relive Jewish history and to relive the covenant God made with the 
Jewish people.  Celebrating these holidays allows Jews to sanctify their relationship with God.  The 
purpose of these two lessons is to present the students with an opportunity to explore the religious 
significance of these holidays (beyond what they learned in the younger grades) and to evaluate the rituals 
associated with these holidays. 
 
Objectives – At the end of this lesson, students will be able to: 
• Name the three pilgrimage festivals. 
• Demonstrate their knowledge about a specific holiday by participating in a presentation and making a 

visual aid. 
• Explain how the different rituals associated with a holiday are related to the themes of the holiday. 
• Recommend a ritual which enables us to enrich our observance of Jewish Festivals. 
 
Suggested Learning Activities 
Group Projects/Presentations 
Students will be divided into 3 groups.  Each group will be assigned one of the Pilgrimage Festivals.  
Students will receive background information about each of the holidays and questions to explore.  They 
can use the background information to answer the questions, as well as their previous knowledge.  Then 
the students will prepare a presentation to teach the rest of the group about their holiday.  The presentation 
can be of any genre (i.e. skit, power point, song, etc).  They will need to prepare a visual aid as well.  All 
members of the group need to play a role in the presentation. 
Possible questions about the Festivals: 
• What is the Biblical origin of this holiday? 
• What names are given to the holiday and what is their significance? 
• What is the agricultural significance of the holiday? 
• What is the historical significance of the holiday? 
• What is the spiritual significance of the holiday? 
• What Biblical book, in addition to the Torah, is read on the holiday? 
• What rituals are associated with this holiday? 
• Nominate one of the rituals associated with this holiday as especially meaningful and explain how it 

brings spiritual meaning to a Jew who observes it.  If you do not feel that any of the rituals bring 
spiritual meaning to the holiday, you can enhance one of the rituals which already exist, by adding to 
the ritual. 
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Materials – pages from Teaching Jewish Holidays15, ARE Publication by Robert Goodman as resources 
for the students for the group projects. 
• Passover  pp. 153-161 
• Shavuot pp. 215-219 
• Sukkot pp. 63-68 
 
A master chart is attached for the teacher as reference. 

 
15 Goodman, Robert.  Teaching Jewish Holidays: History, Values, and Activities.  Denver, CO: ARE Publishing, Inc, 1997. 
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Master Chart 
 Passover Shavuot Sukkot 
Biblical Origin Book of Exodus, 

Chapters 1-13, 
Levicutus 23:5-8 

Exodus 23:16, 
34:22, Deuteronomy 
16:10, Numbers 28: 
26 

Exodus 23:14-16, 
Lev 23:39-43 

Names Chag HaPesach – 
God passing over 
the homes of the 
Israelites during the 
10th plague and 
Passover offering in 
the Temple 
Chag HaMatzot – 
Centrality of 
Matzah 
Chag HaAviv – 
Festival of the 
spring, agricultural 
focus 
Zman Chayrutaynu 
– season of our 
freedom 

Chag HaKatzir – 
harvest festival 
Chag HaShavuot – 
holiday that occurs 
7 weeks after 
Passover 
Yom HaBikkurim – 
bringing of the 1st 
fruits to the Temple 
Zman Matan 
Torataynu – Israel 
receiving the Torah 
on Mt. Sinai 

Chag HaAsif – 
Feast of the 
Harvest/Ingathering 
Chag Adonai – 
Feast of Adonai 
HeChag – The 
Festival (the most 
important festival) 
Zman Simchataynu 
– The Season of Our 
Rejoycing. 

Agricultural Beginning of the 
spring harvest 

Beginning of the 
wheat harvest, 
bringing of the 1st 
fruits to the Temple 

End of the summer, 
ushers in the fall 
harvest and 
anticipates the rainy 
season in Israel. 

Historical Emergence of Israel 
as a nation and as a 
people, 

God giving the 
Israelites the Torah 
on Mt. Sinai 

Living in booths in 
the wilderness after 
leaving Egypt 

Spiritual God made a 
covenant with the 
people of Israel by 
freeing them from 
slavery, release 
from what enslaves 
us 

God establishing the 
covenant with 
Israelites by giving 
the Torah at Mt. 
Sinai, partnership 
with God 

Tangible reminder 
of the wilderness 
experience, 
Thanksgiving for 
the abundance that 
we know have, 
reminder of how 
fragile life is 

Biblical Book Song of Songs Book of Ruth Ecclesiastes 
Rituals Seder, cleaning out 

hametz from the 
house, eating 
matzah 

Confirmation, 
Tikkun Layl 
Shavuot, eating 
dairy 

Building and living 
in a Sukkah, lulav 
and etrog, inviting 
Ushpizin, Simchat 
Bayt HaSho’ayvah  
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Unit 3 – Sanctifying Space 

Overview 
 
The purpose of this unit is to explore Jewish, holy spaces, how those spaces become Jewish and holy and 
why it is important to create Jewish and holy spaces.  Are these spaces intrinsically Jewish and holy?  Or 
does the space become Jewish and holy once Jewish and sacred ritual objects are placed with it.  Does the 
space maintain its sanctity once these objects have been placed within it?  Or, do we need to maintain the 
space’s sanctity by performing certain kinds of actions within those spaces? 
 
The unit starts with the home, as it is the most familiar space to the learners.  They will have an 
opportunity to explore ritual objects and rituals that can make the home a Jewish and holy space.  The 
next space is the Temple.  The Temple is the source of some of the ritual objects and rituals that take 
place in the home.  It is also the space that God instructs the Jewish people to build as the ultimate holy 
space.  Since we no longer have a Temple in Jerusalem, the learners will explore the transition from the 
Temple to the Synagogue and what makes the Synagogue a Jewish and holy space.  The unit will 
culminate in the exploration of the mikvah, a space that claims holiness in a different way than the home, 
Temple or Synagogue.  This is a space that the learners will probably be least familiar with. 
 
Enduring Understandings: 
• Political, social and intellectual changes in different Jewish communities prompt Jewish leaders to 

adapt and transform Judaism. 
• As Jews acculturate to living in America, Reform Jews renew their tenets, practices and the aesthetics 

of their worship in an attempt to sanctify their synagogues and homes, expressing greater intellectual 
and psychological comfort with Jewish tradition. 

• Engagement in an ongoing dialogue with the sources of our tradition about how space can be 
sanctified infuses our lives with קְדֻשָה (holiness). 

• Ritual and Jewish sacred practices can enable us to infuse our lives with holiness and meaning. 
 
Goals: 
• To present students with a Jewish framework for sanctifying space. 
• To expose Reform Jewish students to lesser known ritual objects and lesser known and less practiced 

rituals that sanctify spaces. 
• To expose Reform Jewish students to lesser known Jewish, holy spaces (the Temple and the Mikvah). 
• To encourage students to reflect on one’s Jewish identity. 
• To demonstrate how Jewish ritual objects can sanctify spaces. 
• To introduce Jewish rituals and sacred practices that can sanctify spaces. 
• To show the relationship between the Synagogue and the Temple. 
• To demonstrate how our ancestors transformed Judaism at a time of crisis. 
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Essential Questions: 
• What makes a space Jewish and holy? 
• Why is it important to create Jewish and holy spaces? 
• Are there spaces that are intrinsically Jewish and holy? Or does a space become Jewish and holy by 

virtue of what is placed with it and by the activities that take place within it? 
• How does a space maintain its sanctity? 
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Unit 3 Lesson 1 – The Jewish Home part 1 
 

This lesson is an opportunity for the students to explore what makes a home Jewish by looking at ritual 
objects that are placed in the home.  Ritual objects can make a home holy by inviting its participants to 
engage in activities that can bring holiness to their lives.  Furthermore, they convey the values of those 
who live there and identify the Jewish nature of the home.  It would be best to use a Jewish home as the 
setting, perhaps the teacher’s, the educator’s or the rabbi’s or a student’s.  Whichever home is used, it can 
be supplemented with objects that are placed there.  A wide variety of objects would be best such as: 
holiday objects such as shofar, chanukiah, seder plate; prayer objects such as a tallit and prayerbook; 
study materials such as the Torah and other Jewish books; objects that are not intrinsically Jewish but are 
used in a Jewish way such as the table when used for family meal or Shabbat/holiday meal; dishes that are 
used for Shabbat/holiday meals or that are used for observing Kashrut; telephone which is used to speak 
with relatives or friends that live far away. 
 
Objectives – At the end of this lesson, students will be able to: 
• Identify Jewish ritual objects and explain what makes them Jewish. 
• Explain how ritual objects add a Jewish character and holiness to the home. 
• Evaluate if they would adopt or adapt any Jewish ritual objects and would include them in their home. 
 
Suggested Learning Activities 
Ritual Object Scavenger Hunt 
Students will walk around the home and look for objects that are Jewish (this is intentionally vague).  For 
each object that they will find, they will answer a number of questions: 
• What makes this object a Jewish object? 
• Is this object intrinsically Jewish?  Or is this an ordinary object which has been adapted for Jewish 

purposes? 
• How is this object used in a Jewish way? 
• What values does the object’s use express? 
 
Sample: Tzedakah Box, it is Jewish because we are commanded to give tzedakah and it has Jewish art 
and writing on it, it is intrinsically Jewish because it was made for a Jewish purpose and that purpose is 
clearly displayed on the outside (it has tzedakah written on it), money is put in it and then donated to an 
organization that helps people or a person in need, it expresses the value of responsibility for others and 
generosity – we are commanded to give tzedakah but not the exact amount so it is up to each person’s 
generosity to decide how much to give.   
 
Whole Group Discussion 
Students will present the objects they found and how those objects are Jewish (students will use the 
answers to the questions above).  Additional discussion questions: 
• How are these objects similar to those you have in your home?  How are they different?  Do you have 

any Jewish ritual objects in your home that you did not find here? (If yes, students can answer the 
questions above in relation to that object).  Are there any objects that you would like to add to your 
home? 

• How do these objects add holiness to this home? 
• Why is it important to bring holiness into our homes? 
• How is a home a Jewish and holy space? 
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Ritual Object Presentation 
There are certain Jewish ritual objects that many Jews have in their homes that these Reform Jewish 
students may not be familiar with.  If possible, the teacher will provide the object and have the students 
answer the questions above about the ritual object or tell the students about these objects and have them 
answer the questions. 
• Ketubah (background information from Jewish Living pp 167-168 (attached) 
• Washing cup for ritual hand washing (background information from Jewish Living pp 77-78, attached) 
Additional discussion questions: 
• Would you adopt or adapt these ritual objects?  Why or why not?  If you were to adopt them, how 

would you adapt them? 











Unit 3 Lesson 2 – The Jewish Home Part 2 
 

Previously, the students explored the ritual objects that make a home a Jewish and sacred 
space.  In this lesson, the students will explore the rituals that can make the home a 
Jewish and sacred space.  The home maintains its sanctity by the rituals that take place 
within it. 

 
Objectives – At the end of this lesson, students will be able to: 
• Identify rituals that make ordinary acts such as waking up, going to sleep and eating 

sacred home rituals. 
• Explain how these rituals can add holiness to ordinary acts they do at home. 
• Evaluate which of the rituals they will adopt or adapt and incorporate into their lives. 
 
Suggested Learning Activities 
Design a learning station activity, in which students will have an opportunity to explore 3 
home rituals, which take ordinary acts of going to sleep, waking up, and eating holy acts.  
Texts (text for the Motzi and Birkat Ha-Mazon photocopied from Mishkan T’filah) and 
worksheets with possible questions are attached. 
 
Additional resource: The Way into Jewish Prayer by Lawrence Hoffman.  Woodstock, 
VY: Jewish Lights Publishing, 2000, pp 136-141. 
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HaMotzi – Blessing over Bread 
 

The Motzi is recited before one eats bread.  The wording of the blessings praises God as 
the one who “brings forth bread from the earth”.  The bread that we eat today, does not 
come directly from the ground, instead many beings are involved in the creation of bread.   
• What are we acknowledging by saying this blessing? 
 
 
• How can saying this blessing make eating, an ordinary act, a holy act? 
 
 
• What is the value of saying this blessing? 
 
 
• Is this a blessing that already is a part of your life at home?  Why or why not? 
 
 
• How might you adopt/adapt this blessing and incorporate into your life? 
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Birkat HaMazon – The Blessing After Eating 
 

“You shall eat and be satisfied and bless Adonai your God for the good land that God has 
given you” (Deuteronomy 8:10).  This biblical verse is the basis for the sacred obligation 
(mitzvah) of reciting the blessing after meals.  Birkat HaMazon means literally, “the 
blessing of the food.”16

• What are we acknowledging by saying this blessing? 
 
 
• How can saying this blessing make eating, an ordinary act, a holy act? 
 
 
• What is the value of saying this blessing? 
 
 
• Is this a blessing that already is a part of your life at home?  Why or why not? 
 
 
• How might you adopt/adapt this blessing and incorporate into your life? 

                                                 
16 Adapted from Teaching Mitzvot by Barbara and Bruce Kadden, Denver, CO: ARE Publishing 2003, p. 
59. 
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Keriat Shema al Hameeta – Bedtime Shema 
 

“Recite them when you stay at home and when you are away, when you lie down and 
when you get up17” (Deuteronomy 6:7). 
 
We often recite the Shema in Synagogue, either at morning or evening services.  There is 
also a tradition of reciting the Shema at night, before we go to bed, as the verse above 
states.  Read through a sample version of the Bedtime Shema (next page) and then 
answer the following questions: 
• What are we acknowledging by performing this ritual? 
 
 
• How can saying this prayer at night make going to bed, an ordinary act, a holy act? 
 
 
• What is the value of saying this blessing and performing this ritual? 
 
 
• Is this ritual already is a part of your life at home?  How or how not so? 
 
 
• How might you adopt/adapt this blessing and ritual and incorporate into your life? 

 
17 Translation from Mishkan T’filah. 



The Bedtime Shema - vyhnv kg gna ,thre 
 

ihhC h°bIn¨njC ihhC hipUdjC ihhC h¦S±d®bjF ẗy¨j¤J It 'h¦,It yh°b§e¦v±u xhigjf¦v¤J h¦n kkfjk k¥jIn h°bh¥r£v 
hik£t«d±u h¦rUm ²h±h 'Wh®bkpjk hiCik iIh±d¤v±u hip h¥r§n¦t iIm¨rjk Uh§v°h /h¦,kC¦xjC ös̈t oUJ J¯bkg¯h tO±u 'h¦sIcjfiC 

 
I hereby forgive anyone who angered , annoyed or wronged me - myself, my possessions, or my honor.  Let 
no one be punished on my account.  May the words of my mouth and the meditations of my heart be pleasing 
to You, Adonai, my Rock and my Redeemer. 
 

h¦vh°u /hkPlgjplg klg v¨nUb§,U h²bhhg klg v²b¥J hhkjc¤j khiP©N©v 'okkIg̈v Qgk¤n Ubh¥vO¡t ²h±h v̈T©t QUrkC 
h°bUk£vlc±h k©t±u 'oIk¨Jjk h°b¥sh¦nfg©,±u oIk̈Jjk h°bhchiF§J©T¤J 'h©,Ic£t h¥vOt¯u h©vO¡t ²h±h Wh®bkpjK¦n iIm̈r 
i©Jh¦t igP h³bhhg r¥ẗv±u 'Wh®bkpjk v¨nhk§J h¦,¨Y¦n t¥v§,U 'ohig¨r oh¦rUv§r©v±u ohig¨r ,InIk£j³u h³bIhjg©r 

/IsIcjfiC IKmF okkIgkk rh¦t¥N©v '²h±h v¨T©t QUrkC /i°hkg ,lC iIJh¦tjk rh¦t¥N©v v¨T©t hiF ',®u¨N©v 
 

Praised are You, Adonai our God, who rules the universe, bringing sleep to my eyes, slumber to my eyelids.  
May it be Your will, Adonai, my God and God of my ancestors, that I lie down in peace and arise in peace.  
Let my sleep by undisturbed by troubling thoughts, bad dreams and vicious schemes.  May I have a night of 
tranquil slumber and awaken to the light of a new day, for it is Your light which enables me to see.  Praised 
are You, Adonai, whose glory gives light to the entire world. 

 
:s̈j¤t ²h±h 'Ubh¥vO¡t ²h±h 'k¥ẗr§G°h g©n§J 

Hear, O Israel, Adonait is our God, Adonai is One! 
/sgg²u okkIgjk I,Ufjk©n sIcjF o¥J QUrkC 

Blessed is God’s glorious majesty forever and ever. 
 

hif«b¨t r¤J£t 'vgK¥ẗv oh¦rkc§S©v Uh¨v±u /W¤s«t§n-kkfjcU 'W§Jjp³b-kkfjcU 'Wjckcjk-kkfjC 'Wh¤vO¡t ²h±h ,¥t ¨Tjc©v¨t±u 
'WjCjf̈JjcU Q¤r¤Slc W§TjfgkjcU 'W¤,hhcjC W§Tjc¦JjC okC ¨T§rlC¦s±u 'Wh®bkcjk öT±b³B¦J±u  :Wgckcjk-klg 'oIH©v W±Ulm§n 
Wh¤rkg§JicU W¤,hhC ,«z´z§n klg öTjc©,jfU 'Wh®bhhg ihhC ,«p¨y«yjk Uh¨v±u 'W¤s²h-klg ,Itjk öT§r©J§eu /W¤nUejcU 

 
You shall love Adonai your God with all your heart, with all your soul, and with all your might.  Take to 
heart these instructions which I charge you this day.  Impress them upon your children.  Recite them when 
you stay at home and when you are away, when you lie down and when you get up.  Bind them as a sign 
upon your hand and let them serve as a symbol on your forehead; inscribe them on the doorposts of your 
house and on your gates. 

