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Preface
What is Family Education?
Here are two ways to think about family education. The first was written by
Harlene Appelman, Director of the Detroit Jewish community’s Alliance for
Jewish Education:
• Family education involves the entire family in a Jewish experience

(though not necessarily at once). It empowers parents to be Jewish role
models for their children by helping them attain the tools, props, skills,
and information for Jewish living. Further, it gives a Jewish perspective
to the activities of everyday life.
• Family education is a perspective with a large plan. It is not limited to a
particular age group. Good family education provides experiences for
growth so that families are continually engaged in some sort of exploration that stretches their curiosity about Judaism. It includes a balance
of many types of experiences and environments, and views as it domain
the entire community, on its path to Jewish living.
• Family education is family interaction wherever the family happens to
be. It provides thoughtful, attractively packaged materials to take away,

so that Jewish experiences can continue at home. It also includes means
for feedback and evaluation on a timely basis.
• Family Education must build comfortable, safe Jewish environments in
which all types of families are welcome.

This second model was created by the faculty of the Whizin Institute for
Family Education at the University of Judaism in 1997:
1. Jewish family education should be grounded in knowledge of Jewish
text and tradition and be informed by contemporary insights from education, psychology, sociology, management, history and the arts.
2. Jewish family education should aim at families becoming lifelong
Jewish learners, connected to one another and to the community.
3. Family is an important lens through which activities of a Jewish institution should be refracted.
4. Everyone involved with Jewish family education—children, parents,
grandparents, educators, rabbis, lay leaders, funders—should regard
themselves as teachers of one another an as learners from one another.
5. The ambiance surrounding Jewish family education—in the synagogue, school, home, camp, museum, or in field trips—is as important
as the instruction or the program in communicating what JFE is about.

Harlene Winnick Appelman,
J.E.F.F.: Jewish Experiences for
Families, A Model for Family
Programming and Community
Building. Southfield, MI: Jewish
Experiences for Families, 1995,
p. 10.
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6. Jewish family education work is multi-disciplinary, non-hierarchic,

Adrianne Bank, “The View from
Mulholland Drive,” First Fruit:
A Whizin Anthology of Jewish
Family Education. Los Angeles:
The Shirley and Arthur Whizin
Institute for Jewish Family Life,
1998, p. 67.

partnered, and collegial. It requires teamwork.
7. Jewish family education should dissolve the boundaries between
roles formerly defined as lay and professional. Everyone together does
these sacred tasks.
8. Good things happen when you bring good people together.
9. Outside-the-box thinking and diverse perspectives should be encouraged and honored by those working in JFE.
10. Jewish family education has the potential to change the way Jewish
institutions function. Family education is everyone’s job, not just the
job of the Jewish family educator.
From these two definitions we can learn a number of overarching principals about family education.
1. Jewish Family Education is a not a collection of programs; instead, it
is a process and a series of relationships which provide families with
tools and resources over time. Programs are only one of the ways that
the process of family education is moved along.
2. Jewish Family Education is a team process. It is a constant process of
networking and empowering.
3. Jewish Family Education is a “context.” It is a way of thinking about
the involvement of families in your congregational community. It
does not stop with “education,” but should include everything from
the synagogue membership process to the way that the High Holidays
are celebrated.
We have built these six Units of the S2K Family Education curriculum around
these three assumptions.

            

The Units
This set of six units was designed with the goal of helping you to better to
understand what a family is—and what a family can be. Rather than beginning with psychological or anthropological data—which might then be
ornamented with a few Jewish quotation—we use six categories of Jewish
family living and unpack the insights and interactions they suggest. These
six categories are:
Playing— The role of celebration and play in family life.
Praying—The role of blessing and praying in family life.
Conveying—The way that families tell their stories and the Jewish
story to their children.
Paying—The ethics of wealth and the ways that families make a difference
in the world.
Saying—The transmission of values.
Straying/Replaying—The role of separation in family life—ways of stepping back.

Components of the Units
Each of the six Units in this curriculum is built out of four components. The
components are designed to work sequentially and progressively. The
exception is the second Unit of the entire curriculum, which is made up of
four “mini-units.” Each of these “mini-units” follows the structure of the
larger Units and contains all four elements.

 
Judaism teaches a great deal about what a family is and what a family can
be, and it provides Jewish tools for enhancing family life. We begin with primary texts in order to gain a core insight about family or family process
from the Jewish tradition. We engage in Jewish study because it provides
the foundation we will build on.

 
We use “the exercise” as our way of helping you take the insights suggested
in our texts and provide a way for you to apply them to your own family
experience. Everyone has a family experience. Even in you don’t have children, you have a family of origin. Even if you were an orphan and are now
single, you live within structures of relationships that are like families..
During the exercise phase we explore our own experiences and “check-out”
and “apply” the things suggested in the Torah study section.

3
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Scaffolding is a term brought into family education by Vicky Kelman. She
based it on Lev Vygotsky’s theory of a “zone of proximate development.”
Kelman believes that a good educator can help a family stretch and move
into an area of learning they were almost ready to enter. In this curriculum,
the “scaffolding” section of each module is devoted to creating structures
that serve as resources and enables of the families within your congregation. In these activities, we move from your family experience to looking at
the needs of your congregational families.

 
These are a collection of detailed readings that allow the team to delve further into some of the key ideas and thinkers which shape the premises
behind this curriculum. These articles can be used as enrichment materials,
homework assignments, or the core of additional learning. Discussion questions are included for each reading. A selection of the most interesting and
central readings are reproduced and included in the curriculum; others are
listed as ideas “For Further Study.”


Time will be the biggest challenge your leadership will face in organizing and
facilitating this material. The facilitator and/or leadership team will need to
make choices about what activities and exercises to do. As in every learning
experience, not every possible learning opportunity or theme will be fully
explored. Some groups may have as little as an hour and a-half to spend on
each Unit; others may devote two or three sessions to each. We can make
these suggestions:
1. In general it is better to “taste” each of the three communal activities,
Torah Study, Exercise, and Scaffolding, than to work exclusively in one or
two of them.
2. Familiarity with the material will enable you to both plan and adapt.
Working through the material carefully in advance will make a difference.
3. Make a plan. Know in advance the things you want to cover and the
things you plan on skipping.
4. The opening and closing rituals and activities are intended as suggestions and models.
May you go from strength to strength as you continue your personal and
communal exploration of Jewish learning.

             :      

Unit One
Playing & Celebrating
Overview
The concept of the S2K Family Learning Modules is to focus S2K teams on
the task of helping synagogues become spiritual resource centers for Jewish
family learning. How can the congregation become a learning laboratory for
parents to become empowered Jewish teachers and role models for their
children at home? What are the “activities” of Jewish living that are the core
of the Jewish spiritual home? How do you grow a Jewish family through the
synagogue and the school?
Building on a conceptual framework suggested by Harlene Appelman, the
curriculum is innovatively organized. Rather than presenting the typical
models of Jewish family education programming, we present six units
organized around the actual content of Jewish spirituality in the home.
 

How does a Jewish family celebrate together? How does a family “play”
their Jewishness?
 

This unit is built around the Passover Seder, the ultimate Jewish family
learning experience.
This unit involves these four activities:
 

These readings can be handled in a number of ways: (a) they can be assigned
to individual members of the group who will later report on their learning,
(b) one or more specific articles can be chosen for the group to explore, or
(c) they can be left for individual group members to investigate on their
own. Each of them offers the chance to more deeply explore one aspect of
this unit.
 :     

These sources explore different stories (myths) that are brought to life
through the eating of matzah. Through these stories we understand that
every ritual is the dramatization of a myth, the incorporation of an archetypal story into the structure of our lives.