 
Ub̄b§E©,±u /W¤nIk§J ,lFªx Ubhhkkg GIrjpU /oh°H©jjk UbhFjk©n Ub¥sh¦nfg©v±u 'oIk̈Jjk Ubh¥vO¡t ²h±h UbhchiF§J©v 
c¤r¤j±u rgc¤S c¯hIt Ubhhkkg¥n r¥x¨v±u 'Ub¥sfglC i¯d¨v±u /W¤n§J ilg©njk Ubhgh¦JIv±u /Wh®bkpjK¦n vkcIy vkmhgjC 

UbhkhiM©nU Ub¥r§nIJ k¥t hiF /Ub¥rh¦T§x©T Whgp²bjF khmjcU /Ubh¥r£j©t¥nU Ubh¯bkpjK¦n i¨y¨G r¥x¨v±u /iId²h±u ckg¨r±u 
oh°H©jjk Ub¥tIcU Ub¥,thm rIn§JU /v̈T¨t oUj©r±u iUB©j Qgk¤n k¥t hiF 'v¨T¨t 

/okkIg slg±u v¨Tlg¥n 'oIk¨JjkU 
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Grant, O God, that we lie down in peace, and raise us up, our Guardian, to life renewed.  Spread over us the 
shelter of Your peace.  Guides us with Your good counsel; for Your Name’s sake, be our help.  Shield and 
shelter us beneath the shadow of Your wings.  Defend us against enemies, illness, war and famine and 
sorrow.  Distance us from wrongdoing.  For you, God, are gracious and merciful.  Guard our going and 
coming, to life and to peace, evermore.   



Nisim B’Chol Yom 
 
There is a series of 15 brachot (blessings) that are said in during the morning service.  
They reflect that activities one does in the morning from waking up, arising, getting 
dressed, etc., to going about one’s daily affairs.  Read through the copies of the brachot 
(pp 36, 38 and 40 of Mishkan Tefillah) and then read through the alternative prayers (pp 
37, 39 and 41 of Mishkan Tefillah).  Then answer the following questions: 
• In the beginning, these brachot were said at home, as one was preparing for the day in 

the morning.  Try to come up with an action that you do in the morning that 
corresponds to each of the brachot. 

 
 
 
• What are we acknowledging by saying these brachot in the morning? 
 
 
• How can saying these brachot in the morning make getting ready for the day, an 

ordinary act, a holy act? 
 
 
• What is the value of saying these brachot and performing this ritual in the morning? 
 
 
• Are these brachot and this ritual already is a part of your life at home?  How or how 

not so? 
 
 
• How might you adopt/adapt these brachot and morning ritual and incorporate into 

your life? 
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Unit 3 Lesson 3 – The Temple 
 
The purpose of this lesson is to expose the students to the first, fixed, sanctified space 
Jews (really the Israelites) built.  This space was used for communicating with God and 
was seen as the ultimate holy space by the generations which lived during its existence.  
The space is holy because its construction was requested and sanctioned by God.  Its 
dedication was marked by the insertion of holy ritual objects and the activities that took 
place within the Temple maintained its sanctity.  The Temple also offers a paradigm of a 
space that was defiled and then re-purified. 
 
Objectives – At the end of this lesson, students will be able to: 
• Explain what made the Temple a holy space and how its sanctity was maintained. 
• Explain why there was a need for a central space to worship God. 
• Evaluate what spaces serve as their sanctuaries and why sanctuaries are important. 
 
Suggested Learning Activities 
Text Study #1 
Begin with reading Text #1 (Exodus 25:8) and explain that it is the foundation for the 
Israelites and Jews creating a building that would contain holiness activities that enabled 
Jews to communicate with God.  Read texts #2 (1 Kings 8:1-14) and #3 (The Temple) in 
small groups. 
Possible Discussion Questions: 
• Who were the Temple’s leaders? 
• What was the purpose of the Temple? 
• Why was it important to create a central place for all Israelites to worship God? 
• How was the Temple dedicated? 
• What ritual objects were placed in the Temple to sanctify the space? 
• What kind of activities took place in the Temple? 
 
Text Study #2 (to be attached) 
In small groups, students will read I Maccabees Chapter 4:36-60, which tells the story of 
the Maccabees purifying the Temple (after it was defiled by the Greeks) and rededicating, 
which we celebrate every year through the holiday of Hanukkah. 
Possible Discussion Questions: 
• How was the Temple defiled? 
• How was the Temple purified? 
• How can the Maccabees actions offer us guidance as we purify our sacred spaces? 

We can remove items that lessen the sanctity of the space or that are damaging or 
hurtful, replace items that were used inappropriately, redecorate, create a dedication 
ceremony (like attaching a mezuzah to a house which was recently moved-in to) 
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Journaling 
The Temple had many rooms and spaces, some of which were holier than others.  One of 
the more holy/sacred spaces in the Temple was the sanctuary, which contained the altar 
and where the sacrifices took place.  Today, a sanctuary can mean a place were we go for 
safety, to feel protected or to gain relief from a difficult situation. 
Suggested writing prompts: 
• What is your sanctuary?  What makes this space a sanctuary?  Are there any other 

spaces that can serve as a sanctuary for you? 
• Besides your home, where else do you for shelter/comfort? 
• If your home is your sanctuary, which part of the home is your sanctuary?  What 

makes it a sacred space? 
• Has your sanctuary ever become defiled?  If so, how can you purify it? 
• Why is it important to create sanctuaries for ourselves? 
• How can the Maccabees actions offer us guidance as we purify our sacred spaces? 
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The Temple Sourcesheet 
 
1. Exodus 25:8 
“And let them make Me a sanctuary that I may dwell among them.” 
 
2. 1 Kings 8:1-14 
1. Then Solomon assembled the elders of Israel, and all the heads of the tribes, the chief 
of the fathers of the people of Israel, before king Solomon in Jerusalem, that they might 
bring up the ark of the covenant of Adonai from the city of David, which is Zion. 
2. And all the men of Israel assembled themselves to king Solomon at the feast in the 
month Ethanim (Tishrei), which is the seventh month. 
3. And all the elders of Israel came, and the priests took up the ark. 
4. And they brought up the ark of Adonai, and the tabernacle of the congregation, and all 
the holy utensils that were in the tabernacle, those did the priests and the Levites bring 
up. 
5. And king Solomon, and all the congregation of Israel, who were assembled before him, 
were with him before the ark, sacrificing sheep and oxen, that could not be told nor 
numbered for multitude. 
6. And the priests brought in the ark of the covenant of Adonai to his place, to the 
sanctuary of the house, to the most holy place, under the wings of the cherubim. 
7. For the cherubim spread out their two wings over the place of the ark, and the 
cherubim covered the ark and its poles above. 
8. And they drew out the poles, so that the ends of the poles were seen out in the holy 
place before the sanctuary, and they were not seen outside; and there they are to this day. 
9. There was nothing in the ark save the two tablets of stone, which Moses put there at 
Horeb, when Adonai made a covenant with the people of Israel, when they came out of 
the land of Egypt. 
10. And it came to pass, when the priests came out of the holy place, that the cloud filled 
the house of Adonai, 
11. And that the priests could not stand to minister because of the cloud; for the glory of 
Adonai had filled the house of Adonai. 
12. Then spoke Solomon, Adonai said that he would dwell in the thick darkness. 
13. I have surely built you a house to dwell in, a settled place for you to abide in forever. 
14. And the king turned his face around, and blessed all the congregation of Israel; and all 
the congregation of Israel stood; 
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3. The Temple18

The Service in the Temple  

In addition to the sacrificial worship, it was customary for the levites to sing to the 
accompaniment of "lyres with harps, and with cymbals". This singing constitutes 
something of an innovation, for the Torah makes no reference to it. 

Primarily, however, the Temple was a place of assembly for the entire people for 
purposes of sacrifice, prayer, and thanksgiving. The people would come to the Temple to 
bring both sin and guilt offerings as well as burnt offerings and peace offerings and meal 
offerings with frankincense either in fulfillment of vows, as freewill offerings, or as 
peace offerings of thanksgiving. These sacrifices, which had to be eaten within a day or 
two of their slaughter, were apparently brought to the accompaniment of songs and in 
procession.  Many psalms which call upon people to give thanks to God and to praise 
God, as well as others, were certainly associated with the bringing of these thanksgiving 
or freewill offerings. Individuals or the entire community after a war would bring objects 
set apart for sacred use for sacrifice. 

Special importance was attached to public processions in celebration of the festivals. The 
people would come to the Temple to worship before God on Sabbaths and New Moons. 
Particularly at the appointed seasons and at the three pilgrim festivals, large numbers 
would stream to the Temple. They would come not only from Jerusalem but also from all 
of Judah and even from beyond. During these pilgrimages, Jerusalem was filled with a 
multitude of people and animals.  

The Temple assumed special importance also on fast days. Then too large numbers would 
flock to it from Jerusalem and the border cities. These gatherings would usually be held 
"in the court of the Adonai's house", in the outer gate, and on these occasions the 
prophets would address the people. 

The Ministers in the Temple  

The right to serve in the Temple was assigned to the priests who were descended from 
Aaron (Moses’ brother). The levites (descendants of Miriam and Moses), included the 
singers to the accompaniment of instruments, as well as the gatekeepers and those 
appointed to be "in charge of the treasuries of the house of God and the treasuries of the 
dedicated gifts." The levites also assisted the priests in various services. 

The king also enjoyed a certain status of holiness in the Temple, but in contrast to the 
priests, he was not permitted to enter the hekhal (sanctuary) or to burn incense. 
Nevertheless, he had the right to draw up the plan for the building of the Temple, to 
determine the celebration of festivals, to consecrate the inner court when occasion 
demanded it, to alter the form and position of the altar, to add sacrifices for given 
purposes, and to designate the courses of the priests and the levites. 
                                                 
18 Adapted from Encyclopaedia Judaica. 
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The Significance Of The Temple For The People  

The Temple was regarded as a national center, and since it was, moreover, the abode of 
the ark, it was considered to be the site of the revelation of the Divine Presence and hence 
also the preferred place for prayer. To it, the individual Israelite would direct his 
supplications even from afar, in the belief that a person’s prayer would reach it even from 
the most remote places. There the people would gather in times of distress, when the 
priests would weep “between the vestibule and the altar.” 

The growth of the Temple's importance as a religious center was bound up in large 
measure with the struggle against the high places, which appears to have become 
intensified in Judah with the political breach in the nation after the death of Solomon. 
During the reign of the dynasty of Omri the practice of idolatry gained ground in Israel, 
even as it did in Judah in the days of Athaliah. By the very nature of things, idolatrous 
practices were concentrated especially in localities not subject to official supervision, that 
is, at the local high places. This brought about a sharpening of the conflict, which, in turn, 
led to an increased emphasis upon the special significance of the Temple in Jerusalem, 
and, ultimately in the reign of Hezekiah and Josiah, to the prohibition of the use of the 
high places and to the centralization of worship in the Temple. 
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I Maccabees Chapter 4 
 

36 Then said Judas and his brothers, “Behold, our enemies are crushed; let us go up to 
cleanse and dedicate the sanctuary.”  37 So all army assembled and they went up to Mount 
Zion.  38 And when they saw the sanctuary desolate, the altar profaned, and the gates 
burned.  In the courts they saw bushes sprung up as in a thicket, or as on one of the 
mountains.  They saw also the chambers of the priests in ruins.  39 They rent their clothes, 
and mourned with great lamentation, and sprinkled themselves with ashes.  40 They fell 
face down on the ground, and sounded the signal on the trumpets, and cried out to 
Heaven.  41 Then Judas appointed certain men to fight against those in the citadel, until he 
had cleansed the sanctuary.  42 He chose blameless priests devoted to the law, 43 and they 
cleansed the sanctuary and removed the defiled stones to an unclean place.  44 They 
deliberated what to do about the altar of burnt offerings, which had been profaned.  45 
And they thought it best to tear it down, lest it should bring reproach upon them, for the 
Gentiles had defiled it.  So they tore down the altar, 46 and stored the stones in a 
convenient place on the temple hill until there should come a prophet to tell what to do 
with them.  47 Then they took whole stones, as the law directs, and built a new altar like 
the former one.  48 They also rebuilt the sanctuary and the interior of the temple, and 
consecrated the courts.  49 They made new holy vessels, and brought the lampstand, the 
altar of incense, and the table into the Temple.  50 Then they burned incense on the altar 
and lighted the lamps on the lampstand, and these gave light in the temple.  51 They 
placed the bread on the table and hung up curtains.  Thus they finished all the work they 
had undertaken.  52 Early in the morning on the twenty-fifth day of the ninth month, 
which is called the month Kislev, in the one hundred and forty-eighth year, 53 they rose 
and offered sacrifice, as the law directs, on the new altar of burnt offerings which they 
had built.  54 At the very season and on the very day that the Gentiles had profaned it, it 
was dedicated with songs, and harps, and lutes, and cymbals.  55 All the people fell on 
their faces and worshipped and blessed Heaven, who had given them good success.  56 So 
they celebrated the dedication of the altar for eight days, and offered burnt offerings with 
gladness; they offered a sacrifice of deliverance and praise.  57 They decorated the front 
of the temple with golden crowns and small shields; they restored the gates and the 
chambers for the priests, and furnished them with doors.  58 There was very great 
gladness among the people, and the reproach of the Gentiles was removed.  59 Then Judas 
and his brothers and all the assembly of Israel determined that every year at that season 
the days of dedication of the altar should be observed with gladness and joy for eight 
days, beginning with the twenty-fifth day of the month of Kislev.  60 At that time they 
fortified Mount Zion with high walls and strong towers round about, to keep the Gentiles 
from coming and trampling them down as they had done before.   
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Unit 3 Lesson 4 – The Synagogue Part 1 - Scripted Lesson 
 

This lesson is focused on the transition from the Temple to the Synagogue, physically 
(the space) and ritually (sacrifices to Torah study).  The students will have an opportunity 
to explore how the Temple was replaced by the Synagogue and how the Temple is 
represented in the ritual objects of the Synagogue. 
 
Objectives – At the end of this lesson, students will be able to: 
• Explain how the Synagogue replaced the Temple as the primary Jewish sacred space. 
• Compare and contrast how the Synagogue is similar to and different from the Temple. 
• Compose a description of their relationship to the Torah and Reform Judaism’s 

relationship to the Torah as described by the Reform Platforms. 
 
TIME ACTIVITY 
5 minutes Set Induction 
20 minutes Torah Exploration 
15 minutes Whole Group Discussion 
15 minutes Reform Judaism and Torah 
5 minutes Closure 
 
Set Induction 
The lesson will begin with the teacher taking the students to the sanctuary of the 
Synagogue.  Ask students, how does a room become a sanctuary? Depending on the 
students answers, explain that a room becomes a sanctuary when a holy text is brought 
into it, in the case of the Synagogue it is the Torah (the scroll and the printed editions).  
Explain that today the students will be learning about how the Torah became an 
important ritual object of the Synagogue. 
 
Torah Exploration19  
Students will look at the decorations of the Torah and the ark and analyze them using the 
accompanying worksheets20.  If the Torah(s) in the ark of the synagogue are not “all 
dressed up,” the students can use the pictures attached for analysis21 (attached).  When 
the students are finished exploring, review the images and motifs that they found that are 
adapted from the Priestly dress and the Temple and the ones that many have been 
adopted from somewhere else.  Further questions for discussion: 
• How does the Torah’s presence change the sense of the space? 

                                                 
19 Alternatively, the lesson could utilize a Jewish museum, which usually will display various Torah 
decorations.  The Council of American Jewish Museums has a directory of Jewish museums in the US. 
http://www2.jewishculture.org/cultural_services/museums/cajm/directory/ or (303) 871-3015. 
20 Adapted from materials created by the MUSE (Museum Utilization for Student Education) project of 
RHSOE and the Skirball museum, c. 1980.  Artwork by Abby Kantor. 
21 Van Deem, Susan and Rabbi Marc Berkson.  The Synagogue: House of the Jewish People.  Springfield, 
NJ: Behrman House, 1999, pp 56-57. 
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The Torah gives us guidelines for how to behave and the Torah serves as a reminder 
of how we should behave in this space, we should speak modestly and relate with 
other individuals with respect, the space becomes holy and Jewish 

• If the Torah(s) in the synagogue is not “all dressed up”, why might the Torah in our 
synagogue not contain all or some of the decorations in the pictures? 
The synagogue did not want to relate the Torah to be seen as relating to the Temple, 
not enough money, not necessary to decorate the Torah 

 
Whole Group Discussion 
Explain to the students that in the previous lesson they learned about the Temple, the 
ultimate sacred space of the Israelites and Jews.  Today, they will learn about the 
transition from the Temple to the Synagogue.  Students will take turns reading the story 
of the rabbis and Yochanan ben Zakkai responding to the destruction of the Temple.  
(From The History of the Jewish People: A Story of Tradition and Change by Jonathan 
Krasner and Jonathan Sarna, Berhman House, pp. 43-44, 46, attached) 
Discussion questions: 
• How did the rabbis respond to the destruction of the Temple? 