1
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This activity is an examination of the way that families evolve meaningful
Seders.
Starting with an article from the New York Times, we explore how families,
generation after generation, constantly reinvent and adapt the Seder. This
helps them to continually maintain a new and renewed sense of its meaning.
 :   

In this activity you will learn about the planning tool, Force Field Analysis,
and use it to imagine ways that synagogues can contribute to individual
family Seder success.
    
• Rituals act out stories. When we perform a ritual we are reliving an
archetypal moment.
• Every family—and every community—needs to continually remake
rituals within its own image in order to have the rituals live, grow,
and make an impact on those who participate. Sometimes the
remaking is external and involves writing, editing and adapting the
text and the process of the ritual. Sometimes this remaking is internal
and involves the insights and relationships that come into play as the
ritual is performed.
• Play is a critical family process, and Jewish observances and celebrations provide spiritual and temporal locations where families can
engage in significant play together.
• The Seder is both (a) the ultimate moment of Jewish family education
and (b) a complex and difficult performance in which it has become
increasingly challenging for many families to achieve meaningful
moments.
• Synagogues can offer programs, events, resources, and relationships
that can enhance the Jewish success of their member families.
 

We assume that the material here will probably fill two meetings, but it can
easily be condensed into one meeting if desired. You will have to monitor
time and terminate activities that have run “long enough” even though
they could successfully continue.
You will find specific notes attached to each of the activities.
You will need a ball for the opening ritual.

             :      

Background Readings
Evan Imber-Black, and Janine Roberts. “How Rituals Work for Us, The Five
Purposes of Rituals,” Rituals for Our Times, Celebrating, Healing, and Changing Our Lives and Our Relationships. New York: HarperCollins Publishers,
1992, pp. 25-56.
This article explores the role that rituals play in the lives of families. It describes
five primary roles: (1) Replacing, Shaping, Expressing, and Maintaining Relationships; (2) Changing: Making and Marking Transitions for Ourselves and Others;
(3) Healing, Recovering from Relationship Betrayal, Trauma, or Loss; (4) Believing:
Voicing Beliefs and Making Meaning; and (5) Celebrating: Affirming Deep Joy and
Honoring Life with Festivity.
1. How do rituals help to create strong Jewish families? What can help

families evolve into having a stronger ritual life?
2. Which kinds of rituals are easiest for families to perform? Which
kinds are hardest? Why?
Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi. “A Theoretical Model for Enjoyment,” Beyond Boredom and Anxiety, The Experience of Play in Work and Games. San Francisco:
Jossey-Bass Publishers, 1977, pp. 35-54.
Csikszentmihalyi examines people engaged in a variety of skilled activities, including
chess masters, composers, rock climbers, dancers, and basketball players. He finds
that enjoyable activities, no matter how different from one another, provide a common experience: a satisfying, often exhilarating feeling of creative accomplishment
and heightened functioning that he labels as “flow.” Here is an analysis of “enjoyment” that can be used by families, schools, and synagogues:
1. Is “flow” a meaningful way of describing family play—or does it

better describe only serious recreational activities like sports, the arts,
and other “intense” hobbies?
2. Which Jewish moments of play or other activities create moments
of “flow?”
  

Thomas Moore. “Honoring Symptoms as a Voice of the Soul,” Care of the
Soul, A Guide for Cultivating Depth and Sacredness in Everyday Life. New
York: HarperColins Publishers, 1992, pp. 3-21.
This book excerpt offers a first look at defining “spiritual” and understanding the
kind of process and experience that can affect the soul and the inner-self.
1. What is the connection between “observe” and “observance?” What

are the “observing” moments in family life?
2. What family activities invite “caring for the soul?”
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Ron Wolfson. “The Art of Passover, On ‘Making’ Pesach,” from The Art of
Jewish Living, The Passover Seder. Woodstock, Vermont: Jewish Lights,
2001, pp. 25-43.
This chapter is a collection of interviews with diverse families about the way that
they create and execute their seders. It provides a wonderful window on the process
of creating seder.
1. Wolfson suggests that the Passover Seder (and by extension

all Jewish celebrations) are “art forms.” How is this so?
2. What leads family celebrations to be “artful” rather than

“mechanical”—“dynamic” rather than “static” obligations?

             :      

Opening Ritual & Check-in
Stand in a circle. Take a ball and toss or pass it around the circle three to
five times. Sing some song about a circle or “going round” as you do.
Funny is okay. Move directly into the check-in: What was your favorite
childhood game?

Torah Study
    
 

There is a very rich collection of sources here. Do not expect to finish all of
this material unless you want to significantly expand the time you have
available. You may well need to cut off this session and leave learners with
written resources to continue studying at home. If most groups only do two
of the four stories, you have permission to sing “Dayeinu” (“Enough!”). This
activity is designed to be worked on in Chevruta groups and then shared
with the entire learning community.


Anthropologists teach two lessons that we will take as our base assumptions:
1. A myth is a “truth” frozen into a story. A myth is judged to be
“true” by the importance of the “truth” it encapsulates, not by its
historical accuracy.“
2. Rituals are a way of acting out myths. They are a way of taking in
“master” stories and incorporating them into ourselves.
In this text-study process we look at a very simple ritual, the eating of
matzah on Passover. In this study, you will: (a) examine various stories that
make “meaning” out of the act of eating matzah; (b) isolate “the frozen
truth” that is at the heart of the story; and (c) look at ways that we might
make the eating of matzah more self-consciously meaningful.
With a study partner (or two), work through this material together. Do as
much of it as you can. You probably will not be able to finish. Finishing is
not important.

5
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 :  
When you eat matzah you can really taste the desert experience. I don’t mean that
you can taste the dust or anything, but when you crunch into it, history is there.
Paula Peck

From “Seder: The Passover
Experience” transcribed in the
Art of Jewish Living: The Passover
Seder by Ron Wolfson. Woodstock,
Vermont: Jewish Lights, 2001.

You know, we really have to be very grateful to matzah. I mean, without matzah
none of us would ever make it through the Seder. Matzah is lots of fun. It keeps you
busy through the second half. You know, I always try to break my matzah right
along the perforation, but I never can. Nobody can. With matzah there are always
crumbs. I mean, every time you touch it. . . crumbs. You can make little piles out of
them and then blow them all over the table. Matzah is great stuff.
David Coburn


1. What is your earliest or strongest matzah memory?
2. What does matzah mean to you? What do you think of when you have

your first bite of matzah at Seder?
3. What is your memory of the “matzah story”? Why do we eat matzah?

             :      
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This story is the one most frequently told about matzah. Here are two
Torah verses that suggest it:
So the people took their dough before it was leavened, their kneading
bowls being bound up in their mantles on their shoulders.
For seven days you shall eat matzah, a poor man’s bread, for in haste you
left Egypt.

Exodus 12:34

Deuteronomy 16:3


1. Based on these two biblical texts: (a) What is the “story of matzah”? (b)

What is the truth that goes with it?
2. Why do you think that holding up and describing the matzah is one of
the first things we do at a Seder (even though we won’t actually eat it until
just before the meal)?
  

Here are some sources that give a context to the Passover Seder. They deepen
our understanding of this “matzah story”.
In every generation it is an obligation for every person to see him or her
self as if he or she personally went out of Egypt as it says in the Torah:
“You shall tell your child on that day—We celebrate Passover because of
what God did for me when I went out of Egypt,”. It was not only our
ancestors who were redeemed from Egypt—but also us who were
redeemed with them. This is what the Torah means when it teaches:
“God brought us out of there so that God could lead us to the land that
had been promised to our ancestors”.

Exodus 13:8

Deuteronomy 6:23

Perhaps the Haggadah is exhorting us not just to retell the story of the
Exodus one more time, but more importantly to seek out each year new
ways of understanding our liberation and freedom. This is the true
intent of the commandment: So that you will remember the day of your
departure from Egypt all the days of your life. The act of remembering
the Exodus every day of our lives and broadening our understanding of
it has the ability to show us new ways of relying on God to cope with current trials and difficulties and to make us into better people.
In every generation there is a new understanding of leaving Egypt.
Egypt is inside of us. We all have our own Pharaohs. Not only in every
generation but in every person there is a point of freedom—to touch
that point is to exit the inner Egypt. That point can only be found individually by each person.

Deuteronomy 16:3

Yosef Stern, The Pesach Haggadah
with Ideas and Insights of the Sfas
Emes, New York: Mesorah
Publications, 1995, p. 59.

                     :       
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Rabbi Isaac of Gur.

The early childhood director at our synagogue, Shelley Roff, told me this
story about her family. It seems that her grandfather fled from Russia near
the beginning of the century. The Russian army used to draft Jewish boys,
which was just an easy way for those boys to be lost to the Jewish community and to Judaism. The family paid for a poor boy to take her grandfather’s place in the draft. On the first night of Pesach, during the Seder,
a neighbor came to their house and warned the grandfather that the police
had discovered the trick, and that they were coming to take him away.
It was right in the middle of the Seder, but the young man got up and left
the house, and escaped from Russia, leaving the rest of his family to finish
the Seder.

Rabbi Jeff Salkin, Joel Lurie
Grishaver, editor. I Have Some
Questions About God. Los
Angeles: Torah Aura
Productions, 2002, p. 73.

Shelley told me that to this day, her family stops their Seder right at the
point where their grandfather and great-grandfather left his Seder, and
Russia! And they remember.


1. How do these sources deepen our understanding of the “matzah story”?

Why do we tell it?
2. Do they help us to understand the truth of this story any better?

             :      
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Matzah makes its debut at the Passover Seder very early. We break the
middle of three matzot into two uneven pieces. We hold up the bigger
piece and say:
This is the “poor bread” that our ancestors ate in the Land of Egypt.
Let all who are hungry enter and eat.Let all who are in need come and
celebrate Passover (with us). Now we are here. Next year (may we be) in
the land of Israel.This year we are (still) slaves. Next year we will be free.
The smaller piece will become the “afikomen” and will be searched for
later by children.


1. What is the story of matzah that emerges at that moment in the Seder?

What did matzah symbolize?
2. What “truth” are we supposed to learn from matzah?
3. How can we live this matzah lesson? How do the rituals of studying and
eating matzah inspire us?

  
Look at these biblical verses. See how they deepen our understanding.
Do not wrong a stranger and do not oppress him (or her) for you were
strangers in the land of Egypt.

Exodus 22:20

Do not oppress a stranger for you know the feelings of the stranger since
you were strangers in the land of Egypt.

Exodus 23:9

Six days you shall labor and do all your work, but the seventh day is a
Sabbath to the Eternal your God. You should not do any kind of work,
neither shall your son or daughter, neither shall your man-slave and
woman-slave. . . that your man-slave and woman-slave may rest like you.
You shall remember that you were a slave in the Land of Egypt

Deuteronomy 5:13-15

If your brother, a Hebrew man is to go to you, he shall slave for (only) six
years and in the seventh year you shall set him free. When you let him
go free you shall not let him go empty but you shall furnish him liberally
out of your flock, out of your threshing floor, out of your winepress. . .
You shall remember that you were a slave in the land of Egypt.


1. Ha-lach-ma ania, the Aramaic words said at the beginning of this ritual,

are sometimes translated as “poor bread,” and sometimes translated as
“bread of affliction.” How do these biblical texts expand the “matzah story”
we learned from this prayer?
2. How do these texts help us to understand why this teaching about
matzah comes near the very beginning of the Seder?

Leviticus 25:35-42
Women who were past puberty
were protected from entering into
this kind of bonded servitude.

                     :       
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Ron Wolfson. The Art of Jewish
Living, The Passover Seder.
pp. 108-110.

These texts open up a third story for matzah. This is a spiritual, “inner”
story.
Nothing is simpler than matzah. Take flour. Add water. Bake. That’s it.
Matzah is a way of life. It is the original fast food. Simple. Quick. Economical. Matzah is a spiritual commitment.
One very hot summer day, my friend Danny Rosen’s mother picked
us up in an old green Rambler. We were really sweating, Danny got into
the car and rolled up his window. He ordered everyone to do the same
thing. He had a simple explanation, “Everyone will think that we have air
conditioning.” (This was long enough ago that an air conditioned car was
a real luxury.) At that moment, he had forgotten the message of matzah.

The Pesach Haggadah with Ideas
and Insights of the Sfas Emes,
p. 59.

Perhaps by calling matzah the “bread of poverty” the Torah is teaching a
powerful lesson about the relationship of Jew to the material world. . .
Matzah is a pointed lesson not to become haughty. Not infrequently,
newly liberated nations let power go to their heads, but matzah with
its taste of humility and servitude, reminds us of our humble origins
as slaves. . .

Maharal

Matzah is like a “simple person.” It is basic bread, made of just flour and
water. It is free from yeast, sugar, oil, honey or any other ingredient that
could compromise its basic character and essence. Like a “simple person,”
matzah has nothing that may cause a confusion of essence.


1. This set of commentaries suggests that the nature of matzah can

teach us something about the nature of the way we should be. How
would you explain this story about matzah? How does it make Passover
like Yom Kippur?
2. What is the “truth” that we can find in this “matzah story”?

             :      
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Here is a modern understanding of matzah. It speaks of eating matzah all
week, not just at the Seder.
Make a big deal out of “keeping Pesach” (however you do it) all week. Make
meeting the “matzah-only” challenge into a major accomplishment.
The matzah challenge is good, because it gives you a Jewish accomplishment in your life. It is easy to do with kids—just think of all the
charts on which you can paste gold stars. . . If you manage to get through
a whole week—going to all the ordinary places you need to go, doing all
the things you need to do—and bread (chametz) has not crossed your
lips, you’ve proved that ordinary life and being a Jew can go together—
that neither has to lose. That’s a good annual lesson for you—and a great
one for your kids.

Joel Lurie Grishaver. 40 Things
You Can Do to Save the Jewish
People: Parenting Tips for Raising
“Good Enough” Jewish Kids. Los
Angeles: Alef Design Group, 1993,
p. 113.

   


1. What does Grishaver suggest is another story that can be learned from

eating matzah for a week?
2. What “truth” is frozen in this story?
As a large group, discuss these questions:
1. Which matzah story struck you as most powerful? Why?
2. What are ways that families can make the stories and their “truths” have

a more profound impact?
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Exercises
    
 

This activity consists of a linear progression of activities: a background article, a structured conversation, and a chance to draw conclusions. The trick
here is to set time parameters for this conversation, which could grow very
lengthy, once you open up Seder memories. The use of small groups shortens this iteration, limiting the number of voices that speak to each issue.
These small groups also alternate the pattern from the chevruta dyads used
in the first activity.
This activity is designed to take part in three steps.
1. Everyone reads the article, “Boy, Is This Seder Different from All
Others.” This is a warm up. It will get everyone thinking about innovation in Seders.
2. In groups of four to six, discuss the Seders of your past, present and
future. Look at the ways you have modified, innovated, adapted and
transformed your own Seders.
3. As a whole learning community, brainstorm a list of wonderful innovations and a collection of rules for running innovative Seders.