Tried to be hopeful, created a new way for Jews to worship God, adopted new 
practices 

• How is the synagogue similar to the Temple?  How is it different? 
Similar – a communal worship space, rituals take/took place within both,  
Different – don’t sacrifice animals in the synagogue, synagogues hold religious 
school and adult education programs, leaders of synagogue are rabbis but leaders of 
the Temple were priests, only one Temple but many Synagogues all over the world,  

• If you were in the position of Yochanan ben Zakkai, how would you have responded 
to the destruction of the Temple?  How might you have adapted Judaism to ensure its 
survival? 

 
Reform Judaism and Torah 
Explain that so far the students have learned about how the Torah is physically a ritual 
object of the Synagogue.  Now the students will explore the words of the Torah, not as a 
physical ritual object but rather as a spiritual ritual object that can guide their lives.  
Students will reread and reexamine the 4 Reform Platforms as they relate to the Torah 
(part of an activity in Unit 1 Lesson 3) (sourcesheet attached).  For each of the platforms, 
they will use the following questions to guide their analysis: 
• How does the platform define “Torah”? 
• Which parts of the Torah does the platform include?  Exclude? 
• Based on the platform’s view of the Torah, what actions might we perform? 
 
Questions for after reviewing all of the platforms (meant as a review and for deepening 
the conversation from Unit 1 Lesson 3): 
• How are the platforms similar?  How are they different? 
• What might account for the development of the ideas? 
• Which platform most closely represents your relationship with the Torah? 
• How might you adapt one of these platforms to more closely represent your 

relationship with the Torah? 
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Wrap-Up 
We cannot carry a Torah with us everywhere but what can we bring with us to create 
sacred space wherever we go? 

Pocket Bible, mezuzah, excerpts from the Torah, jewelry like a necklace with Magen 
David (any of the ritual objects that students explored in the first lesson).  We can 
behave in accordance to the Torah and our actions can make the space holy. 
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Torah Exploration 
 

Many objects are used to decorate the Torah and the Ark (Aron Kodesh).  Look closely at 
these objects, and make a list of the different images and motifs that appear on them. 
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Torah Exploration continued… 
 
Now look at the sketch of the Temple and the High Priest, on the following pages.  How 
many of the motifs and images that you found can be traced to the time of Solomon’s 
Temple? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Why do you think that many of these images have been preserved as traditional Jewish 
symbols?  What is the significance of the fact that the Torah is decorated with these 
symbols? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Now think about the images and motifs on your list that do not refer back to the Temple: 
 Which of these are familiar to you as universal symbols? 
 
 
 
 
 Which are familiar to you as Jewish national or cultural symbols? 
 
 
 
 
 Which images or motifs do not fall into any of the above categories? 
 
 
 
 
How does decorating the Torah or the Ark with each of these symbols add to our concept 
of or appreciation for the Torah? 
 
 
 
Are there any images or motifs that surprise you? 
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Unit 3 Lesson 5 – The Synagogue Part 2 
 

Previously, the students were exposed to history and background of how the Synagogue became a Jewish, 
holy space and the objects within it that make it as such.  In this lesson, students will have the opportunity 
to explore how the sanctity of the Synagogue is maintained: through the activities that take place inside 
the Synagogue and the activities that are promoted by Synagogue but may take place outside of it. 
 
Objectives – At the end of this lesson, students will be able to: 
• Identify the three functions of the Synagogue (Beit Tefillah – House of Prayer, Beit Midrash – House 

of Study, Beit Knesset – House of Assembly) 
• Analyze which parts of their Synagogue fall into the categories of Beit Tefillah, Beit Midrash and Beit 

Knesset. 
• Evaluate if their Synagogue fully functions as a Beit Tefillah, Beit Midrash and Beit Knesset. 
• Compare and contrast the functions of the Synagogue to the functions of the Temple. 
 
Suggested Learning Activity 
Explain that since the destruction of the Temple, the Synagogue’s functions have developed overtime.  
Present the three categories of Beit Tefillah – House of Prayer, Beit Midrash – House of Study, Beit 
Knesset – House of Assembly. 
 
Students will be divided into 3 groups and each group will be assigned one function of the Synagogue.  
Each group will take a tour of their Synagogue, review the posters on the walls, flyers, pictures, the 
Synagogue bulletin and any other artifacts on the premises.  Each group will analyze the resources and see 
how their function of the Synagogue is reflected in these Synagogue artifacts.  They will identify ritual 
objects that fall into the particular function of the Synagogue.  Then they will evaluate if their Synagogue 
fully reflects that function to the extent possible.  If it does not, the group will propose ways to improve 
the Synagogue culture and programming so that it reflects that function of the Synagogue more fully.  
They can adapt activities/artifacts that already exist or adopt new ones. 
 
The groups may use the same artifacts and/or ritual objects but that is fine as long as they can describe 
how that artifact/ritual object falls into that specific category. 
 
Attached is a sample of how one Synagogue’s practices reflect the three functions of a Synagogue. 
 
Each group will present its findings to the rest of the group.  The groups can submit in writing their 
proposals, of how to improve the Synagogue so that it reflects the 3 major functions, to the board of 
directors or one of the subcommittees of the Synagogue, depending on the Synagogue structure. 
 
Possible Discussion Questions after the presentations (relating this lesson to lesson 3 of this unit): 
• How are the functions of the modern synagogue similar and different to the functions of the Temple? 
 



Three Major Functions of a Synagogue22

 
 

 
 

As a Bet Tefilah, a house of prayer, Temple Judea serves as a spiritual beacon, welcoming us for our 
celebrations, consoling us at times of sadness, and allowing us to pause in our hectic lives for the 
moments of reflection that Shabbat and the holidays can bring. 

 
 

As a Bet Midrash, Temple Judea is truly a place for learning. We are a learning community through our 
fine schools which serve toddlers through high schoolers. We are also a learning community of adults, 
concerned about searching our tradition to finding meaning in our lives.  

 
 
As a Bet Knesset, a community center, we reach inward to ensure that we are meeting the social, spiritual 
and communal needs of our members. From our youth groups, to our active Havurot and senior programs, 
Temple Judea is always on the move! As members of the larger community, we turn outward and are 
involved with the issues of our city, our nation and our world. 
 

                                                 

 144
22 From Temple Judea, Tarzana, CA.   http://www.templejudea.com/readmore.php?bridge_id=33&id=444

http://www.templejudea.com/readmore.php?bridge_id=33&id=444
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Unit 3 Lesson 6 – Mikvah 
 
The space unit culminates in the exploration of the Mikvah, a holy space that the students are probably 
less familiar with.  In this lesson, the students will explore what makes this a holy space, what activities 
maintain the holiness of the space and the traditional and contemporary reasons why someone might use 
the mikvah. 

 
Objectives – At the end of this lesson, students will be able to: 
• Explain the traditional sources for ritual immersion in the mikvah. 
• Explain how immersing in the mikvah can be a spiritual experience. 
• Evaluate if they would adopt/adapt the ritual immersion in a mikvah and be able to create 

meditations/readings to accompany that immersion. 
 
Suggested Learning Activities 
Brainstorm 
Ask students to think about the concept of water.  On the board, make a list of all of the things students 
associate water with.  Hopefully someone will mention “showering/bathing/cleaning”.  Explain that we 
often use water to clean our selves physically, but water can also be used to spiritually cleanse ourselves.  
Ask students to share stories of when they have interacted with water for a spiritual purpose, not for 
physical reasons.  Possible Examples: take a bath to relax one’s mind, jump into a natural spring to feel 
refreshed, while scuba diving watching the multi-colored fish created a sense of awe.  Explain that today 
we will be learning about a Jewish ritual that involves using water to spiritually cleanse ourselves. 
 
Small Groups 
Provide students with excerpts of the chapter, “Mikvah” by Debra Nussbaum Cohen23 pp 195-197 and 
Mikvah article from the Encyclopaedia Judaica (attached).  Students will read these excerpts and be able 
to answer the following questions: 
• What makes a mikvah a holy space? 
• What are some of the traditional uses for the mikvah? 
• What are some of the contemporary uses of the mikvah? 
• What are the requirements of a mikvah? 
• Why might a person ritually immerse in the mikvah? 
Review the answers to these questions as a whole group. 
 
Main points : 
• Traditional uses of the Mikvah: after touching dead body, women after menstruation or childbirth, 

bride/groom before a wedding, prior to conversion, men before Shabbat/Yom Kippur, new utensils 
• Contemporary uses of the Mikvah: after a traumatic incident, after healing from an illness, for 

celebrating a joyous occasion such as getting a new job, before a bar or bat mitzvah, after a life 
transition such as divorce, ending a relationship, loosing a loved one. 

• Requirements of the Mikvah: natural spring water, the dimensions, having an attendant “check” the 
person before immersion 

• Immersion in the mikvah is not about physical cleanliness, but rather about spiritual purity.  It is a 
way to use nature (water) to separate between different kinds of experiences.  Water has a healing 
quality to it and immersion in the mikvah can help someone through the process of healing. 

 
23 in Olitzky, Rabbi Kerry M. and Rabbi Daniel Judson.  The Rituals & Practices of a Jewish Life: A Handbook for Personal 
Spiritual Renewal, Woodstock, VT: Jewish Lights Publishing, 2002. 
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Same-Gender Groups 
Divide the students into 2 groups, boys and girls.  It would be helpful to have a teacher of both genders 
for this day and to guide each group.  In each group, students will read a section of the chapter by Debra 
Nussbaum Cohen.  Boys: “Men and Mikvah” pages 206-208, Girls: pages 197-203.  Both groups will 
analyze the accounts of the immersion and discuss how the immersion was a source of spiritual cleansing.  
The students will then brainstorm other occasions that may warrant an immersion in the mikvah and 
discuss if they would adopt/adapt the ritual immersion into a mikvah.  Then students will create 
meditations/readings/rituals to accompany the immersion in the mikvah (for an occasion they just 
brainstormed) to add meaning to the immersion. 
 

Memorable Moment 
Field Trip  
If there is a mikvah in the area, arrange a field trip for the students to see an actual mikvah.  The mikvah 
attendant can explain the process by which people get ready for their immersion and why people come to 
that mikvah for immersion.   
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Unit 4 – Sanctifying Ourselves 

Overview 
 
The purpose of this unit is to enable the learners to think about and explore how they can sanctify 
themselves and their bodies.  The learners have already explored sanctifying time and space and should be 
able to think about something more closer and personal to them.  Although the activity of journaling is 
suggested only in lesson 3, it may be beneficial to include it in all of the lessons.  This can give the 
learners an opportunity to reflect individually about their learning that day and how they might apply that 
learning to their lives.   
 
Enduring Understandings: 
• As Jews acculturate to living in America, Reform Jews renew their tenets and practices in an attempt 

to sanctify themselves and their bodies, expressing greater intellectual and psychological comfort with 
Jewish tradition. 

• Engagement in an ongoing dialogue with the sources of our tradition about how we can sanctify 
ourselves and our bodies infuses our lives with קְדֻשָה (holiness). 

• Ritual and Jewish sacred practices can enable us to infuse our lives with holiness and meaning. 
 
Goals: 
• To encourage students to reflect on one’s Jewish identity. 
• To teach the concept of being created B’tzelem Elohim (in the image of God). 
• To demonstrate how being created in the image of God means that we need to take care of ourselves 

and our bodies. 
• To inspire students to make choices based on Jewish values, when deciding how to clothe, eat and 

respond to drugs and alcohol. 
• To convince students that it is important to take care of ourselves and our bodies. 
• To teach Jewish perspectives on taking care of the body. 
 
Essential Questions: 
• What does it mean to be created B’tzelem Elohim (in the image of God)? 
• How can I take care of myself and my body? 
• Why is it important for me to take care of myself and my body? 
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Unit 4 Lesson 1 – Created in the Image of God 
 
The purpose of this lesson is to introduce the concept of being created B’tzelem Elohim – in the image of 
God.  Since we are created in the image of God, there is holiness and sanctity in the human body.24  This 
concept can help us think about how we should treat ourselves and our bodies.  The way we feel about 
ourselves and our actions concerning our bodies can make us feel more holy and connected to God.  In the 
subsequent lessons of this unit, the learners will be able to explore rituals, Jewish practices and values 
which they will be able to adopt or adopt. 
 
Objectives – At the end of this lesson, students will be able to: 
• Explain the concept of B’tzelem Elohim. 
• Explain how human beings, who are created B’tzelem Elohim, are different from other creatures. 
• Create verses to a song or a poem, describing their own understanding of B’tzelem Elohim. 
 
Suggested Learning Activities 
Text Study 
As a whole class, students will study Genesis 1:26-18 using the attached sourcesheet25.  Discuss questions 
1-4.  (Question 5 will be used at the end of the lesson.)  Explain that human beings are created in the 
image of God while other creatures are not described as such.  This implies that there is something special 
about human beings and that God can be manifested in the world through human beings.  This is in sharp 
contrast to ancient Near East traditions where only kings represented the divine.26

 
Being Created in the Image of God through song. 
The students may be familiar with the song B’tzelem Elohim by Dan Nichols.  Attached is the songsheet 
for the song.  If any of the students are guitar players, you can ask them to play it while the class sings 
along or you can play the song from Be Strong CD or an online website 
http://www.ruachcd.com/music/5761/btzelem_elohim.htm.  After the students have listened and/or sang 
the song, compare the lyrics of the song to the verses in Genesis which they have previously studied.  
How do the lyrics reflect the ideas from Genesis 1:26-28?  What new ideas does the song introduce about 
being created in the image of God? 

“I love the idea that each of us has something beautiful and divine inside of us, and when we share 
the very best part of ourselves with each other, that’s when God happens.” – Dan Nichols27

 
After the students have analyzed the song, invite them to write additional verses to this song or to 
compose their own song or poem about what they think it means to be created in the image of God.  
Students may work individually or in pairs. 
 
Students may present their creations and/or share a brief summary and the work should be put on display 
in the classroom. 
 

                                                 
24 Dreskin, William and Kyla Epstein Schneider, “Whose Body is it, Anyway?” in Teaching About God and Spirituality.  
Denver, CO: ARE Publishing, Inc, 2002, pg 352. 
25 Adapted from Dreskin, William and Kyla Epstein Schneider, “Whose Body is it, Anyway?” in Teaching About God and 
Spirituality.  Denver, CO: ARE Publishing, Inc, 2002, pg 352. 
26 Eskenazi, Tamara Cohn ed. The Torah: A Women’s Torah Commentary.  New York, NY: URJ Press, 2008. pg. 8. 
27 http://www.ruachcd.com/music/5761/btzelem_elohim.htm

http://www.ruachcd.com/music/5761/btzelem_elohim.htm
http://www.ruachcd.com/music/5761/btzelem_elohim.htm
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Transition to the Rest of the Unit 
Return to Question 5 from the Genesis text.  Generate a list of answers on the board.  Then read the text 
from Leviticus Rabbah which is attached.  How does Hillel understand the concept of being created in the 
image of God? 
Explain that in this unit, based on the concept that we are created in the image of God, students will be 
looking at different ways we can sanctify our bodies. 
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Created in the Image of God 
 

Genesis 1:26-28 
 בְּצַלְמֵנוּ כִּדְמוּתֵנוּ וְיִרְדּוּ בִדְגַת הַיָּם וּבְעוֹף הַשָּׁמַיִם וּבַבְּהֵמָה וַיֹּאמֶר אֱלֹהִים נַעֲשֶׂה אָדָם כו

 בְּצֶלֶם וַיִּבְרָא אֱלֹהִים  אֶת־הָאָדָם בְּצַלְמוֹ כז: וּבְכָל־הָאָרֶץ וּבְכָל־הָרֶמֶשׂ הָרֹמֵשׂ עַל־הָאָרֶץ
יְבָרֶךְ אֹתָם אֱלֹהִים וַיֹּאמֶר לָהֶם אֱלֹהִים וַ  כח: בָּרָא אֹתוֹ זָכָר וּנְקֵבָה בָּרָא אֹתָםאֱלֹהִים

פְּרוּ וּרְבוּ וּמִלְאוּ אֶת־הָאָרֶץ וְכִבְשֻׁהָ וּרְדוּ בִּדְגַת הַיָּם וּבְעוֹף הַשָּׁמַיִם וּבְכָל־חַיָּה הָרֹמֶשֶׂת 
:עַל־הָאָרֶץ

 
God now said, “Let us make human beings in our image, after our likeness; and let them hold sway over 
the fish of the sea and the birds of the sky, over the beasts, over all the earth, over all that creeps upon the 
earth.”  So God created the human beings, in [the divine] image, creating [them] in the image of God, 
creating them male and female.  God then blessed them, and God said to them, “Be fruitful and multiply; 
fill the earth and tame it; hold sway over the fish of the sea and the birds of the sky, and over every animal 
that creeps on the earth.” 
1. What does it mean to be created in the image of God, B’tzelem Elohim ? 