             :      
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Boy, Is This Seder Different From All Others
Frederick Kaimann
MURRAY SPIEGEL turns Passover into his own Halloween. Mr. Spiegel, a
software engineer, dresses in costumes, empties furniture from several
rooms of his Roseland house and replaces it with elaborate sets for the
Seder, the ritual holiday supper.
This year’s theme will be a secret, as it always is, until Passover begins at
sundown on Wednesday. In the past his house has become a jumbo jet taking the Israelites out of Egypt, a tent with sheets draped every where and
pillows on the floor for his 25 guests, and an ancient Egyptian dwelling
with a five-foot inflatable sarcophagus, hieroglyphics on the walls and ads
for embalming companies.
‘’I want the Seder to be a new experience for people and not something
that results in, ‘Oh, this old thing again? Let me go to sleep for an hour and
a half before dinner comes,’’’ Mr. Spiegel said.
He’ll always retell the Passover story of the Israelites’ exodus from bondage in Egypt. But two laptops projecting Power Point presentations, multiple
speakers playing Passover songs and sound effects and Mr. Spiegel’s complicated treasure hunts make his observation far from traditional.
But in New Jersey the untraditional Seder is becoming conventional.
Rabbis, Jewish educators and the innovators themselves say that though
there is no way of measuring the frequency of innovative Passover rituals,
they think that New Jersey Jews may be in the vanguard. With its 465,000
Jews making up 5.8 percent of its population, New Jersey has the second
highest concentration of Jews in the country (New York, with 9.1 percent,
is No. 1), according to the census. Those Jews, say these observers, are educated, live in diverse settings, border major Jewish resources in New York
City and work in creative fields like the arts, research and education.
When the traditional question, ‘’Why is this night different?’’ is asked,
the answers are widely varied.
Just hearing that question will mean listening to the Afghan language
Dari at Rickey Stein’s Seder in North Brunswick.
‘’We use a different language each year as a teaching tool for the children,’’ said Mr. Stein, a pharmacist. ‘’We’ll talk about how Dari is closely
related to Semitic languages and compare it to Hebrew.’’
Mr. Stein’s Passovers are multi-multilingual. Each year for 25 years his
family and guests have recited the traditional Four Questions about the
Seder’s meaning in five or six languages. He, along with his friend Murray
Speigel, has combed the globe for native speakers to translate the Four
Questions into 255 languages, from Arabic to Zulu. Last year, his daughter
used flags to sign the questions in Hebrew semaphore.

New York Times, March 24, 2002
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Other New Jersey families are writing plays based on the Passover story,
singing parody songs to show tunes, devising magic acts, inventing Passover toys and eating unusual foods.
“Once people learn that Passover is a holiday not bound by anything except telling the story and the order of the Seder, they run with it,’’ said Rabbi
Randi Musnitsky, Reform Judaism’s regional director for New Jersey. ‘’They
create their own traditions without the watchful eye of the community.’’
Seders are centered on everything from human rights and drug addiction to environmentalism and the immigrant experience. There are dozens
of multi-generation women’s Seders where hundreds of women may gather
at a sitting. That phenomenon and feminism’s other legacies have led many
families to place an orange on the special plate that holds the traditional
symbols of the Passover meal. Although originally a symbol for gay and
lesbian inclusion, the orange has come to represent women’s essential role
in Jewish life and tradition. Another feminist symbol that has appeared at
Seders in the last few years is Miriam’s cup for water, which recognizes
Moses’ sister who, according to legend, found wells everywhere the
Israelites wandered.
Ron Wolfson, director of the Whizin Center for the Jewish Future at the
University of Judaism in Los Angeles and the author of ‘’The Art of Jewish
Living: The Passover Seder’’ (Jewish Lights, 1988), said baby boomers were
replacing their childhood memories of dull seders with lively new ways to
tell the Passover story.
For example, Rabbi Ron Kaplan of Temple Beth Am in Parsippany staged
a children’s all-chocolate Seder a couple of weeks ago. Chocolate-covered
matzo and chocolate eggs occupied the Seder plate. The apple mixture
called charoset was replaced with chocolate chips, peanuts, cinnamon and
chocolate syrup. Wine became chocolate milk. And for the horseradish,
which represents the bitterness of slavery — bittersweet chocolate.
Ann Thayer-Cohen’s preference is for international foods. At her Seders
in Piscataway she serves at least six kinds of charoset including Chilean
(with lemons and almonds), Persian (with cardamom), Californian (with
avocados) and Israeli (with figs, apricots and bananas), plus the traditional
apple variety, a pear variant and a hypoallergenic, nut-free version.
What motivates many Seder innovators is the short attention spans of
their children. Beth Rallis in North Brunswick asks everyone at her table to
act out the plagues visited on the Egyptians by wearing sunglasses for darkness, throwing Ping-Pong balls as hail, attaching red stickers to themselves
for boils, breaking animal crackers for cattle disease and attacking the firstborn children with Ping-Pong paddles for slaying of the firstborn.

             :      

‘’It makes the Seder easier to take, and the kids look forward to it,’’ she
said, admitting that animal crackers would be unacceptable at observant
homes, where foods with leavening are removed.
Plagues Bags, burlap bags containing plastic toys symbolizing the
plagues, serve the same function. Since Simon Jaffe, executive director of
B’nai Jeshurun in Short Hills, created them in 1997, they have sold 50,000
worldwide, he said.
Non-Sephardic Jews are picking up some traditions of the Sephardic
Jews from the Mediterranean basin. For example, they pretend that the
youngest child at the Seder has just left Egypt. Participants ask the child
where he or she came from, and is going, what he or she is going to eat and
why. ‘’This way they feel like they were part of the Exodus,’’ Rabbi David
Bassous of Congregation Etz-Ahaim, a Sephardic synagogue in Highland
Park said.
Another borrowed Sephardic custom involves participants hitting one
another with scallions representing taskmasters’ whips during the reading
of the phrase, ‘’When we were slaves in Egypt.’’
Rabbi Rebecca Sirbu, director of the MetroWest Jewish Health and
Healing Center in West Orange, has transformed the ritual hand washing at
the start of her Seders into a psychological purification. ‘’I ask people to
take a moment to think of something they’ve been carrying with them, and
when the water comes to them they’ll be symbolically washing themselves
of this burden,’’ she said.
Other celebrations are more political. Every five years Freda Hepner, a
Roosevelt resident and retired writing instructor at Brookdale Community
College, rewrites her entire Passover service. ‘’This year we’re going to talk
about terrorism and the rights of people all over the world to have selfdetermination,’’ she said. ‘’Do the Palestinians have a right to have a state?
And how do groups like the Taliban come to power and make women so
oppressed?’’
One thing absent from the Hepner Haggadah is any mention of God.
‘’What he does is send the plagues, and that’s not so honorable, it seems to
me,’’ she said. But she does mention the Biblical plagues, adding contemporary ones like AIDS, pollution, war and even racial profiling on the turnpike.
Whatever the variations, the heart of the observance is what counts, said
Kerry Olitzky, the North Brunswick rabbi who is executive director of the
Jewish Outreach Institute and author of ‘’Preparing Your Heart for
Passover (Jewish Publication Society).’’ ‘’Passover is celebrated more frequently by Jews in North America than any other holiday,’’ he said. ‘’The
interior message of Passover is probably our greatest gift to the world: eternal optimism, the renewal of the world and our own renewal as well.’’
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Form groups of four to six. Within those groups answer the following questions one at a time. Let each member respond to the first question before
you move onto the second.


1. What were your earliest Seders like? When and where were they? What
was wonderful about them? What was problematic?
2. How are your Seders today different? Where are they? Who runs them?
What is wonderful about them? What needs work?
3. What things have you done to create Seders that work for you and your
family? What are your best innovations? What process did/do you go
through to create this innovative Seder?
4. How would you like your future Seders to look?

  
You will need a recorder to record answers either on a board or a series of
large sheets of paper.
Brainstorm two lists.
Rules for brainstorming:
Nothing is rejected. Everything is added to a list that can be edited later.
Listen carefully to other people’s suggestions and see what associations
they trigger for you.
1. List all the Seder innovations you can. Draw on your own experiences,
those of others here today, and those you have heard about.
2. List all the rules for Seder innovation you can. What should a person
do or not do?
Make copies of these lists and distribute them to all participants after the
meeting.

             :      

Scaffolding
  
Ways that synagogues can contribute to family Seder success.
 

The focus of this activity is the actual brainstorming of possible Passover
programs that your synagogue could offer families. The other elements all
lead to this final task. Each of the elements in this activity is laid out and
ready to use. Before leading the group through this activity, you should
work through the activity as an individual.
  

In this activity you will:
1. Learn a change management tool called “force field analysis” that
was developed by a German Jew who came to the United States and
affected the development of modern psychology. His name was Kurt
Lewin-Levin.
2. Examine six case studies of families who are having problems with
their Seders.
3. Apply force-field analysis to the problems involved in trying to create
meaningful Seders.
4. Examine a list of “best congregational practices” of programming and
processes that help to empower families’ creations of great Seders.
5. Make selections of possible Passover programming from on and off
that list which will help remove “restraining forces” and therefore
enable the creation of more great Seders within the congregation.
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Force Field Analysis:
Understanding the Pressures For and Against Change
Force Field Analysis is a method for listing, discussing, and dealing with the
forces that make possible or obstruct a desired change. The forces that help
you achieve the change are called driving forces and the forces that work
against the change are called restraining forces. This analysis helps generate
options by examining the forces (groups, other activities, resources, relationships, etc.) that can help achieve or work against the objectives. The
concept behind the Force Field model is that any situation is the result of
opposing forces, some of which push for positive problem resolution and
others of which push against positive resolution. Problem solvers can
change a situation for the better by changing the forces that affect it.

    
1. Draw a force field chart. Use whatever format works best for your study.
One simple way is to create two columns: one for driving forces and one for
restraining.
2. Brainstorm the driving and restraining forces and record them on the
chart.
3. Analyze the chart and determine which factors can be altered to increase
the chances of success.

        
Here are six families that each have a “Seder problem”. Use these cases as
well as others you know to look at the difficulties that families have in creating great Seders.
1. Diane is a Jew-by-choice. She is now serious about creating a Jewish
home for her family. Bob, her husband, who was uncomfortable marrying a
non-Jew, is nowhere as serious or committed as she is about living a Jewish
life. That is not Diane’s only problem, however. The rest of Bob’s family
doesn’t really accept her conversion. She is left trying to be Jewish all on her
own. She is trying to learn how to be Jewish from books. She once threw
out three dozen eggs when she didn’t realize that sponge cakes don’t rise.
Creating a Seder seems overwhelming. There are too many recipes, too
many parts to understand, way too much Hebrew, too many songs—and
then there is the problem of sitting at a table with people who do not want
to be there.
2. The Kaufman’s used to be pretty good at Passover. They knew the basics

of how to make a Seder and used to have a good time with the songs, the
foods, and many of the traditions. Then their kids got older. One is a teen-
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ager, one a pre-teen. The two of them think that anything that has to do with
family, and especially Judaism, is “boring.” Last year, when the kids were
allowed to leave the table after the meal and before the second half of the
Seder, the two Kaufman children plus two others snuck out of the house and
went to McDonalds to get “some real food” instead of “that Jewish stuff.”
3. Burt’s family used to have the worst Seders. They would go to his grand-

father’s house. His grandfather, a Holocaust survivor, would sit at the head
of the table and read the Hebrew to himself. Every now and then he would
announce a page, but no one in the family knew what was going on. Then
there was a lot of food—most of which was not very good. Seder has never
meant anything to him. He is not terribly excited about having one, having
to go to one, let alone being responsible for doing to his children what his
grandfather did to him.
4. There is no way to keep the Speigel family happy. Each part of the family

wants something different. George and his family would be thrilled if the
Seder consisted of just the food and nothing else. Their four questions are
“When do we eat?” “Can’t we skip more?” “How many more pages?” and
“Does this have to take forever?” On the other hand, Ariyeh (who used to be
Andy) and his family get angry if anything is skipped. They want to do
every word, every song, and every ritual. Sarah and her crew always want
the Seder to evoke feelings. They want to share things and be creative. Dave
and Beth have no idea what they can create to just keep the peace—let
alone have a good experience.
5. Paul had dyslexia as a child. All he remembers about Seder was the fear of

being called on to read and the shame of reading poorly. For him, his Seder
memories are traumatic. To this day, he still avoids Seder because the memories are so bad and the fear of being called on is still strong. Now, pressure is
being put on him to have his own Seder. Even though his wife has stated that
she will run the Seder and promised him that he will not have to read, he is
still embarrassed about not reading, and he is fearful of creating the same
kind of trauma for his children that had been created for him.
6. When Susan was growing up, her family’s Seder had no ritual, it was just a

Jewish eating opportunity. For a few years, Dan’s family went to a Seder
that a grandfather led, but then they stopped attending. Dan received no
formal Jewish education. Their children are now enrolled in Jewish schools
and they have decided that for this to make sense, they need to have some
kind of Jewish life at home. This has painted them into a corner where having a Seder seems like a necessity. But, it really scares them. They don’t
know where to start and they don’t even know who they can ask.
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Work as a group (or in small groups) to create a chart of the forces that compel the case-study families and others to have Seders, and the forces that
restrain these families and others from making successful Seders. You may
want to do this on large “post-it” pads.
 

 

             :      

  
    
• “Bibliotherapy”. Distribute the Art of Jewish Living: The Passover Seder,

The Leader’s Guide to The Family Participation Haggadah “A Different
Night”, or another resource, that walks the family step-by-step, problem
by problem through the organizing, planning, and implementation of a
Passover Seder.
• Print Resources. Create a congregational cookbook, collection of best
Seder readings, etc. Soon, someone will create a Seder CD-Rom that can
be used to pick, organize, and then print out custom family Haggadot
without the need for “cutting and pasting.”
• Seder Hot Lines and Websites. Interactive (and anonymous) help can
be made available to families who are looking for either information
or advice.
• Passover Institute. A single day program (or a series of shorter programs) during which a cluster of “Seder Courses” can be offered. These
range from cooking or Passover melodies on one side, to spiritual
insights into the Haggadah on another. Practical seminars on involving
young children and creating a family Haggadah can be part of the package; so can a “Seder Leader’s Training Program.”
• A Best Practices Seder Seminar. An evening where people who already
lead Seders come and share the best of last year’s creations and innovations with others.
• A Seder Mentoring Program. Families who run successful Seders adopt
families with little or no experience and share two or three years of
Seder experiences with them. They slowly bring the “newbie” family
from the point of watching, to sharing, and then empower them to do
on their own.
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Take your Force Field Analysis chart and this list of best practices. Look at
the forces that are restraining the creation of great Seders. Brainstorm a
list of the programs (on or off this list) that would help to eliminate the
restraining forces.
     
1.

2.

3.

4.

5.

6.

7.

8.

9.

10.

             :      

Evaluation
This unit involved several elements. Write down a piece of learning or relearning that you have taken from each segment.
1. Torah Study: The Meaning of Matzah.

2. Exercise: Innovations that take place at family Seders

Force Field Analysis

3. Scaffolding Activity: Looking at how synagogues can help families create

meaningful family rituals.