 
 

2. What is the image of God, Tzelem Elohim? 
 
 

3. God speaks in the plural when referring to the creation of human beings: “our image”, “our 
likeness”.  Why? 

 
 

4. How is being created in the image/likeness of God different from the creation of other creatures?  
How are human beings different from other creatures? 

 
 

5. What are the implications of being created B’tzelem Elohim (the image of God)? 
 
Leviticus Rabbah 34:3 
Once when the sage Hillel had finished a lesson with his pupils, he proceeded to walk along with them. 
“Master,” they asked, “where are you going?” 
“To perform a religious duty (a mitzvah),” he answered. 
“Which duty is that?” 
“To bath in the bathhouse.” 
“Is that a religious duty?” they asked. 
“Yes!  Somebody, appointed to scour and was the statues of the king that stand in the theatres and 
circuses, is paid for the work, and is even associated with the nobility,” he answered.  “Since that is so, 
how much more should I, who am created in the image and likeness of God, scour and wash myself?  As 
it is written, “In the image of God, did God make humankind’” (Genesis 9:6). 
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Unit 4 Lesson 2 – Sanctifying Ourselves by What We Wear 
 
This lesson introduces the first way that we can sanctify our bodies: through our dress and appearance.  
The students will explore some traditional ways that Jews have looked  at how the way someone dressed 
affects other people   They will then be able to create their own lists of how we should dress, based upon 
the idea that we are created B’tzelem Elohim and based upon a particular setting. 
 
Objectives – At the end of this lesson, students will be able to: 
• Explain the situations in which a man should not recite the Shema. 
• Analyze what kinds of messages one’s dress and appearance sends. 
• Create their own “best dressed list”, based upon the concept of being created B’tzelem Elohim and 

applicable to a particular setting. 
 
Suggested Learning Activities 
Text Study – How our dress may affect others 
This text is the source of the traditional point of view that women must dress modestly (cover their knees 
and elbows), cover their hair and not sing during services so that men will not be distracted by their 
beauty and not be able to concentrate on their prayers.  Often these restrictions have been applied to 
situations outside of prayer.  This text study should be done as a whole group.  At the end of the 
discussion, make a list on the board of the messages the students want to send to other people through 
their dress and appearance.  (Different students may respond with messages that others might struggle 
with, such as “attracting attention”.  It is important to keep in mind that there are times and places for this 
and it depends on our own comfort levels.) 
Big Ideas 
• The rabbis are worried about a man being distracted while reciting the Shema because the Shema 

requires special kavanah (intention).  The rabbis are worried that the nakedness of a woman would 
distract the man from being able to pay attention to the words of the Shema, thus not fulfilling his 
obligation (mitzvah) of reciting it. 

 
Magazine Exploration 
Give students a variety of modern magazines.  Students will examine the magazines and analyze what 
kinds of messages the people are sending, based on the clothes they wear. 
 
Jewish Best Dressed List28

In small groups, students will review the Jewish Best Dressed List by Maurice Lamm and answer the 
discussion questions.  Then they will compose their own Jewish Best Dressed List, adapting or adopting 
from Lamm’s list.  Each small group will be given a different setting: school, home, at work, at the 
synagogue, on a date.  Each group will present its list and explain how it embodies the concept of being 
created in the image of God. 
 

 
28 Adapted from Isaacson, Rachel.  Looks, Love and Life.  Curriculum Guide, Hebrew Union College, Los Angeles, 2007, p 59. 
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How Our Dress May Affect Others 
 
Talmud Brachot 24a 
The sages are discussing when the Shema may not be recited. 
Rabbi Yithak said, “A handbreadth (width of a clenched fist) of exposed skin in a woman is considered 
nakedness.”  Regarding what?  If you say that it is regarding gazing at a woman, this cannot be.  For Rav 
Sheshet has said, “Why did scripture list the outer jewelry with the inner jewelry?”  To teach that whoever 
even gazes at the little finger of a woman is like one who has gazed at her nakedness.  Rather, it must be 
in reference to one’s wife and the recital of the Shema. 
 
Rav Chisda said, “The exposed thigh of a woman is considered nakedness, as it is stated, ‘expose a thigh 
and cross rivers’ (Isaiah 47:2) and it is written in the next verse, ‘Your nakedness will be exposed and also 
your embarrassment will be seen.’” 
 
Shmuel said, “The voice (referring to singing and not to speaking) of a woman is considered nakedness as 
it is stated, “for your voice is sweet and your appearance comely’ (Song of Songs 2:14).” 
 
Rav Sheshet said, “The hair of a woman is considered nakedness, as it is stated, ‘your hair is like a flock 
of goats’ (Song of Songs 4:1).” 
 
Discussion Questions 
1. What are the four situations in which a man should not recite the Shema? 
 
2. What about each of these situations leads the rabbis to say that a man should not recite the Shema in 

these instances? 
 
3. What are the rabbis worried about? 
 
4. Since we are Reform Jews and we are egalitarian, how would we apply these four situations to men’s 

dress and appearance when women are praying? 
 
5. What messages do our dress and appearance send to other people? 
 
6. What messages do we want to send to other people through our dress and appearance? 
 
7. Given that we are created B’tzelem Elohim (in the image of God), how might this affect how we dress 

and present ourselves? 
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Jewish Best Dressed List29

By Maurice Lamm 
 
1. Dress with modesty.  Never dress to expose your body or to stimulate or arouse the opposite sex. 
2. Dress with dignity.  Be understated, not obstentatious. 
3. Dress discreetly.  Let your actions speak loudly than your clothes.  Gaudy is not Godly. 
4. Dress appropriately.  Be guided by the place and the occasion, not merely by whim… honor 

special events with special clothing. 
5. Do not dress to make others feel inferior.  Be proud of what you wear, but not so proud ad to want 

to outshine others, especially the less fortunate. 
6. Do not dress shabbily.  There is no virtue in wearing the cheapest clothing you find.  You are what 

you wear. 
7. Do not dress sloppily.  Recognize the difference between casual and sloppy. 
8. Never wear stained clothes.  Let everything you wear reflect the fact that you were created in the 

image of God. 
9. Follow religious guidelines.  Observe the traditions for covering the head.  Do not wear leather 

shoes on Yom Kippur.  Follow the prohibitions in the Torah against not wearing sha’atnez, fabrics 
that mix wool with linen. 

10. Remember Hukkat ha-Goy.  Do not dress to hide the fact that you are Jewish.  You may dress 
stylishly, but not with the express purpose of looking like everyone else. 

 
Discussion Questions 
1. What is your reaction to this list? 
2. Which of these ideas makes sense to you?  Which of these ideas does not make sense to you?  

Why? 
3. Which of these practices might you adopt into your personal dressing habits?  Which of these 

practices might you adapt into your personal dressing habits, so they embody your values? 
 
On the back of this page, write your own Jewish Best Dressed List for the setting that the teacher will give 
you.  While you are crafting the list, think about the previous lesson on being created B’tzelem Elohim (in 
the image of God) and how our dress can sanctify our bodies. 

 
29 Lamm, Maurice.  Living Torah in America: Derekh haTov.  Springfield, NJ: Behrman House Publishing, 1993, pp. 24-25. 
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Unit 4 Lesson 3 – Sanctifying Ourselves Through What We Eat - Scripted Lesson 
 

The purpose of this lesson is to explore how we can sanctify ourselves through the food that we eat.  
Traditionally, Kashrut entails laws about what is forbidden and what is permitted to eat.  Today, we can 
extend the “laws” of kashrut to include what is healthy. 
 
Objectives – At the end of this lesson, students will be able to: 
• Explain traditional and Reform practices of kashrut. 
• Explain at least one reason for observing kashrut and eating healthy. 
• Evaluate if they are satisfied with their current level of observance of kashrut and their current eating 

habits and suggest ways to adapt them or adopt new practices. 
 
TIME ACTIVITY 
5 min Set induction 
20 min Text Study – Kashrut 
25 min Text Study – Judaism and Health 
10 min Journaling 
 
Set Induction 
Ask students to brainstorm why we have laws or boundaries.  Make a list on the board.  Hopefully they 
will say something like, to keep us safe or to tell us what to do and not do, or to set limits.  Explain that 
today they will explore a set of laws or boundaries called kashrut, which teaches us about what is 
permissible and not permissible to eat.  The Jewish dietary laws distinguish Jews from other people and 
are also a way for Jews to sanctify what they put in their bodies, because these laws come from God. 
 
Text Study - Kashrut 
Students will read the article, “Kashrut: Reform Point of View30” in chevruta.   
Guiding Questions: 
• What are the traditional laws of kashrut? 
• What are some Reform ways of observing kashrut? 
• What are some of the reasons one would observe kashrut? 
• Do you observe any of the laws of kashrut? 
• If you do not observe all of the laws of kashrut, is there an aspect of kashrut that you might adopt or 

adapt? 
 
Now that we have studied the traditional laws of kashrut and how some Reform Jews may observe 
kashrut, we will extend what kashrut means. 
 
Text Study – Judaism and Health 
The Judaism and Health sourcesheet (attached) consist of a variety of texts that describe attitudes toward 
healthy behavior.  Post the texts all around the room.  Pass out the worksheet with the questions and ask 
students to walk around the room on their own, read the texts and answer the questions.  At the end ask 
students to share what surprised them about the texts, if they agreed or disagreed with any of the texts and 
what they learned from the texts. 
 

                                                 
30 Gates of Mitzvah: A Guide to the Jewish Life Cycle. Ed. Simeon J. Maslin.  New York, NY: CCAR Press, 1979, pp130-133. 
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Journaling 
Students on their own will respond to the following prompt: 
How do you currently observe kashrut, if at all?  Are there any aspects of kashrut that you might 
adopt/adapt into your eating habits?  How healthy do you think your current eating habits are?  Based on 
the Jewish texts you studied today and your general knowledge of health, what practices might you adopt 
or adapt to make your eating habits more healthy? 
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Judaism and Health31 - Texts 

Text #1 
If you find honey, eat only what you need.  Otherwise, you’ll overdo it, and throw it up. 
Proverbs 25:16 
 
Text #2 
It is forbidden to live in a city that does not have a vegetable garden.  
Palestinian Talmud, Kiddushin 4:12, 66d 
 
Text #3 
Rabbi Yose said, “People may not mortify themselves by fasting, lest they [fall ill and] become a charge 
on the community, which will then have to maintain them.”  Rabbi Judah said in the name of Rav, “What 
is Rabbi Yose’s reason?  Because in saying, ‘And let man become a live soul’ (Genesis 2:7), Scripture 
means: Keep alive the soul I gave you.” Babylonian Talmud, Ta’anit 22b, Tosafot Ta’anit 2:12 
 
Text #4 
If a man would take care of his body as he takes care of the animal he rides on, he would be spared many 
serious ailments.  For you will not find a man who would give too much hay to his animal, but he 
measures it according to its capacity.  However, he himself will eat too much without measure and 
consideration.  Man is very attentive to his animal’s movement and fatigue in order that it should continue 
in a sate of health and not get sick, but he is not attentive to his own body… 
 
We should eat only when justified by a feeling of hunger, when the stomach is clear and the mouth 
possesses sufficient saliva.  Then we are really hungry.  We must not drink water unless we are truly 
justified by thirst.  This means that if we feel hungry or thirsty we should wait a little, as occasionally we 
are led to feel so by a deceptive hunger and deceptive thirst. Maimonides, Mishneh Torah, Hilchot De’ot 
4. 
 
Text #5 
If your custom is to take walks, you should intend it for the sake of heaven—in order to be healthy for the 
service of God.  Your thought should be that you are exercising so that your mind will be relaxed and 
vigorous, so that you will see how to act in all your affairs as is proper.  Avodah ha-kodesh, Moreh 
b’Etzba, 3-123 as quoted by Yitzchak Buxbaum in Jewish Spiritual Practices, pg. 654) 
 
Text #6 
Judaism does not despise the carnal.  It does not urge us to desert the flesh but to control and to counsel it; 
to please the natural needs of the flesh so that the spirit should not be molested by unnatural frustrations… 
Judaism teaches us how  even the gratification of animal needs can be an act of sanctification. 
Abraham Joshua Heschel, Man Is Not Alone, pg 263. 

 
31 Adapted from Freeman, Susan.  Teaching Jewish Virtues: Sacred Sources and Arts Activities.  Denver, CO: ARE Publishing, 
1999, pp 271-274 and Freeman, Susan.  Teaching Hot Topics: Jewish Values, Resources and Activities.  Denver, CO: ARE 
Publishing, 2003, p 90. 
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Judaism and Health32 - Questions 
 
Text #1 
1. What specific warning is given regarding overdoing it? 
 
 
 
2. What are the more general implications—that is, is there a greater principle hinted at? 
 
 
 
3. What are other ways that we “overdo it” in our society today? 
 
 
 
Text #2 
1. What is the Jewish argument for eating your vegetables? 
 
 
 
2. According to the Talmud, besides having a vegetable garden, the city in which you live should have a 

physician.  What else do you think a city should have to be considered one that supports good health? 
 
 
 
Text #3 
1. What kinds of practices is Rabbi Yose warning against? 
 
 
 
2. How could endangering your own health harm others as well? 
 
 
 
3. What are some examples, besides excessive fasting? 
 
 
 
4. How does God want us to treat our souls? 
 
 

 
32 Adapted from Freeman, Susan.  Teaching Jewish Virtues: Sacred Sources and Arts Activities.  Denver,  
CO: ARE Publishing, 1999, pp 271-274 and Freeman, Susan.  Teaching Hot Topics: Jewish Values, Resources and Activities.  
Denver, CO: ARE Publishing, 2003, p 90. 
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Text #4 
1. What insight does Maimonides bring to how we treat our animals and ourselves? 
 
 
 
2. What danger is Maimonides warning us against? 
 
 
 
3. What are some advantages and disadvantages of Maimonides’ statement? 
 
 
 
Text #5 
1. What physical, mental, spiritual benefits are there to exercise? 
 
 
 
2. Are you satisfied with your exercise habits? 
 
 
 
3. Are there any adjustments you think you should make? 
 
 
 
Text #6 
1. What is the Jewish attitude toward the body? 
 
 
 
2. Why might we “control” and “counsel” regarding our physical selves? 
 
 
 
3. What might you “control” and “counsel” in the way that you treat your body? 
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Unit 4 Lesson 4 – Sanctifying Ourselves Through Our View on Drugs and Alcohol 
 

The purpose of this lesson is to explore the connection between using drugs and alcohol, Judaism and 
sanctifying our bodies.  Alcohol is very present in Jewish life.  We make Kiddush on Shabbat, holidays 
and other festive occasions, drink 4 cups at the Seder, etc.  But Jewish sources also warn us against 
excessive alcohol use and the consequences of those actions.  Jewish tradition permits the use of drugs, 
for legitimate medical purposes but otherwise they are not permitted because they can injure our physical 
and mental health.33  It may be beneficial to invite a Jewish social worker or psychologist to offer their 
opinions on this topic, professionally and as a Jew. 
 
Objectives – At the end of this lesson, students will be able to: 
• Explain Judaism’s view on drugs and alcohol, based on the sources learned. 
• Identify the benefits and drawbacks of using alcohol and drugs (recreational and medicinal). 
• Apply their knowledge of Judaism’s view on drugs and alcohol to various scenarios. 
 
Suggested Learning Activities 
Self Evaluation 
Students will answer the questions on the accompanying worksheet on their own.  Then they will discuss 
their answers with one other person. 
 
Text Study – Judaism, Drugs and Alcohol34

In small groups, students will study the accompanying sourcesheet which contains a variety of Jewish 
texts on the subject of drugs and alcohol.  Students should answer the questions accompanying each text 
and the culminating questions after studying all of the texts regarding Judaism’s position on drugs and 
alcohol.  Each group may share their conclusions with the rest of the class. 
 
Scenarios 
Based on their knowledge of what Judaism says about drugs and alcohol from the previous activity, 
students will decide how to handle different situations in which a teenager is involved in self-destructive 
behavior.  When students respond, ask them to highlight what is Jewish about their answers.  This can be 
done as a whole group or the class can be divided into small groups, each one receiving a scenario and 
reporting back to the big group how they would handle the situation. 