4. Background Readings

 
5. What insights about family play and family celebration should be added
to the ways that your congregation serves its member families.
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Closing Ritual
Invite each person to name a ritual, food or phrase from the Seder and
explain how this represents what they learned through this session.

            

Unit Two
Praying
Overview
This unit will explore acts of prayer and blessing done in a family context.
We will look at ways that families can create meaningful moments of reflection and/or connection with God as part of their regular family context, and
examine ways that synagogues can bring families together in communal
worship that honors and involves family groupings.
 

How do families create moments of prayer and blessing? How can congregations enable this process? What is the meaning of “family worship?” How
can congregations bring families together for prayer in a meaningful way?
How does this experience differ from “adult” or “children’s” services?
 

This Unit includes four sub-units. Your leadership team will determine
which of these modules are most appropriate for your congregation.
. Asking God’s Blessing on Family Members
. The Sh’ma at Bedtime/Morning Blessings—Daily Prayer at Home
. Talking with Children about God
. Creating Family Services
Each of these sub-units includes:
• Torah study;
• A practical experience in application or imagination;
• A “scaffolding” exercise looking at the congregation’s role;
• Background readings.
 

It is possible to get through each of these units in an hour by skipping elements. However, it is preferable to choose only two of them. The leadership
team should decide early on how to approach this unit.
The background readings can be handled in a number of ways: (a) they can
be assigned to individual members of the group who will later report on
their learning, (b) one or more specific articles can be chosen for the group
to explore, or (c) they can be left for individual group members to explore
on their own. Each of them offers the chance to explore one of the aspects
of this unit more deeply.
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• Moments of blessing are powerful family tools that can communicate
deep feelings, manifest values, and aid families in making the most of
special times.
• The Jewish tradition offers opportunities for daily and weekly spiritual
moments in our homes. Such activities as Sh’ma at bedtime, morning
wake up rituals, and berakhot (blessings) at meals offer families opportunities to infuse their lives with a sense of connection, direction,
and purpose.
• Children want to talk about God. They have lots of questions. Parents
are often reluctant to talk about God because they fear not having
enough answers. Empowering such conversations helps to both build
moments of family connection and make the Jewish tradition more
accessible.
• Synagogues have opportunities to heighten the spiritual dimension
of families and to build communities of families through the creation of
worship experiences that speak to family needs.

Opening Ritual & Check-in
What was your childhood bedtime ritual? How did the adults in your family
put you to bed?
Have everyone invoke a blessing for another person. Examples:
• May God bless my children.
• May ___ find strength through her illness.
• Let God help ___ in his search for an appropriate career.

            

Sub-Unit I: Asking God’s Blessing on Family Members
How do families create moments of prayer and blessing? It is an ancient tradition for parents to bless their children as part of the rituals on Erev
Shabbat (Friday evening) at the table. We will use the priestly benediction,
traditionally recited at this time, as an example of a way that families can
bless each other and bring blessing into their home.

  
The Hebrew word shalom comes from the root sh-l-m, which means “complete” or “whole.” While we translate one of its meanings as “peace,” the
vision expressed in the Hebrew is not the same as the Latin word pax, from
which the English was taken. Pax literally means “quiet.” Shalom means
whole or complete. This is a more dynamic conception of peace.
Sh’lom bayit, “a complete home,”is an ideal vision of a family at peace with
itself. Family harmony, though, is not always the easiest goal to achieve.
During the hectic work week, pressures build, tempers are frayed and the
opportunity to recognize and appreciate family members is often long in
coming. The traditional Shabbat celebration brings us a way of actively
building a dynamic sense of family shalom. The individual blessing of family
members is a ritualized expression of this opportunity.

  
The first of the family blessings are those for the children. The tradition of
blessing children is quite old. The Bible itself records several parental blessings for children, including Isaac’s blessings of his children and Jacob’s
blessing of his sons. The actual blessing formula still used for boys today
refers to the blessing Jacob bestowed on his grandchildren Ephraim and
Menasseh, Joseph’s sons. We bless our sons with the formula: “May God
make you like Ephraim and Menasseh.” A midrash teaches that this benediction attests to their unique strength. These two boys were raised in
Egypt, sons of an Egyptian nobleman, yet they refused to give up their
identity as Jews. Rather than assimilate into the dominant culture, they
openly identified with their alien relatives, the nomadic Israelite immigrants. Ephraim and Menasseh are symbols of the loyalty of children to
their parents and their faith.
The blessing formula we use for daughters refers to the ancestral mothers:
Sarah, Rebecca, Rachel, and Leah. We bless our daughters: “May God make
you like Sarah, Rebecca, Rachel and Leah.” Sarah was a woman of courage
whose response to adversity was laughter. Rebecca, even more than
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Abraham, is the biblical model of hospitality and human concern. And
Rachel and Leah are the two biblical characters who fully model being “their
sibling’s keeper,” showing real sisterhood. These are the values we wish on
any child.

Ron Wolfson. The Art of Jewish
Living, The Shabbat Seder. New
York: The Federation of Jewish
Men’s Clubs, 1985, pp. 123-128.

The children’s blessings conclude with the ancient “Priestly Benediction,”
the same formula that was recited by the High Priests in the Temple. This is
the first of several echoes of the Temple service found in the Shabbat ritual.
Parents preside over the Shabbat table as the priests presided over the altar
in the Temple. The benediction itself asks God’s blessing for protection,
kindness and peace.

            

Background Readings
Elliot Dorff. “The Subtleties of the Priestly Blessing.” New York: Moment
Magazine, June 1998.
This is an academic exploration of the priestly blessings. It is a chance to closely
examine the words we say over children and see the power of their meaning.
1. What did you learn about the words in this blessing that makes the

act of blessing more meaningful?
2. Dorff says, “the Priestly Blessing articulates important aspects of the
Jewish conception of the relationship between God and us. It also has
much to teach us about our own human relationships.” What are some
of these insights?
Joel Lurie Grishaver. “The Gift That Keeps Giving,” And You Shall Be a
Blessing. New York: Jason Aronson, 1993, pp. 25-35
This chapter explores the meaning and process of blessing. It examines rabbinic
insights about how the act of blessing transforms both the one offering and the one
receiving the blessing.
1. Grishaver states that berakhot (blessings) are both “a commitment”
and “a statement of radical appreciation.” How do these two things work?
2. How can parents make both of these understandings live in their
families?

  

Ron Wolfson. The Art of Jewish Living: The Shabbat Seder. New York: The
Federation of Jewish Men’s Clubs, 1985, pp. 123-128, 138-140
This is a practical resource for individual group members who might want to add
the blessing of children to their family practice.
1. Which family’s stories resonated with your experience?
2. How do these personal stories inform the synagogue role in enabling

family success?
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Torah Study
 

Key text: Numbers 6:22-27
Commentaries: Babylonian Talmud, Tractate Chullin 48a; Midrash Tanchuma,
Isaac Abravanel’s commentary on the midrash, and midrash Genesis Rabbah
29:11.
This set of texts offers a journey through rabbinic sources on the Priestly
Blessing and uses them to look at the relationship of God and the person asking for a blessing. It examines the meaning of saying a blessing over a child or
other family members.
When parents bless their children on Shabbat they use words that were originally given to the priests (kohanim) to use to bless the Families-of-Israel. We
are going to look at those words.

 :-
The E spoke to Moses, saying:
“Speak to Aaron and his sons, saying:
‘This is how you will bless the Families-of-Israel, saying:
‘May the Eternal bless you and keep you.
‘May the Eternal make God’s face shine upon you and be kind to you.
‘May the Eternal let God’s face turn to you and give you peace.’
“And they shall put My Name on the Families of Israel, and I will bless them.”

 
The problem here is in the last sentence. If God is going to “do the blessing,”
what are the priests doing? Similarly, when we bless our children, are we just
“putting God’s Name on them?” The Jewish tradition offers a number of different answers. Each answer teaches a different lesson.

 
This first answer is found in the Babylonian Talmud, Tractate Chullin 48a.
When the Torah says, “I will bless them” the “them” is the sons of Aaron, the
kohanim. God gives the kohanim a blessing and they (in turn) bless Israel.
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1. How does the Talmud answer this question? What does God do? What

do the kohanim do?
2. Apply this answer to parents and children. What is the meaning of
blessing one’s children?

 
This answer comes from an early midrashic collection, Midrash Tanchuma.
The Families-of-Israel said to the Holy One, “Ruler of the Cosmos, why did
you order the kohanim to bless us? Your blessing is the only one we need.
Please look down from Your holy habitation and directly bless Your people.”
The Holy One answered Israel: “Even though I ordered the kohanim to bless
you, I stand with them, and together we bless you.”


1. How does Midrash Tanchuma answer this question? What does God do?

What do the kohanim do?
2. Apply this answer to parents and children. What is the meaning of
blessing one’s children?

 
Isaac Abravanel, a medieval Spanish commentator, used this verse for a grammar lesson.
He explains that the word b’rakhah (blessing) has three distinct meanings:
• Blessings are gifts provided to us by God. This meaning is shown in
Genesis 24:1, “And the E blessed Abraham with all…”
• Blessings are a “thank you” said to God for gifts given to people. We
can see this meaning in 1 Chronicles 29:10 where it says, “And David
blessed the E. . .”
• Blessings are wishes given by one person to another. These are
requests by one person for God to provide a gift to the person being
blessed.


1. How does Abravanel explain the Priestly Benediction? What does God

do? What do the kohanim do?
2. Apply this answer to parents and children. What is the meaning of

blessing one’s children?
3. Which of these three answers feels most true to you?

Tanchuma (Buber edition),
Naso 15
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Exercise
   ,    

Having looked into the spiritual process of the act of blessing, we are now
going to look at opportunities besides Erev Shabbat (Friday evening) for
extending this process.
This activity includes these three steps:
a. Read two articles. The first, by Marlene Adler Marks, is on using the
moment when your child gets her/his driver’s license as a moment for
blessing and ceremony. The second is by Barbara D. Holener, “A
Ceremony of Passage on My Sixty-Fifth Birthday.”
b. In small groups, brainstorm opportunities for blessing and family ritual in the “year-cycle” and in the “life-cycle.”
c. In the “scaffolding activity,” examine the ways that synagogues can
facilitate families’ ability and motivation to take advantage of such
opportunities.
 

After allowing time to read these two short pieces, the entire learning community should turn to the questions that follow. This is a discussion by the
entire group looking at these two examples of other family blessing moments. This is followed by a smaller group brainstorming process. Do not
spend a lot of time letting groups report. It is best to collect the lists and
have them typed up and distributed to everyone at a later meeting.
’ 

© 2000 Marlene Adler Marks
“Drive safely,” I say, as my daughter, Samantha leaves for the day.
“I will,” she says.
In the beginning, I’d walk her to the car. As she backed out of the driveway, I’d walk into the street, ready to head off any cars roaring down the hill
behind her. Then I’d chase her down the street, filled with a desperate afterthought or crucial last-minute reminder.
“Drive safely,” I’d repeat.
“I will,” she’d say.
Can’t do that now. My quota is a mere two ‘drive-safelies’ taken daily.
Any more than that and I’m a caricature. I can see her smirking
“Mommmmmm!” in exasperation. I’m nothing if not creative, though.
“Do you have gas?”
“Do you have money?”
“Dri-”
“Momm!!”

            

The first time Samantha drove to the market alone, I made her promise
to call me when she arrived. Gone two seconds, I heard the ambulance
sirens blaring on the highway. Then the phone rang.
“I got here!” she said. “See, I’m not dead!”
Becoming a two-car family makes it clear. The separation process is, if
not complete, fiercely under way. We’re experiencing the psychobiological
process known in the plant world as “budding,” the pulling apart of parent
and child. In budding, our encyclopedia says, “The organism undergoes
cell division that produces a smaller daughter cell. The daughter cell
clings to the parent cell until it achieves sufficient growth through division
to break away.”
That’s what’s happening to us, the daughter who has until now been
clinging to the mother (and vice versa), is ready to break away. We are
evolving from one household into two. Two cars. Two phone numbers. I
don’t know all her friends. She does her own grocery shopping. If she calls
from the Valley, I can’t say, “Don’t go.” In her competence and self-confidence, and the way her hair shines with exuberance, her distinction is complete. She’s sealing off, on her own. Ready to leave home.
And, more slowly than I might have thought, I am ready too.
Mother’s Day is not a Jewish holiday, of course, but it’s so irresistible,
even the most devout Jews are catching on. One Orthodox group suggests
celebrating Mother’s Day on the 11th of the month of Cheshvan, which falls
in October or November, a month associated with the death of the matriarch Rachel.
But I like the calendar the way it stands. Not only does Mother’s Day fall
in the spring, a good season for flowers, it often comes in the month of Iyar,
while observant Jews are engaged in the spiritual discipline known as
“counting the Omer.” For 49 days, we can evaluate our inner progress and
develop personal insight, one aspect at a time.
Is it a coincidence that this Sunday, the 9th of Iyar, is the very day dedicated to “Choosing the right advisor?” It’s perfect for mothers of new
adults, like me.
For in my new downsized job description, being the right advisor is
probably the best I can do. After all, what is left to me? The future is roaring
at me, and I am powerless against its drift. I can’t stand in the street to
ward off cars. I can’t rush after her, with last-minute reminders.
I’d be thrilled to become someone my daughter does not flee; someone
whose views do not immediately cause rebellion. Yes, I’d like to be the “right
advisor,” someone upon whom my daughter will count, as time goes on.
But it’s too soon for that, not when I can still exasperate her with a single
breath.
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What can be done? Chava Weissler’s book, Voices of the Matriarchs, gives
some suggestions. Her book unearths the prayers said by Jewish women
and uneducated men to reflect those troubling or strange life-cycle moments that were not reflected in the formal liturgy. Known as tchines, these
creative and intuitive expressions, usually in Yiddish (and often written by
men) asked for protection at strange and magical moments, from childbirth
to baking challah to visiting the cemetery.
Such moments are upon me now. A good tchine, it seems to me, would
soothe the heart of the parent of a new adult.
Which ones do I need? The car, of course, comes first.
A prayer for the car mechanic, to keep my daughter’s car in good order.
A prayer for the other drivers on the road, that they watch for traffic
lights and make safe left turns.
But beyond transportation, there are other moments that I see coming.
A prayer for my daughter and other first-time voters this November.
A prayer for the nation as it undergoes the transmittal of power to the
next generation.
A prayer for the Jewish and American communities that they accommodate the energies and interests of the new crop of beautiful enthusiastic,
free adults.
A prayer for the future is sometimes the best a mother can do.
      - 

Barbara D. Hounder
“A time to plant and a time to uproot that which has been planted.”
Ecclesiastes 3:2

The following is adapted from a ceremony of Simchat Chokhmah (celebration of elder wisdom) written for and shared with my Bible study group, a
minyan (quorum) of women friends who have studied together for over
thirty years. Only the ten of us were present on March 15, 1992, my sixtyfifth birthday. After the ceremony, each of my friends shared her perceptions of me—a surprising conclusion, this bonding of women in one of our
rare celebratory rites of passage.
Although it can be said that life begins anew at seventy (Psalms 90:10),
my rite of passage coincides with my sixty-fifth year, because it is the end of
a ten-year period of change and growth. I want to celebrate with my minyan
of scholars because you have kept me alive and warm at a time when I needed you, and I love you for that.
In these ten years, I have lost my husband, my father, my mother—my
most intimate connections. I have lived through fear, loneliness, pain, and
the most fundamental upheaval, and gained confidence, independence, a
whole exciting new life.