 
33 Washofsky, Marc.  Jewish Living: A Guide to Contemporary Reform Practice.  New York, NY: UAHC Press, 2001, p 264. 
34 Adapted from Freeman, Susan.  Teaching Hot Topics: Jewish Values, Resources and Activities.  Denver, CO: ARE 
Publishing, 2003, p 89. 
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Self Evaluation35

 
On your own, answer yes or no to the following questions: 

1. Jewish events should only include Kiddush wine. 
2. Too much drinking shows a lack of self-discipline. 
3. Synagogues should not serve alcohol at all. 
4. Adults are being hypocritical when they forbid teenagers to use alcohol and other substances. 
5. Prescription drugs are no different than illegal drugs. 
6. Drugs like Ecstasy are only bad because they are illegal. 
7. Using Marijuana eventually leads to the use of harder drugs. 
8. It’s okay to use drugs or alcohol to make you feel better. 
9. Getting drunk is no big issue as long as you don’t drive. 
10. Drinking and substance abuse should be a matter of personal decision and not a question of law. 

 
Share your answers with the person sitting next to you.  What was similar and different about your 
answers?  What principles or ideas guided the way that you answered the questions?  Did anything 
surprise you as you answered the questions? 

 
35 Oliztky, Kerry M. and Grishaver, Joel Lurie.  Body Ethics: Drugs and Alcohol.  Los Angeles, CA: Torah Aura Productions, 
2002, p.3. as seen in Isaacson, Rachel.  Looks, Love and Life.  Curriculum Guide, Hebrew Union College, Los Angeles, 2007, p 
50. 
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Judaism, Drugs and Alcohol 
 

1. When the wine goes in, intelligence takes its leave.  Wherever there is wine, there is no intelligence.  
Numbers Rabbah 10:8. 

 
2. A drunkard who has become as drunk as Lot- his judgment is like that on an idiot.  Shulchan Aruch, 

Yoreh Deah 1:8. 
• What is a consequence of consuming alcohol? 
• Do you agree with these texts?  Why or why not? 
• Have you ever experienced a similar situation in real life? If yes, please explain. 

 
3. The benefits of wine are many if it is taken in the proper amount, as it keeps the body in a healthy 

condition and cures many illnesses.  But the knowledge of its consumption is hidden from the masses.  
What they want is to get drunk, and drunkenness causes harm… 
The small amount that is useful must be taken after the food leaves the stomach.  Young children 
should not come close to it because it hurts them and causes harm to their body and soul.  
Maimonides, The Preservation of Youth 
• What are the benefits and drawbacks of drinking wine? 
• Maimonides suggests that drinking alcohol should be done “in the proper amount”.  What might 

he mean by that? 
• Why might Maimonides make a distinction between what is acceptable for adults and children? 

 
4. Rava said, “One is obligated to be so drunk on Purim so that he does not know the difference between 

the phrases “cursed is Haman” and “blessed is Mordechai.”  Rabbah and Rabbi Zeira had the Purim 
feast together.  They got drunk.  Rabbah arose and slew Rabbi Zeira.  The next day, Rabbah prayed to 
God for mercy and Rabbi Zeira was revived.  The following year, Rabbah asked Rabbi Zeira, “You 
should come so that we can have the Purim feast together.”  Rabbi Zeira answered, “Not every time 
does a miracle occur.” Babylonian Talmud, Megillah 7b 
• What are the rabbis’ attitudes toward drinking alcohol on Purim? 
• What are the dangers of excessive consumption of alcohol? 
• Have you ever experienced a similar situation in real life? If yes, please explain. 

 
5. Do not take drugs because they demand periodic doses and your heart will crave them.  You will also 

lose money.  Even for medicinal purposes, do not take drugs if you can find a different medicine that 
will help.  Rashbam, commentary on Pesachim 113a. 
• Why does Rashbam prohibit using drugs?  What are some consequences of using drugs? 
• Is there a different between drugs used for medicine and drugs used for other purposes?  Please 

explain. 
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6. Judaism does not condemn the use, in moderation, of alcoholic beverages.  On the contrary: the Bible 
speaks in praise of wine as a substance that “gladdens the human heart” (Psalm 104:15).  Wine has 
always played a visibly central role in Jewish religious culture.  This is evident in the fact that the 
tradition ordains special blessings to be recited prior to and following its consumptions, just as it does 
for bread.  The use of wine is required in such ritual practices as Kiddush, the “four cups” at the 
Passover Seder, and the celebration of weddings and berit milah… 

 
 The tradition, as we have seen, permits the use of drugs as long as we do so in service of a legitimate 

medical purpose.  We may administer even the most powerful chemical, provided that: the goal is to 
combat disease or to control pain; that the chemicals are prescribed by physicians following protocols 
established and accepted by the medical profession and by the law; and that the drugs are taken under 
careful supervision of qualified medical personnel.  Outside of those strict limitations, the taking of 
drugs is forbidden because they are injurious to physical and mental health.  Judaism does not 
countenance (tolerate) the use of drugs for recreation, nor does it recognize any religious value gained 
from the “expansion of consciousness” by chemical means.  These substances should be avoided, and 
we should do our utmost to see to it that those addicted to them are given the assistance they need to 
break that dependency.   
Washofsky, Marc.  Jewish Living: A Guide to Contemporary Reform Practice.  New York, NY: 
UAHC Press, 2001, pp 263-264. 
• What role does alcohol play in Jewish rituals? 
• According to Marc Washofsky, what is Judaism’s position on the use of drugs for medical 

purposes?  For recreational purposes? 
 
After looking at all of these texts, please answer the following questions: 
• How would you summarize the “Jewish position” on drugs and alcohol? 
• In what ways do the texts reflect a permissive viewpoint? A restrictive viewpoint? 
• What are the “gray areas”? 
• How are our attitude towards the use of drugs and alcohol related to our ability to sanctify our bodies? 
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Scenarios 
 

Absolut Confrontation36

Joan is seventeen.  She has a friend, Rob, sixteen, whom she believes has a serious drinking problem.  She 
believes that he is drinking just about everyday and may be an alcoholic.  Liquor is hidden all over his 
room, and he is always finding ways to buy more.  Not only is he majorly drunk at every party, but often 
when they talk on the phone at night, it seems that he is drunk.  Joan has talked to Rob about it, and he 
says, “Don’t worry, I can handle my liquor.”  He says, “Just forget about it.  It is not your problem—and 
there is no problem.”  She wants to know if she should do something more.  What should Joan do? 
 
Hebrew School Exile37

Sam is a 12-year-old who was arrested for selling his Ritalin as a recreational drug to friends at his private 
school.  Other parents in the Hebrew school have argued that Sam is a bad influence and house not be 
allowed to remain in Hebrew school.  His parents tell rabbi Shafer that a Torah education can change 
Sam’s messed up values.  Sam does not want to go to Hebrew school but will not have a bar mitzvah if he 
is removed from the school.  He is not a pleasure to teach.  Should Sam be removed from the school to 
protect the other students? 
 
Older Brother38

The older brother of a student you know buys alcohol for a group of underage teens.  On a couple of 
occasions recently, you have seen these teens driving around town, obviously while under the influence of 
alcohol.  What should you do? 
 
Party 
You are at a high-school party with your very good friends and the parents of the host are out of town.  
You are having a great time talking and hanging out with your friends when someone approaches you and 
offers you a beer.  Later someone offers you a shot of vodka.  A few minutes later, someone invites you to 
smoke some marijuana.  Your friends are thinking about consuming these substances and ask you to join 
them.  What do you do? 
 

 
36 Grishaver, Joel Lurie.  You Be the Judge 3.  Los Angeles, CA: Torah Aura Productions, 2004, p. 44. 
37 Grishaver, Joel Lurie.  You Be the Judge 3.  Los Angeles, CA: Torah Aura Productions, 2004, p. 100. 
38 Freeman, Susan.  Teaching Hot Topics: Jewish Values, Resources and Activities.  Denver, CO: ARE Publishing, 2003, p 96. 
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Unit 5 – Culmination 

Overview 
 

This is the culminating unit of the curriculum guide.  The students were introduced to the concept of ritual 
in the first unit.  In this unit, they will explore this concept further, explore new and innovative rituals 
other Jews have developed and then create their own rituals.  Throughout this curriculum guide the 
students have encountered many different Jewish texts, values, ritual and sacred practices.  They have the 
tools now to evaluate rituals and to create their own based on previous knowledge and guidance from the 
teacher and other Jewish professionals in the congregation.  It would be ideal for the students to present 
their new rituals to a real audience, such as parents, the whole school, community Jewish professionals, 
etc.  This would make this project an authentic assessment with an authentic audience which could utilize 
these rituals as a way to add meaning and holiness to their lives. 
 
Understandings: 
• Political, social and intellectual changes in different Jewish communities prompt Jewish 

leaders to adapt and transform Judaism.   
• As Jews acculturate to living in America, Reform Jews renew their tenets, practices, and the 

aesthetics of their worship, expressing greater intellectual and psychological comfort with 
Jewish tradition. 

• Engagement in an ongoing dialogue with the sources of our tradition infuses our lives with 
 .(holiness) קְדֻשָה

• Ritual and Jewish sacred practices can enable us to infuse our lives with holiness and meaning. 
 
Goals: 
• To teach the significance of a ritual in Judaism. 
• To introduce students to new rituals which have been created relatively recently. 
• To demonstrate how rituals can transform a seemingly mundane experience into a sacred and holy 

experience. 
• To inspire students to create new rituals for situations which they think warrant them. 
• To facilitate the students’ design of a rubric for a ritual. 
 
Essential Questions: 
• What constitutes a ritual? 
• How can a ritual add holiness and meaning to our lives? 
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Unit 5 Lesson 1 – What is a ritual? - Scripted Lesson 
 

This lesson is the first lesson of concluding unit.  The students have already explored a variety of rituals 
and Jewish sacred practices.  In this lesson, they will unpack what a Jewish ritual or sacred practice 
consists of, in order to enable them to create their own rituals or sacred practices.   
 
Objectives – At the end of this lesson, students will be able to: 
• Define the word ritual and explain its purpose. 
• Analyze rituals that they are familiar with by identify its different components. 
• Create a rubric for creating new rituals. 
 
TIME ACTIVITY 
10 min Set Induction 
20 min  Components of Ritual 
25 min Creating a Rubric 
5 min Wrap-up 
 
Learning Activities 
Set Induction - What is a ritual? 
Ask students to define the word “ritual”.  Their definitions may include things that they do routinely as a 
habit.  If that is the case, ask them to think about ritual in the Jewish context and what role ritual plays in 
Jewish ceremonies, life cycle events and holiday observances.  (Two articles are attached Creating Jewish 
Ritual 39 and The Spirituality of Ritual40 as a resource and can be given to the students as a resource as 
well).  Write all of the students’ ideas on the board and explain that throughout the year they have been 
learning about different rituals and sacred practice but today they will explore what makes a ritual, a 
ritual. 
 
Components of Ritual 
In chevruta, students will receive 3 articles, Afterword: How to Create a Ritual by Debra Orenstein41, 
Planning a Ritual by RitualWell.org and Old Symbols, New Rituals: Adapting Traditional Symbols, 
Ceremonies and Blessings by Marcia Cohn Spiegel.  Students will read these articles and identify the 
major components a ritual should have.  These can be based on ideas in the articles or additional criteria 
that the students think of.  Then the students should pick a lifecycle event or a holiday observance and 
evaluate which components of a ritual that ritual/lifecycle event has and which it might be missing.  
Students will report their findings to the rest of the class. 
Suggested Questions: 
• What is the purpose of a ritual? 
• What components should a ritual consist of?  (according to the articles and based upon your opinion) 
• Think of a holiday or lifecycle celebration.  Which of the components of a ritual are present?  Is 

anything missing?  What might you add to the ceremony/celebration to enhance it? 
 

                                                 
39 Karlin-Neumann, Patricia.  “Creating Jewish Rituals” in Teching Jewish Life Cycle: Traditions and Activities.  Denver, CO: 
ARE Publishing, Inc, 1997. 
40 Zwerkin, Rabbi Raymond A.  “The Spirituality of Ritual” in Teching Jewish Life Cycle: Traditions and Activities.  Denver, 
CO: ARE Publishing, Inc, 1997. 
41 Orenstein, Debra.  “Afterword: How to Create a Ritual” in Lifecycles: Jewish Women on Life Passages & Personal 
Milestones.  Edited by Rabbi Debra Orenstein.  Woodstock, VT: Jewish Lights Publishing, 1994, Vol 1, pp360-362.  
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Creating a Rubric for a new Ritual 
Explain that the students will have an opportunity to create their own rituals.  As a class brainstorm a 
rubric (set of standards or criteria) for creating a new ritual.  Does it need to have food?  When? Where? 
Who is involved? Frequency? In English, Hebrew or another language?  Does the ritual include a Jewish 
text or a brachah (blessing) or a prayer? Does the ritual needs to have all of these components or only 
some of them?  If only some, which ones are more important?  Are some components more important 
than others?  Are there any ritual objects that might be used?  What is the purpose of the ritual? Etc.  After 
the students have finalized their criteria, the rubric should be typed up and made available to the students 
for the rest of the unit. 

The article, “About Ritual – Planning a Ritual”, offers several criteria for creating a ritual, which 
might start as a jumping off point for a class rubric.  A standard rubric is not included so that they 
class can develop one together as a group, although many suggestions are given in the 
accompanying articles. 

 
Wrap-Up 
Explain that in the next class session students will be able to explore new rituals that have been created in 
the last century and then they will have an opportunity to create their own rituals. 































About ritual42 - Planning a Ritual 

  
Art by Betsy Platkin Teutsch

Ritualwell.org is all about Jewish ritual innovations for holidays and lifecycles as well as new expressions 
of time-honored Jewish customs. We want to encourage you to be creative in making or adapting rituals 
that meet your own personal, religious, and aesthetic requirements. 

Making a ritual your own can involve many dedicated hours of research, writing and compiling, or it can 
involve spending just a little bit of time personalizing something that already exists. But regardless of how 
much time you want to (or can) spend working on your ritual, it is helpful to ask yourself the following 
questions: 

• What is the purpose of the ritual? 
• Is it to make and mark a transition? 
• To honor and celebrate? 
• To enable healing? 
• To strengthen and solidify relationship? 
• To remember? 
• To state beliefs and express hope for the future? 

Your ritual is probably going to accomplish a combination of these purposes. Thinking clearly about 
which of these is most important to you should help you end up with something that achieves your desired 
outcome. 

How to Start  

In LIFECYCLES: Jewish Women on Life Passages & Personal Milestones, Volume 1 (Jewish Lights), 
Rabbi Debra Orenstein suggests thinking about a ritual in three stages—a beginning, middle, and end. In 
the course of the ritual, the person moves out of his or her old stage of life, through a transition, and into 
an after stage. For example, a couple getting married moves from their separate single lives (marked in 
the ceremony by their separation before the wedding/separate tisches (ceremonial tables)/separate 
entrance/mikveh), to joining together in marriage (kiddushin/exchange of rings), to celebrating their new 
status as a married couple (seven blessings, wedding feast). 

While all rituals might not divide so neatly, it is useful to think about the moment of transition. 

• What will happen? 
• Who will witness it? 
• How will they know that it that has happened? 
• What change is taking place? 
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42 http://www.ritualwell.org/ritual/planningaritual/. 

http://www.ritualwell.org/resources/shop/document.2005-12-02.6260387207
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• What will be different after the ritual? 

In my experience, the strongest rituals are those in which something actually happens—for example, an 
exchange of rings, the giving of a name, immersion in a mikveh. 

That "something" can be effected in words; it does not have to be a physical act, though the physical act 
can make it more tangible. Often we are acting out something that has already occurred, play-acting as it 
were—the couple was already a couple before they got married, the baby's name was already chosen.  

Ceremony makes the event official before assembled friends and family and indirectly, before the greater 
community of Israel. If we invest belief in the power of ritual, the ritual itself effects a change in our 
status (by, for example, creating a new family in the people Israel or by entering a baby into the 
covenant). 

Ritual Checklist  

Spend some time reminding yourself of your past experience with ritual. 

• Think about rituals you love and rituals you don't like at all. 
• Think about what both works for you about ritual and what doesn't. 
• Think both in terms of Jewish ritual and more secular ritual. 
• What kind of birthday parties do you like? 
• What is it about Shabbat that makes you feel good and what about it pushes you away? 
• Notice if patterns emerge. 
• Are there certain settings you find more spiritual? 
• Are you a person who likes taking charge and being the center of attention, or not? 
• Is music important to you? 
• What size group feels comfortable and appropriate for the ritual you are contemplating? 

An incomplete list of factors to consider (some of these may seem very important and others less so): 

Setting – Inside/outside, home/synagogue, sitting on floor/pillows/folding chairs, around a table like a 
seder. 

Language – Hebrew/English/other; Who does the talking?; Do you use traditional God-language or 
alternative language? 

Participants – Usually it is the act of witnessing by a community of friends and or family that gives a 
ritual potency. Who is present (or absent) and how big or small a group you gather will affect the nature 
of the ritual and how it will feel for you. Consider the advantages and disadvantages of your different 
options. Consider also how you invite those present to participate (e.g., offering blessings, carrying the 
baby, even saying amen). 

Time – Both when in the day and year to hold it and for how long.  

Documents – Do you want to create a document you will take away from this ceremony like a ketubah 
(wedding contract) or a get (divorce agreement)? Do you want the participants to take something home 
with them? 
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Tzedakah – One way in which our personal joy or sadness can be shared with the community is through 
the giving of tzedakah (charity). There are many creative ways to do this—wedding guests can be invited 
to donate to a cause of the couple's choosing; toys can be collected at a babynaming to give to a children's 
hospital. 

Music/Song – Some kind of music, singing, or chanting is an essential aspect of most ritual. This can be 
done with or without instruments, in any language, or with no words at all. 

Food – Almost every Jewish ritual has food associated with it. Sometimes there are prescribed foods 
(e.g., matzah for Passover, challah for Shabbat, eggs for a funeral) and sometimes just the very sharing of 
a meal is a way in which the community comes together. 

Ritual Symbols – As was indicated above, there are myriad Jewish ritual items that you might want to 
incorporate into your ritual in traditional and non-traditional ways. These elements include different kinds 
of candles, symbolic foods, ritual clothing, and other objects. Use ritualwell's Symbols Tapestry as your 
toolbox for creating your own ceremony. 

Pitfalls to Avoid

Less is more. It is tempting to include every good idea you have in your ritual. This can make for an 
overly long ceremony. Giving the elements you have chosen the time they deserve is more important than 
including everything that could be included. Think about which elements are central; think about the 
movement of the ceremony (the beginning, middle, and end), and keep it short and meaningful. 

Avoid over-explanation. A successful ritual should be relatively self-explanatory, like a work of art. 
While some explanation is probably necessary, think about when and how you explain things. You might 
want to introduce the ritual and explain what you will do before you begin and then go through the ritual 
without interrupting the flow. More explanation could be included at the end or handed out in a written 
program. In general, you will need to strike a balance between helping people understand the ritual and 
letting the ritual flow and speak, as it were, for itself. 

Balance the personal and the communal. A successful ritual is both. If it is too personal it may be 
opaque to the participants and probably others won't be able to reuse it. (This may not matter to you). The 
personal, however, makes the ritual more meaningful for everyone. The personal is what brought you here 
and is at the heart of the matter. So find a balance between your own words and experiences and words of 
the tradition and the community. 

Don't do it alone! Your ritual will be enhanced by planning and talking about it with others. You can get 
help from a rabbi, a teacher, a Jewish librarian, a person or clergy member of another faith, or a friend—
anyone who has a good sense of these things. The very act of talking it through with someone else will 
help you clarify what it is you are trying to do. Others can also help you figure out if your ritual rings true, 
if it makes sense, if it accomplishes what you hope to—in short, if it works. 

Check the ritualwell.org bibliography, which lists both general sources on ritual as well as books and 
links unique to the ritual you are planning. 

Have fun! Be your own wizard! Don't be afraid to make "mistakes"—the people you gathered are there to 
support you. And remember: ritual is one of the most powerful tools we have for facing the chaos and joy 
of life. Use it! 
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Old Symbols, New Rituals: Adapting Traditional Symbols, Ceremonies and Blessings 

By Marcia Cohn Spiegel 

Note: This article was originally published in 1994.

In the last ten years, there has been a growing awareness among women of the importance of life-cycle 
rituals, special celebrations and ceremonies marking important moments in our lives. We have moved 
from creating bat mitzvah rituals and baby-naming ceremonies for our daughters, to celebrating special 
birthdays (30, 40, 50, 60), as well as weaning, menopause, croning and Rosh Hodesh. As we have become 
more comfortable with our ability to create these special moments, some of us have gone on to conceive 
ceremonies for mourning, for healing of pain from disease, divorce or separation, for recovery from rape, 
incest or physical abuse.1

We have invented new ceremonies, created new music and songs, new ways to celebrate. It has been 
important for many of us to make these new observances resonate with a sense of the tradition from which 
they are drawn. We have adapted traditional rituals and infused them with new meaning. We have 
expanded the meaning of traditional blessings. We have dared to write new prayers. We are in truth re-
creating, re-newing, re-vitalizing our lives. 

In this article I will present some ideas to help us make a new ceremony fit the special occasion in our 
lives while still retaining a sense of our heritage as Jewish women and our connection to tradition.  

1. Create a Sacred Space

In the wilderness the Jewish people built a mishkan, a portable sanctuary. Both men and women 
participated in its creation, by weaving fine cloth, making ritual vessels, beautifying the holy place. 
Before we begin our ceremony we must create our own mishkan. Whether at home, in a backyard, a 
beach or a forest, consider how to make the space holy for the time you will be using it. You may want to 
physically create sacred space by forming a circle, delineating the boundaries with ribbons or flowers, 
drape fabric or tallit around to define the area or have women in the circle hold or braid ribbons together. 
Some groups have indicated that the space was holy by washing the feet of guests as they entered 
barefoot, an act that is reminiscent of Abraham washing the feet of the angels. Some groups call up the 
spirits of our foremothers, Sarah, Rebecca, Leah and Rachel, as they face in each direction and create a 
spiritual circle. Flowers, fabrics. music, scents (be careful of people's allergies) are all tools to create your 
mishkan. 

2. Create a Mood

Take the time to make the transition from the outside world to this special moment. Silence or subdued 
background music are helpful. Begin with a song chosen to set the mood you want to create—solemn, 
joyous, exuberant. It is wise to explain at the outset what is about to take place in order to alleviate any 
discomfort that your guests may have in this unfamiliar setting.  

Your ceremony will have at least three parts: the opening, the body of the ritual, and the closing. They 
may be parts of a whole that flow naturally one into the next or totally separate units, connected by 
transitions of music or prayer. You may choose to follow a format similar to a traditional service, 
Havdalah, or even a seder. Consider the amount of time your ceremony will take; the comfort zone seems 
to lie between half an hour or less for a simple ritual to as long as an hour and a half.  
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3. Select Components for the Ritual

The components of your service should be familiar, although you may choose to reinterpret them, present 
them in a new sequence, or create new prayers. The following list includes many familiar aspects drawn 
from ceremonies and services.  

-Candle lighting 
-Kiddush, blessing wine or grape juice. Remember guests who may be alcoholic, allergic or on special 
diets and provide an alternative drink for them. 
-Challah, blessing bread. Find new ways of braiding or decorating it for this event 
-Spices, for their sweet scent, as part of a service of separation based on Havdalah.  
-Hand-washing, as we do at a seder. 
-Foot-washing, as Abraham did for the angels. 
-Planting a tree, a fruit tree or flowering tree, for the future generations particularly appropriate for births, 
birthdays, weddings, healing. 
-Blessing special foods: first fruit of season, ceremonial foods i.e. Passover foods, Tu B'Shvat seder 
-Giving a gift of charity. 
-Making a vow of service or good deeds to the community. 
-Changing a name as Avram and Sarai did when they became Abraham and Sarah. 
-Donning a special garment such as a tallit or changing a garment from one dress to another, i.e. putting 
on a kittel, a white coat given to men for their marriage and worn on Yom Kippur, Passover and later used 
as a shroud (this is very moving in a croning ceremony). 
-Cutting. Tradition says that we "cut a covenant" (the brit or circumcision is such a cutting); some people 
make a vow and cut an apple which when cut across contains a star. 
-Reading, studying and interpreting a text from Torah, classical texts, 
from poetry, literature, women's journals, etc. 
-Chanting from the Torah or other classic text. Try chanting in English as well as Hebrew. 
-Storytelling, one person tells a story, or one person starts the story 
and each person adds a piece to the story. 
-Exchanging gifts or giving gifts 
-Creating amulets 
-Singing, learning new songs 
-Dancing. Remember some of your guests may not be able to dance. 
-Prayers and blessings, both familiar and newly created. Have close friends or family create blessings. 
-Mikveh, immersion in water—hot tub, hot springs, pool, particularly 
useful for any healing ceremony, particularly from abuse, addiction, divorce. In nontraditional settings, 
friends may surround the woman being immersed, hold her, float her, support her. 
-Anointing, use of water or oil —i.e. put some on eyelids, say "I bless your eyes that you may see visions 
of peace," on ears, "I bless your ears that they may hear the sounds of music and of joy," etc. This has 
been very succeccful blessing a woman approaching marriage or childbirth. 
-Guided meditation or guided visualization 
-Silence. Don't be afraid to use silence. It can be very powerful. 

4. Addressing Anger, Pain and Sorrow

Each Jewish holiday has its own special symbols which can be used or adapted. While these ritual acts 
can be used in your ritual, they may prove to be particularly useful for women who are dealing with pain 
from death of a loved one, illness, broken relationships or from emotional, physical or sexual abuse. Some 
women may have bottled up their anger and hurt, fearful of the depth of emotions that they are feeling. A 
simple ceremony which will allow them an opportunity to vent these feelings in a safe, controlled setting, 
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with the close emotional support of a few good friends may be the tool that allows them to begin the 
healing process. I describe just a few possibilities, you will think of others. 

• When the Torah is read, it is customary to say a misheberach, a prayer of healing. 
• During the month of Elul, preceding the High Holidays, we become introspective and look at how 

we may have offended our friends or family and ask their forgiveness. 
• At Rosh Hashonah we symbolically empty our pockets of our sins and cast the debris into the 

water, as we cleanse ourselves for the new year. 
• At the beginning of year we eat apples and honey for their sweetness. 

Before the High Holy days we can perform another symbolic act to rid ourselves of our sins as we 
shlog kaporis. As a child my grandfather would swing a rooster over his head as he recited the 
prayers; we were each given a dime to use instead. 

• During Sukkot we build booths to live in for the week. We welcome our friends and historic 
visitors from the past to share the season. 
On Chanukah we bring light into the darkest season by lighting candles. 

• As we read the story of Esther at Purim, we use noisemakers to drown out the name of the evil 
Haman. Some communities write the name of Haman on their shoes and dance and stomp out his 
name. 

• Preparation for Passover includes a thorough house cleaning, when hametz (food forbidden during 
the holiday) is burned. 
At some Passover seders, drops of wine spilled to represent the plagues are collected and cast out. 
At others, the guests beat each other over the head with scallions. At still others, the participants 
walk around the dinner table, as if they were leaving the land of Egypt. 

• At a funeral, the mourners rip their garments in grief. The tearing of cloth can be very effective.  
• Before a wedding, a plate is broken; during the wedding the groom steps on a glass to break it. 
• Keening, shouting, moaning may be an expression of anger or sorrow. Friends can be supportive 

by participating together. 
• At the close of the Sabbath, Havdalah is performed to separate the holy from the routine. The use 

of spices, candle and wine is a fine way to separate one event from another. 

These acts of burning, tearing, cleaning, casting out, breaking, stamping, cleansing, moving can allow us 
to do symbolically what we would like to do in our own lives. 

5. Ceremonial Objects

The use of ritual objects, garments, or other treasures from family members or friends which have historic 
or nostalgic connections, can add a moving note to any ritual: grandmother's lace tablecloth, grandfather's 
tallit, kiddush cup, candlesticks, locket. Use a huppa, marriage canopy, to stand under for special 
blessings. Use a large tallit to wrap several people in for blessings. Create your own ritual object as part of 
the service: a bowl or cup that the participants can take home, a paper-cut, a blessing written on special 
paper. Just use your imagination. 

6. Questions to Contemplate

For many rituals, it is appropriate to think of answering three questions (three is a good number, seven 
and four are also mystical numbers from tradition to use):  

• What do you want to leave behind? 
• What do you want to remember or take with you from the past?  
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• What do you want to create new for the future?  

You may create new questions, or reframe these. 

7. Putting it All Together

While this list appears to be extensive, it is only a beginning. You can use what seems right to you and to 
those with whom you will do your ritual. In the beginning it is probably best to do only what you are 
comfortable doing, but as you get some practice, you will be moved to stretch yourself and become more 
innovative. Think about dividing your ceremony into three parts, opening with music and blessing, 
moving into the main body of the ritual, closing with blessing and music. In addition to the prayer book, 
look to poetry, songs, and other creative services for your sources. Remember if you put together a written 
service to credit the names of your sources. Good luck.2

Resources and References 
There are many new sources of information about creating rituals, so many it is almost impossible to keep 
up. These are the ones that I have on my shelves and to which I turn for help and ideas.  

Adelman, Penina V. Miriam’s Well: Rituals for Jewish Women around the Year, New York: Biblio, 
1990 

Adelman, Penina V., “A Drink from Miriam’s Cup: Invention of Tradition among Jewish Women,” 
Journal of Feminist Studies in Religion 10 (Fall 1994): 151–66. 

Berrin, Susan, Celebrating the New Moon: A Rosh Chodesh Anthology, New Jersey, Jason Aronson, 
1996 

Falk, Marcia Lee, The Book of Blessings: A Feminist Jewish Reconstruction of Prayer, San Francisco: 
HarperSanFrancisco,, 1997. 
  
Fine, Irene, Midlife, A Rite of Passage and The Wise Woman, A Celebration, San Diego: Woman’s 
Institute for Continuing Jewish Education, 1988. 

Gottlieb, Lynn, She Who Dwells Within: A Feminist Vision of a Renewed Judaism, Harper/San 
Francisco: 1995. 

Imber-Black, Evan and Janine Roberts, Rituals for Our Times: Celebrating, Healing and Changing 
our Lives and Our Relationships, New York: Harper Collins, 1992. 

Levine, Elizabeth Resnick. A Ceremonies Sampler: New Rites, Celebrations,, and Observances of Jewish 
Women. San Diego: Woman's Institute for Continuing Jewish Education. 1991. 

Millgram, Abraham, Jewish Worship, Philadelphia: Jewish Publication Society, 1959. This book 
describes traditional worship, services and home celebrations. You may choose to use such a source to 
ground your ritual in tradition. Prayer books and encyclopedias can be of help, as well as the Strassfeld 
and Waskow books listed here. 

Orenstein, Debra, editor, Lifecycles 1: Jewish Women on Life Passages and Personal Milestones, 
Woodstock, Vermont: Jewish Lights, 1994. 
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Siegel, Richard, Michael Strassfeld, Sharon Strassfeld, The Jewish Catalog, Philadelphia: Jewish 
Publication Society, 1973. 

Spiegel, Marcia Cohn and Deborah Lipton Kremsdof, Women Speak to God: The Prayers and Poems of 
Jewish Women, San Diego: Woman’s Institute for Continuing Jewish Education, 1987. 

Strassfeld, Michael, Sharon Strassfeld, The Second Jewish Catalog, Philadelphia: Jewish Publication 
Society, 1976. 

Strassfeld, Michael, The Jewish Holidays: A Guide and Commentary, New York: Harper and Row, 
1985. 

Teubal, Savina. Simchat Hochmah in Four Centuries of Women's Spirituality, edited by Ellen 
Umansky. Her service is also available on tape from SoundsWrite Productions , see information below. 

Waskow, Arthur, Seasons of our Joy: A Modern Guide to the Jewish Holidays, Boston: Beacon 
Press,1990. 

Also check: New Menorah: The Journal of ALEPH: Alliance for Jewish Renewal, 7318 Germantown 
Ave., Philadelphia, PA 1911999-1793 (215-247-9703) for other sources of texts and music. 

Waterwheel, this quarterly newsletter from the Women's Alliance for Theology, Ethics and Ritual (a 
Catholic women's organization), presents a new ritual in each issue. While directed toward women, they 
are often non-gendered, and ecumenically inclusive. Jewish prayers, poetry, song and ritual are often 
included. 8035 13th St., Silver Spring, MD 20910-4803. 

There is a wonderful selection of new music being written. I can't possible even begin to list the artists. 
One good source of such music is: Sounds Write Productions, 6685 Norman Lane, San Diego, CA 92120 
(619-697-6120, fax 619-697-6124). Other sources include Tara Publications 1-800-TARA-400 and Kol 
Ami 1-800-393-4264. 

Some of the musical artists include: Debbie Friedman, Shefa Gold,  
Linda Hirschorn, Penina Adelman, Miraj, Hannah Tiferet Siegel. 

1Adelman, Penina V. Miriam's Well: Rituals for Jewish Women Around the Year. 2nd edition. New York: 
Biblio Press. 1990. 
Fine, Irene. Midlife: A Rite of Passage and The Wise Woman: A Celebration. San Diego: Woman's 
Institute for Continuing Jewish Education. 1988. 
Levine, Elizabeth Resnick. A  Ceremonies Sampler: New Rites, Celebrations, and Observances of Jewish 
Women. San Diego: Woman's Institute for Continuing Jewish Education. 1991. 
Lilith: The Jewish Women's Magazine. Fall, 1988. 
Orenstein, Debra. Lifecycles: Jewish Women on Life Passages and Personal Milestones. Woodstock, 
Vermont: Jewish Lights Publishing. Three volumes. Volume 1 out in 1994. 
2I have drawn these ideas from Irene Fine, Savina Teubal, T. Drorah Setel, Rabbi Sue Elwell, the Mikveh 
Ladies, Shabbat Shenit and B'not Eish and many other women who have dared to create new rituals. 

This article appeared in Neshama, Winter, 1994. 6:#4; used by permission of the author. 
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Unit 5 Lesson 2 – Exploring New Rituals 
 

The purpose of this lesson to expose the students to new rituals created by Jews to respond to the modern 
situations in which they live in.  These rituals can serve as examples, for when the students create their 
own rituals. 
 
Objectives – At the end of this lesson, students will be able to: 
• Identify components of a ritual. 
• Explain how a particular ritual celebrates/commemorates/responds to an event in an individual’s life. 
• Evaluate if a particular ritual can be effective. 
 
Suggested Learning Activities 
Attached are copies of 4 new rituals (courtesy of www.ritualwell.org) created for a variety of situations by 
a variety of Jews.  Design a learning station activity in which the students will have a chance to explore 
each ritual and analyze it. 
Possible Questions: 
• What aspects of this ritual are new?  What aspects of this ritual are not new?  Did the author adapt an 

aspect of the ritual from somewhere else?  Did the author adopt a completely new aspect of the ritual? 
The students may need guidance from the teacher, rabbi, educator, depending on their own previous 
knowledge. 

• What kind of time/transition/occurrence is being marked by this ritual? 
• Does the ritual move you in some way?  How might the ritual move an individual undergoing this 

ritual? 
• How does the person undergoing the ritual come out differently? 
• What symbolism do you see in the ritual? 
• What ritual objects are used during the ritual? 
• According to the rubric created by the class, which components are present in this ritual?  Which are 

missing? 
• Is there anything that you would add to this ritual to make it more meaningful? 

http://www.ritualwell.org/
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A Family Ritual for a New Driver by Rabbi Rona Shapiro 

Undoubtedly, receiving one's first driver's license has become a major milestone on the road to adulthood. 
Usually, its means different things to the teenager and to the parents -- the teenager is filled with the 
excitement of her new independence and freedom and the recognition of her adult privileges; the parents 
are filled with trepidation -- is their child really ready for this momentous moment? Will they drive safely 
and exercise good judgement? A ritual for parents and children helps to integrate this mixture of feelings, 
enabling the parents to recognize the child's accomplishment while simultaneously offering words of 
caution and protection. 

The Ritual 

• On or close to the day on which the child receives her driver's license, prepare her favorite meal 
and plan to have everyone home to celebrate. 

• Together, write a contract, in which parents and children spell out expectations around use of the 
car. A sample contract1 might look like this: 

Respecting the privilege of driving, I will: 

• Wear a seatbelt and ask my passengers to do the same 
• Drive at or under the posted speed limit 
• Respect the rules of the road 
• Drive with courtesy and caution 
• Be home on time or call before I am late 
• TTake care of the car, reporting problems immediately 
• Refuse to drink or use any drugs when driving 

We will: 

• Expect to be called if any problem with the car or passengers arise 
• Come get you, no questions asked, when you need us 
• Always take care of repairs needed on the car. 

Both parties should sign the contract and keep it somewhere safe. 

Parents and the new driver can then read tefilat haderech (prayer for the road) together. One can also find 
this prayer printed on a plastic keyring or a plastic version that hangs from the rear view mirror which 
would make an appropriate gift for the occasion. Also see the driver's prayer in the personal milestones 
section of ritualwell.org. 

http://www.ritualwell.org/lifecycles/adolescence/driverslicense/11NewDriver.xml#1
http://www.ritualwell.org/lifecycles/adolescence/driverslicense/11NewDriver.xml#1


Tefilat Haderech (Traveller's Prayer) 

Masculine:

 

Yehi ratzon milfanekha Adonai Eloheinu ve'Elohei avoteinu shetolikhenu l'shalom, 
v'tatzidenu l'shalom, v'tadrikhenu l'shalom, v'tagi'enu limchoz cheftzenu l'chayim 
ul'simchah ul'shalom v'tatzilenu mikaf kol oyev v'orev (v'listim v'chayot ra'ot) 
baderekh, umikol minei puranuyot hamitragshot lavo la-olam, v'tishlach brakhah 
be(khol) ma'aseh yadeinu, v'titnenu l'chen ul'chesed ul'rachamim b'einekha uv'einei khol 
ro'einu, v'tishma kol tachanuneinu, ki El shome'a t'filah v'tachanun attah. Barukh  
attah Adonai, shome'a t'filah.

Feminine:

 

T'hi ratzon milfanayikh Adonai Eloheinu v'Elohei imoteinu shetolikhinu l'shalom, 
v'tatzi'dinu l'shalom, v'tadrikhinu l'shalom, v'tagi'inu limchoz cheftzenu l'chayim 
ul'simchah ul'shalom v'tatzilinu mikaf kol oyev v'orev (v'listim v'chayot ra'ot) 
baderekh, umikol minei puranuyot hamitragshot lavo la-olam, v'tishl'chi brakhah  
be(khol) ma'aseh yadeinu, v'titninu l'chen ul'chesed ul'rachamim b'einekha uv'einei khol 
ro'einu, v'tishmi kol tachanuneinu, ki El shoma'at t'filah v'tachanun at. B'rukhah 
at Yah, shoma'at t'filah.
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May it be Your will, Lord our God and God our ancestors, that you lead us toward peace, place our 
footsteps toward peace, guide us toward peace, and make us reach our desired destination for life, 
gladness and peace and return us to our homes in peace. May You rescue us from the hand of every foe, 
ambush along the way and from all manner of punishments that assemble to come to earth. May You send 
blessing in our handiwork, and grant us grace, kindness, and mercy in Your eyes and in the eyes of all 
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who see us. May You hear the sound of our supplication, because You are God Who hears prayer and 
supplication. Blessed are You, God, Who hears prayer. 

------------------------- 

1. Sample Contract taken from How to Bury a Goldfish...and 113 Other Family Rituals for Everyday Life 
by Virginia E. Lang and Louise B. Nayer (Daybreak Books, 2000). 



Ritual for Returning Home 

By Amy Loewenthal

Many of us work in stressful situations. Sometimes upon returning home, we discover that we are carrying with us feelings 
and experiences from the work day that we would rather not bring into our homes. Perhaps our day at work has triggered 
anger, but since the workplace is not an appropriate place to express anger, we return home pumped to react to something 
that has nothing to do with the life inside our homes. Or perhaps our work requires that we closely attend to others’ needs 
and by the time we get home we feel drained and wonder how to summon up the energy to listen to the people we care 
about the most.   

The following is a suggested ritual practice to help us separate between the "world of work" and the "world of home." This 
ritual should be simple enough to do habitually, but powerful enough to enable a shift in mood.  

Kissing the Mezuzah 

While standing outside your door- acknowledge that you are no longer at work. Set down anything you have in your hands 
and think about what you would like to leave behind from your workday. Say quietly, “I’m laying it down.”  

Put your hand on the mezuzah and close your eyes. For several breaths, become aware of your love for those who live inside 
the house. Kiss your hand as you open your eyes. 

Enter your house and greet your loved ones with a smile and a kiss. Excuse yourself and proceed to change your clothing. 

Removing Constricting Work Clothing 

Notice how it feels to wear your work clothing. Does it require extra energy?  Take off any clothes that you don’t want to get 
dirty or wrinkled and hang them up. Remove any constricting clothing, such as a necktie or brassiere, and remove your 
wristwatch. Notice how your body feels. Take a deep breath, in and out. 

Recite the following blessing: 

 

Baruch Atah Adonay Eloheynu Melech ha'olam, matir asurim. 

Blessed are You, Adonay our G-d, Ruler of the World, who frees the bound. 

Put on comfortable, soft, loose clothing. Close your eyes and take another deep breath. As you breathe in- notice areas in 
your body where you might still feel tension from your work day. As you breathe out – focus on releasing the tension. Scan 
your muscles. When no tension remains, take one last deep breath and say, “I am home now.”   

Washing Hands 

Remove any rings. Wash your hands thoroughly with soap and warm water.   Ritually wash your hands again and then recite 
the following blessing: 

 

 

Baruch Atah Adonay, Eloheynu, Melech ha'olam, asher kidshanu b'mitzvotav, v'tzivanu al n'tilat yadayim. 

Blessed are You, Adonay our G-d, Ruler of the World, who makes us holy with your commandments, and commands us to 
wash our hands. 
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Place your clean hands over your heart, feel your heart beating. Know that you are loved simply because you exist. 
Acknowledge that you are loved by G-d and by your loved ones in your home. 

Say or sing one of the following: 

 

V'taher libeynu l'ovdechah be'emet 

Dear G-d, purify our hearts to serve You truly.  

 

P'tach libi b'toratehah, u'v'mitzvotechah tirdof nafshi. 
 
Dear G-d, open my heart to Your Torah and Your commandments for my soul to pursue them. 

 

Lev tahor b'rah li Elohim v'ruach nachon hadesh b'kirbi.  Al tashlicheni milfanechah, v'ruach kodsh'chah al t'kach mimeni. 

Dear G-d, create for me a pure heart, renew in me a steadfast spirit.  Don't cast me out of Your presence, or take Your holy 
spirit away from me. 

Now that you are fully home rejoin your loved ones and look for G-d in the light of their eyes. 
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Hafradah: A Jewish Leavetaking Ritual  

By Jane Litwoman 

Introduction

I wrote this ritual as part of a course in life cycle liturgy offered at the Reconstructionict Rabbinical 
College in 1986. Although I was physically living in Philadelphia during that period of my life, my 
psychological center was on the west coast, where I had alwys lived, and which held my lover, family, 
social network, and career ties. I spent as much time in California as I could manage without doing 
irreparable damage to my academic standing, so for me, this period held one painful parting after another.  
 
In the course of those years, I was struck by how difficult each single separation was, and how little 
traditional wisdom existed to guide me in easing the disruptive and depressing emotional after-effects of 
the visits and vacations across country. In addition, I realized that my final leave-taking in June, would 
bring not only the joy of returning home, but also its own loss of my East Coast friends and community. It 
became clear to me that I wanted a Jewish ritual process with which to deal with my feelings.  
 
I searched Jewish sources for material on separation: stories; rites; philosophic statements, Biblical 
accounts: – Eve and Adam's expulsion from Eden; Abraham's separation from Lot; Jacob and Joseph's 
departures from their families; Orpah's withdrawal from Naomi; Moses' seclusion from the people of 
Israel. I looked over midrashic stories and Kabbalistic explanations of havdalah, the separation ceremony 
between Shabbat and the weekdays.  
 
I wanted a model which was not fault-finding or blaming, which valued what had been and what was to 
be, while honoring the sadness of transtion and loss. The central activity of the ritual is drawn from the 
story of the parting of the Biblical and Midrashic material I was most drawn to the story of Jacob and 
Laban in Genesis 31. Much of the liturgical and symbolic material is drawn from kabbalistic (mystical) 
celebrations of havdalah. I decided to use this as the central part of the rite and to surround it with 
Kabbalistic meanings.  
 
In this ancient Genesis story, God tells Jacob to leave Lavan's camp, in which he as lived for twenty 
years, and return with his women to the land of his parents, Rebecca and Isaac. Jacob and his household 
flee without properly saying farewell to Laban.  
 
Laban pursues them and confronts Jacob. He asks, "Why did you flee in secrecy and mislead me and not 
tell me? I would have sent you off with music, with timbrel and lyre. You did not even let me kiss my 
sons and daughters good-bye. It was a foolish thing to do." Jacob explains that he was fearful of Laban's 
displeasure at his leaving. So they agree to make a pact and build a pillar of stones as a witness to their 
agreement.  
 
It was to this mound of tone in the tale that I was particularly attracted. Stones seem an appropriately 
material symbol with which to concretize such an abstract thing as a relationship. The initial parting in the 
story was overly hasty and thus did not show proper respect for the emotional gravity of the situation. The 
pillar of stones served to lengthen and solidify the metaphoric time of the leave-taking, for the stone 
mound remained as a physical witness of the relationship after the people had departed, yet eventually 
even the stones would slowly dislodge from their mound and become separate entities.  
I found that stones are a common religious symbol. Sacred rocks exist in virtually every human culture 
and spiritual system. In the course of this work I became much more aware of stones, their shapes, colors, 
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textures. I started picking them up at the beach and on hikes. Fortunately, I spent some time in Hawaii at 
this time, and noticed the folk practice of building small heaps of pebbles on heights overlooking the 
ocean. I was told that they serve as homes for wandering spirits.  
Jewish tradition too tells of many sacred stones which serve as vessels for spiritual abstractions. The High 
Priest of the Temple in Jerusalem wore a breastplate decorated with twelve holy stones, each one a 
representation of one of the tribes of Israel. Ancient Jewish worship frequently occurred at stone altars, 
and some rocks became associated with important mythic events such as the near sacrifice of Isaac or the 
covenant at Shechem. Indeed, even God is referred to metaphorically as Tzor Yisrael , the rock of Israel.  
I believe it is the very quality of materiality which allows stoned to serve as such excellent images of 
spiritual concepts. It is in their nature to be "grounded," and thus place boundaries on thoughts and 
feelings which might otherwise seem overwhelming. They are not physically representational and thus do 
not create stultifying images (containing, for example set notions of gender or age) in the course of 
providing boundaries and material solidity. They come in adequate variety to symbolically encase many 
moods and thoughts. A light blue stone may evoke the sky; a shiny black one may serve to bring up 
memories of a lover's hair or skin. I decided that the nucleus of this separation ritual would be to build a 
pillar as had Jacob and Laban, but in this pillar each rock would be allowed to become a spiritual vessel 
containing a single memory or feeling.  
Thus the primary act of the rite is setting up a small cairn of rock/memories to serve as a witness to the 
enduring nature of the relationship even after separation. As each participant sets a stone into the mound, 
she/he tells a thought or feeling (what the Hawaiians might call a wandering spirit) and allows it to find a 
home in the stone. As in the Biblical story, the mound endures and therefore symbolically tells of the 
enduring nature of memories and relationships.  
Having decided on the main movement of the ritual, I needed to orchestrate its minor motifs, particularly 
the introduction and conclusion. The initial section of the ritual allows the participants to prepare 
themselves, to focus their attention on the ritual process, and to attune themselves to its therapeutic 
symbols. This part consists of lighting a havdalah candle, and setting out the stones, herbs, apples, and 
raisin cakes, and wine.  

The havdalah candle with its braided wicks represents that which is separate coming together into one 
flame, and then becoming individuated again when the flame is extinguished. Herbs and wine are 
traditionally healing and are part of the havdalah ritual. Apples and raisin cakes are a Kabbalistic 
reference to Song of Songs 2:5, which reads, "sustain me with ashishot , refresh me with apples." The 
Kabbalists recited this verse at havdalah and interpreted the Hebrew word, " ashishot " to mean either 
"raisin cakes," which is its traditional translation, or "multiple fires," describing the flame of the havdalah 
candle and thus proclaiming the curative powers of its light. I have included both possibilities to ensure 
the doubly restorative nature of this ritual.  

The transition between the introductory section of the rite and its symbolic core is a song, as is the 
transition to the concluding segment. The songs were selected to mirror the general theme of the ritual, 
that is, changes. The final part of the ritual is designed to soften the emotional release of the rite's apogee, 
to actually provide restorative power through drinking wine and eating good food in the form of the 
apples and raisin cakes. It's purpose is to give healing, to summarize the intent of the ritual, and to 
establish closure. The summary is liturgically stated in a verse from Deuteronomy, "Blessed are you in 
your coming in and blessed are you in your going out." The end of the ritual, its closure, is marked by the 
participants kissing each other good-bye as Laban kissed his daughters, and as Orpah kissed Naomi. The 
kiss signals that the time for parting is indeed at hand, while the standing mound tells of the import of 
what is left, and the consumed food provides sustenance for the journey.  

We bless the source of life, creator of the light of fire.  
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Sustains me with lights. (Song of Songs 2:5) 

The participants set out the cakes, the apples, the herbs, and the stones on cloths.  

Sing: 

Changes 
By Phil Ochs 

Sit by my side, come as close as the air 
Share in my memories of gray 
Wander in my world 
Dream about the pictures that I play of changes 

Green leaves of summer turn red in the fall 
To brown and to yellow they fade 
Then the have to die 
Trapped within the circle time parade of... 

Scenes of my young years were warm in my mind 
Visions of shadow that shine 
Till one day I returned 
And found they were the victims of the vines... 

The world spinning madly it drifts through the dark  
Swims through a hollow of haze 
A trip around the stars 
A journey through the universe ablaze with... 

Movements of magic will glow in the night  
All fears of the forest are gone 
But when the morning breaks 
They're swept away by golden drops of dawn... 

Passions will part to a strange melody 
As fires will sometimes burn cold 
Like petals in the wind 
We're puppets to the silver strings of soul of... 

Your tears will be trembling now we're somewhere else  
One last cup of wine I will pour 
I'll kiss you one more time 
And leave you on the rolling river shore of... 

Pour the cup of wine. 

Hafradah: A Separation Ritual
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This ritual is designed for one to about ten celebrants. It is to pay respect and allow emotional release at 
the time of separations with beloveds. The ritual takes place outside at sunset. For the ritual you will need 
a havdalah candle, several sectioned apples, ten to thirty small pebbles chosen beforehand, some fragrant 
spices (sage is particularly good), a little wine, and enough raisin cakes or bread to feed the participants.  

Participants gather and hum, chant, or sing niggunim outdoors as the sun sets and they prepare 
emotionally to enter sacred time.  

The havdalah candle is lit and the participants say:   
N'varekh m'kor chayim, borei m'orei ha-eish.  
Samchuni ba-ashishot.  
N'varekh m'kor chayim borei p'ri ha-gafen.  
We bless the source of life, creator of the fruit of the vine.   

One participant reads: 

When Jacob and Laban parted they built a mound of stones to stand as a witness to their relationship and 
to their parting. We now make a mound of stones to be our witness.   

Participants pick up several stones each. As the first person places her/his stone, she tells a memory or 
feeling about the relationship about to undergo separation. Each person does this until all the stones are 
placed and built into a mound and each person feels satisfied that her/his story has been sufficiently told. 
This part of the ritual should be given plenty of time for it gives the opportunity to establish continuity 
and express emotions.  

After the mound is built each participant says: 

Ha-gal ha-zeh eid beini u-veinkha ha-yom.  
Ha-gal ha-zeh eid beini u-veinayich ha-yom.  
This stone mound is a witness between me and you this day.   
Yitzef Adonai beini u'veinekha ki nissatar ish meire'ei hu.   
Yitzef Adonai beini u'veinayich ki nistarah ishah mei-re'eihah.   
The Eternal will watch between me and you when we are absent from one another. (Gen 31:48-49).   

Sing: 

Turn, Turn,Turn 
Lyrics by Book of Ecclesiastes (3:1-8)  
Music by Pete Seeger 
To everything turn, turn, turn 
There is a season turn, turn, turn 
And a time for ev'ry purpose under heaven. 

A time to be born, a time to die 
A time to plant, a time to reap 
A time to kill, a time to heal 
A time to laugh, a time to weep 
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A time to build up...to break down 
...to dance,...mourn. 
...cast away stones 
a time to gather -- stones together. 

...of war, ...of peace 

...love...hate 

...you may embrace 

...to refrain -- from embracing. 

...to gain, ...lose 

...rend, ...sew 

...love, ...hate 

...peace, I swear, its' not too late. 

Conclusion

At this writing, this ritual has been performed twice. Both times it went smoothly. I gathered the stones 
ahead of time and decided what to say with each one. However, I found that I had quite a lot of 
spontaneous outflow, as did the people with whom I celebrated. Tears also flowed freely.  

However, as with any new creative ritual, this smooth flow was greatly facilitated by the fact that the 
ritual was celebrated by its author. Naturally, any other celebrant may modify it as she/he sees fit. It will 
be more meaningful the more the participants integrate their own needs and desires into its structure.  

My thanks to Rabbi Linda Holtzman, my teacher, who guided this effort with unceasing patience, 
intelligence, sensitivity, and creativity.  
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The Simchat Bat of Elana Shira

Elana Shira  
Sunday, August 20, 2006  
26 Av, 5766  
 
1. Baby’s entrance  
 
Elana Shira is brought in by her grandfathers, Dr. Stanley Small and Dr. Yitzchok Zlochower.  
 
Devorah: We greet Elana Shira with the words ברוכה הבאה; Beruha HaBa’a.  

 
Yehoshua holds Elana Shira as Yehoshua and Samantha join Devorah on the bima.  
 
Devorah: Elana Shira is wrapped in the tallit that was given to Samantha by Yehoshua at their wedding. The numerical 
value of ציצית, tzitzit, the fringes of the tallit is 600. Our Sages tell us that the 600 symbolized by the ציצית along with 

the 8 strands and 5 knots on each corner equal 613, the traditional number of mitzvoth or commandments. By 
wearing her mother’s tallit, Elana Shira is wrapped in the 613 commandments, the covenantal bond between God and 
the Jewish people.  
  
2. Candle lighting  
  
Devorah: Samantha and Yehoshua now light two candles to welcome Elana Shira officially and in the presence of the 
community into their home.  
 
Samantha lights one candle. Yehoshua and Samantha together light a second candle from the first candle.  
 
Samantha and Yehoshua: When one candle lights another, its light is not diminished, rather, the light in the world 
increases. In this way, little girl, you have already added your light to the light of our family. May you continue to 
bless us and all those you touch with your light and your life.  
 
Devorah: The book of Proverbs, Mishle, tells us כי נר מצוה ותורה אור – For the commandments are a candle and Torah is 

light. As the tallit symbolizes the commandments, the light of the candles stands for the illumination of Torah study, 
the sacred right and obligation of all Jews.  
 
Yehoshua and Samantha: We stand in awe before the miracle of birth, the mystery and majesty of life, our own 
fragility and the power of God. We accept the responsibility of raising our daughter to maturity. We are overcome with 
a deep sense of love, joy and happiness. We are grateful to you, God, for all that has transpired and all that is yet to 
unfold.  
 
  Song of Songs - שיר השירים .3

 
Devorah: Jewish girls have been welcomed into their families and communities with words of Torah since early 
modern times. Sefardic and Italian Jews in the 17th century had a ceremony called a זבד הבת, zeved ha'bat, in which 

they officially entered their daughters into the Jewish community. As the baby girl was brought in she was greeted by 
verses from the Song of Songs, King Solomon’s beautiful love poem to God. Samantha’ sister, Gaby will recite the 

verses of שיר השירים from the זבד הבת.   

 
Gaby:  

  יונתי בחגוי הסלע
Yonati bi'chagvei ha'selah  
O, my dove in the rocky clefts  
In the covert of terrace high  
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Let me see thy countenance  
Let me hear thy voice  
For sweet is thy voice  
And thy countenance comely  
 
ילת ידיםנט .4  – Washing of the Hands  

 

Devorah: As light is a central motif in Judaism so is water. Moshe is drawn from water, the Israelites cross the Red 
Sea in their exodus from Egypt but water has special significance for Biblical women. Rivka, our mother Rebecca 
enters the family of Abraham and when she draws water for Abraham’s servant and his caravan of camels; her patient 
filling and refilling of the ewer demonstrating her compassion for both human an animal. Miriam watches baby Moshe 
in the water and later on, the midrash tells us, the Israelites in the desert get their water from a rock in Miriam’s 
merit. And of course, Miriam leads the women in song and dance at the Red Sea after the Israelites' miraculous 
salvation.  

We are reminded of the centrality of water to Jewish life and history as we perform the ritual act of hand washing, 
 netillat yadayim, before eating bread and when we greet the day. As Yehoshua and Samantha usher their – נטילת ידים
daughter into their family, into the Jewish community and into the line of Jewish women they wash her hands.  

Yehoshua holds Elana Shira as Samantha washes the hands. Both recite the blessing.  

Samantha and Yehoshua:  

 
 אלהינו מלך העולם אשר קדשנו במצותיו וצונו על נטילת ידים' ברוך אתה ה

 
Barukh atah Ado-n-ai Elo-hei-nu Melekh ha'olam asher kidishanu bi'mitzvotav vi'tzivanu al netillat yadayim.  
 
Blessed are You, Ado-n-ai our God who has sanctified us with His mitzvot and commanded us on the washing of the 
hands.  
 
Samantha holds Elana Shira as both say:  
 
We have washed your hands with the Water of Life with which You, God, have blessed heaven and earth.  
 
You are now a daughter of the Covenant of the People Israel. You are a daughter of Sarah, Rebecca, Rachel and Leah, 
of Miriam, Esther and Avigayil. You are a daughter of your great-grandmothers, Elsie, Gertrude, Sarah and Miriam. 
You are a daughter of your grandmothers, Amy and Marcia. You are a daughter of your wise, beautiful and strong 
mother, Sara Bracha. You are a daughter of all the strong, gentle and wise women of Israel.  
 
  Naming the Baby – קריאת שם .5

 
Devorah: I would like to call up the two grandmothers, Amy Small and Marcia Zlochower, to hold the baby for the 
naming ceremony.  
 
 
As the grandmothers ascend the bima and receive the baby, Gaby recites the following verse.  
 
Gaby:  
  

  מי זאת הנשקפה כמו שחר
Mi zot ha'nishkafa kemo shachar  
Who is she who shines through the dawn, beautiful as the moon, radiant as the sun?  
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Devorah:  

זאת ונקרא שמה בישראל אלנה שירה ואסתר המלכה בת אביחיל הוא יברך את הילדה הנעימה ה, מי שברך שרה ורבקה רחל ולאה ומרים הנביאה ואביגיל
  ושרה ברכה בת הרב יהושע זנויל

.במזל טוב ובשעת ברכה ויגדלה לתורה ולחפה ולמעשים טובים ונאמר אמן
 
Mi she'berakh Sarah, Rivka, Rachel vi'Leah, u'Miriam ha'Nevia vi'Avigayil, i'Esther ha'Malka bat Avichayil Hu yivarekh 
et ha'yalda ha'neima ha'zot vi'nikra shemah bi'Yisrael: Elana Shira bat ha'Rav Yehoshua Zanvil vi'Sara Bracha  
Bi'mazel tov uvi'shaat brakha vi'yigadlah li'Torah uli'huppa uli'maasim tovim vi'nomar Amen.  
 
May the One who blessed our mothers, Sarah, Rebecca, Rachel and Leah, Miriam the Prophet, Avigail and Esther the 
Queen,  
May God bless this beautiful girl called Elana Shira  
daughter of Rav Yehoshua Zanvil and Sarah Bracha.  
May they raise her for Torah, the huppa and good deeds and let us say Amen.  
 
Elana Shira is named after her parents' maternal grandmothers, Elsie and Sarah. Their daughters, Elana’s 
grandmothers, will share a few memories.  
 
Amy and Marcia speak.  

Devorah: Yehoshua and Samatha have chosen the name Elana Shira for their daughter. As we have heard Elana Shira 
is named for two great-grandmothers, Elsie and Sarah. Samantha and Yehoshua have chosen to memorialize their 
maternal grandmothers with two names Elana and Shira.  

Elana is a tree, an oak tree, my brother tells me. Trees are a significant symbol in Judaism. Every time we return the 
Torah to the Aron we say עץ חיים היא למחזיקים בה – etz hayim hi la'mahazikim bah, Torah is a living tree to those who 
uphold her.  

Shira is a song, a poem, a beautiful melody. The Bible is full of songs of women, the song of Miriam, the song of 
Devorah and the song of Chana. Biblical songs have marked both national triumphs and personal glories. 
In fact, Torah itself is called a shira.  

In combining these two names, Yehoshua and Samantha, you give Elana Shira a message of strength combined with 
beauty, of the significance of a tree that stands for many years along with the importance of a melody that remains in 
the air but a moment. Both are powerful expressions of what Jewish living can be. Jewish observance and ritual glorify 
the sacred moment, special occasions like today and they also sanctify each and every day. May Elana Shira grow 
strong, steadfast in her opinions and beliefs, with a lightness of spirit, an ease and comfort, knowing her place in the 
Jewish community.  

The Talmud in Taanit 5b-6a relates the following story:  
  
Rav Nahman and Rabbi Yitzhak were eating together. When the time came for them to part, Rav Nahman entreated 
Rabbi Yitzhak, "Bless me." Said Rabbi Yitzhak, "I will tell you a parable. To what may this be compared? To one who 
was journeying in the desert, hungry, weary and thirsty and came upon a tree the fruits of which were sweet, its 
shade pleasant, and a stream of water flowing beneath it. The wayfarer ate of its fruits, drank of the water, and rested 
under its shade. When he was about to continue his journey, he said: אילן אילן -Elan, Elan,Tree, O Tree, with what shall 

I bless thee? Shall I say to you, ‘May your fruits be sweet’? They are sweet already. That your shade be pleasant? It is 
already pleasant. That a stream of water may flow beneath you? A stream of water flows already beneath you. So with 
this I bless you, "May it be God's will that all the shoots taken from you be like you."  
 
"So also with you", said Rabbi Yitzhak to Rav Nahman, "with what shall I bless you? With Torah? You already possess 
it. With riches? You have riches already. With children? You have children already. May it be God's will that your 
offspring be like you."  
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Yehoshua and Samantha how shall we bless you? You possess so much, a love for each other, a commitment to caring 
for humanity, and a passion for Jewish life. In the words of Rabbi Yitzhak, may Elana Shira and Sammy, Gavriel 
Shmuel, grow to be like you, compassionate and caring, intelligent and inquiring, and committed to a Judaism that 
speaks to the soul as well as the mind.  
 
6. Blessing over wine  
 
The grandfathers now ascend the bima. A cup of wine is handed to Yehoshua and Samantha who recite the blessing.  

.אלהינו מלך העולם בורא פרי הגפן' ברוך אתה ה   
 
Barukh ata Ado-n-ai Eloheinu Melekh ha'olam boreh peri hagafen.  
 
Twice before we drank from this cup in times of joy, at our wedding, and upon welcoming our son, Gavriel Shmuel, 
into the covenant. We now drink again, celebrating the joy of another new life.  
 
Yitzchak:  
  

אשר יעשה יצליחוהיה כעץ שתול על פלגי מים אשר פריו יתן בעתו ועלהו לא יבול וכל    
 
Vi'haya ki'eitz shatul al palgei mayim asher piryo yiten bi'ito vi'alaihu lo yibol vi'khol asher yaaseh yatzliakh.  
 
Elana Shira, may you grow to be like the tree by the riverside with strong roots who bears fruits of blessings, whose 
strength never wanes. May you find success in all you do.  

 
.כל הארץ' שיר חדש שירו לה' שירו לה   

 
Shiru la'Ado-n-ai shir hadash shiru la'Ado-n-ai kol ha'aretz.  
 
May you sing a new song to God, a song that is yours. May you sing your song with joy and faith. May you bring 
blessings to your parents, to your family, to the world with your beautiful song.  
 
Stanley:  
 
May the Shechina, the Loving Presence of God, spread Her wings over you and protect you. May you know great joy 
and fulfillment in your life. May you walk with your people, Israel, in pride, and may you understand that to be a Jew 
is a source of joy and meaning, and an important responsibility.  
 
May you go from strength to strength, yet always be able to accept your own weaknesses and those of others. May 
you judge yourself and others with compassion.  
 
May your ears be filled with music of every imaginable kind, and may the rhythm be of your own making, Allow 
yourself to march at your own pace and dance to your own beat.  
 
May you live in a world blessed with peace and harmony, and may your future be as bright and as hopeful as the 
world's first rainbow.  
And let us say Amen.  

  ha'Tov viha'Meitiv – ברכת הטוב והמטיב .7

Devorah: There are moments in life that warrant a special blessing. The birth of a child is certainly one of them. The 
Mishnah, Berakhot 9:1 tells us that for good tidings we say הטוב והמטיב, blessing God who is good and causes good.  
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We now recite this blessing for the gift of a daughter.  

אלהינו מלך העולם הטוב והמיטב' ברוך אתה ה   
 
Barukh ata Ado-n-ai Eloheinu Melekh ha'olam ha'tov viha'meitiv.  
 
  the parents' blessing – ברכת הורים .8

 

Devorah: Ever since Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, parents have blessed their children. Perhaps this is one way, we as 
parents, let our children know how blessed we are by their presence in our life. As we mark the end of this ceremony 
welcoming Elana Shira into the Jewish community and as we look forward to sharing in all her semakhot, Samantha 
and Yehoshua bestow their blessings upon their daughter.  

 
.פניו אליך וישם לך שלום' פניו אליך ויחנך ישא ה' ישמרך יאר הו' יברכך ה   

.ישמך אלהים כאמותינו שרה רבקה רחל ולאה
 
Yivarechicha Ado-n-ai vi'yishmirecha. Yaer Ado-n-ai panav eilecha vi'chuneka. Yisa Ado-n-ai panav eileicha vi'yasem 
licha shalom.  
 
Yisimech Elohim ki'imoteinu Sara, Rivka, Rachel vi'Leah.  
 
Mazel tov!! 



Unit 5 Lessons 3 and 4 – Creating New Rituals 
 

The purpose of these 2 lessons is to give the students an opportunity to create a new ritual.  They will then 
present their new ritual to the rest of the class. 
 
Objectives – At the end of this lesson, students will be able to: 
• Create a new ritual to respond to a particular situation in an individual’s or a community’s life. 
• Explain how that ritual transforms that experience in a Jewish, meaningful way that adds holiness to 

one’s life. 
 
Suggested Learning Activities 
Creating a New Ritual 
Students can work in pairs or as individuals.  Students will need to pick a situation for which they will 
create a ritual.  They can adapt rituals that already exist or adopt completely new ones.  The ritual should 
consist of components decided by the class in the “ritual rubric” from lesson 1.  It may be helpful to have 
other Jewish professionals available, such as the Rabbi/Cantor/Director of Education, to help students find 
appropriate Jewish texts and/or help them create new blessings/liturgy.  After the learners have completed 
their project, it would be ideal for the learners to present their rituals to members outside their class, such 
as parents, other students and synagogue leaders.  This public presentation could be designed as a fair or 
students could present one at a time in front of the whole audience.  Students can also submit their rituals 
to www.ritualwell.org, to be available for other Jews to use, or could be published on the synagogue’s 
website or included in the synagogue bulletin. 
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http://www.ritualwell.org/
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