            

These past few months I have sensed a sea-change, something new
developing that I could not identify, but I acted on it by finishing and sending off my collected poems because I do not write the same way any more.
Words kept recurring in my mind: Divest, accept, cleanse, plant. A ceremonial mood took hold, and I decided to see where it would take me, to define
the implications of those words.
Divest. Divest of old guilts, false obligations, ills and evils long since
lived through and resolved. Of petty distractions and unwelcome intrusions. Travel light, because I feel mortality breathing down my neck.
Accept. Accept time, its ravages, brevity, unpredictability.
Accept my body, its aging, its demands, the awkward and ludicrous.
Accept the possibility that my loved ones, spirit, mind, comfort, and health
could be swept away in a breath. Relish what I have. But never allow myself
to accept my limitations, nor even to ask what they are.
Cleanse. Water is important in my life. I go to the ocean for comfort and
healing. The mikveh (ritual bath) seemed the right place—to enter naked, to
say the berakhot (blessings), to immerse and emerge purified in an ancient
ritual, a link with Eden, according to Aryeh Kaplan. It was my first time.
Plant. I wanted to plant seeds, real, living seeds, not the seeds of poems
and ideas I deal with all the time. I chose sage, which represents longevity,
wisdom, and sagacity.
Although I am a very celebratory person, I am not usually ceremonious.
But I felt the need to mark this transition. I modeled my ceremony on the
archetypal Jewish rite of passage: that of Abraham. It consists of a naming
and a covenant.
      - 
Naming and Renaming

My parents gave me a beautiful name, Bluma Haya, which translates as “living flower.” To that I add Beruriah from the root meaning “clear,” a scholar’s
name. Beruriah was the wife of the second century scholar Rabbi Meir
and a famous scholar in her own right. I hope for a flowering of wisdom in
my old age.
My renaming renews my life as a Jewish woman and poet trying to reach
out to others, perhaps giving them the words they need. The taking of a
new Hebrew name also marks my commitment to begin at long last the
serious study of Hebrew.
Immersing Myself in Covenant

Symbols are part of every ritual. Mine are water, a ring, an apple. Water—
the water of the mikveh for spiritual cleansing. A ring—the cycle and binding of generations.
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I wear my grandmother’s wedding ring; one day my daughter will wear it.
Abraham concluded a covenant with God by cutting an animal in two
(Genesis 15:10). I cut an apple, Eve’s fruit. In choosing knowledge, we are
her heirs.
Words of Song and Blessing

Of course, we must have a poem:
Song for Her Next Age

Ride, ride, old woman
ride down your days, hound them to heel
wind in your teeth, ride to the sea
salt on your tongue, brine in your blood
naked and nerved, sing down your days.
Howl down the sea, old woman
into its mouth cry out your name
into its wake cast off your bones
into its womb bury your own.
Old woman, rise from the sea undone
you have won, you have won.
Blessed are You Shekhinah (close-dwelling presence of God, associated
with the feminine), in whose name we come into our own.
As we planted the sage, we recited: Praised be You, Holy One of
Blessing, giver of life and wisdom. May these seeds take root to remind
us that we have it within us to gain chokhmah (wisdom), and may we be
granted long life for our purpose.
Baruch atah Adonai Eloheinu melech ha’olam, sheheheyanu vekiyyemanu
vehiggi’anu lazeman hazeh.
Praised are You Ruler of the world who has kept us in life, sustained us,
and brought us to this day.

            


1. What makes the moment of acquiring a driver’s license a good time for

a family “blessing” moment?
2. How can such a religious/spiritual process help families with this

transition?
3. What are the things that will help such a ceremony feel “real” and not
“hokey?” What are some of the guidelines for making such a blessing work?
4. Why would a sixty-fifth birthday be an important time for a ritual or a
family-blessing?
5. How can such a religious/spiritual process help families with this
transition?
6. What are the elements of the “Sixty-Fifth Birth Ceremony” suggested
here that work for you? If it seems effective—what makes it effective?

/  
Working in small groups (six to ten) begin a brainstorming process. A board
or a wall chart would be a perfect way of doing this work.
• Make a list of all the special events that take place regularly in your
family’s year. Include Jewish celebrations, birthdays and other family
celebrations. Include Thanksgiving and the Fourth of July and any
other events that are part of the annual calendar.
• Make a list of events in a person’s life cycle from birth to death.
These can be Jewish events like a “consecration” or a Bar/Bat Mitzvah
ceremony—or they can be other life moments like getting a driver’s
license.
• Look at the complete list you have assembled; see how many “blessing”
or “ritual” opportunities you can imagine. You do not need to find some
“event” for every item you listed. Rather, concentrate on creating
moments that would feel authentic and important.

41

42

         :     

Scaffolding
    
 

Bring the entire learning community back together. Have each group share
two or three of the best blessing opportunities they developed. It might be
valuable to transcribe and then later share the complete lists.
As a complete group, work on these three questions:
1. What resources would be valuable for families, either as items sent
home or as resources available at the synagogue, which would enable
their creation of such home events?
2. What workshops, classes, or other learning opportunities would
enable families use of blessing opportunities?
3. What communal or collective events and celebrations would empower
families if synagogues offered them (e.g., an event for parents and their
almost-drivers)?

            

Sub-Unit II: Daily Prayer at Home

What is the impact of daily prayer opportunities on families? How, in the
chaos of obligations and distractions, can families build a daily ritual of prayer
and reflection?
Saying the Sh’ma at bedtime is a traditional Jewish act that has provided
generations of Jewish parents with significant moments that they can share
with their children. Bedtime is a perfect moment for both serious conversation and prayer.
The Jewish tradition offers a parallel spiritual opportunity in its wake-up
ritual but many fewer Jewish families avail themselves of these moments
because, in the organic flow of most of our days, morning is no where near
as conducive a moment as bedtime.
In the Talmud, the rabbis use these morning blessings to explain a significant
idea about prayer: ordinary moments can trigger spiritual opportunities.
Acts as simple as waking up and getting out of bed can trigger a reflection
on our relationship with God.

Background Readings
Joel Lurie Grishaver. Building Jewish Life: Prayers & Blessings Activity Book
Parents’ Guide. Los Angeles: Torah Aura Productions, 1991.
Created for parents, this article focuses on the process of adding the Sh’ma and
simple blessings to a family’s life process. It explains the impact such on-going ritual
can make.
1. How does the saying of the Sh’ma and simple brakhot (blessings)

offer parents an opportunity to be teachers?
2. What are some of the best “she-he-cheyanu moments” in your life?
How does a brakhah help to embed them?
Max Kadushin. “The Sh’ma—Worship, Commitment, and Study,” Worship
and Ethics, A Study in Rabbinic Judaism. Evanston, Il.: Northwestern University Press, 1964.
This article discusses the values that are conveyed in the saying of the Sh’ma. It
looks at the Sh’ma not as a statement of faith but as a series of life commitments
1. How is the Sh’ma an act of study and commitment?
2. How can the acceptance of malkhut Shamayim (the rulership of God)

be a positive family influence?
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Torah Study
 
Team members should read the article on “saying the Sh’ma”, then should
work in chevruta, and, finally, insights should be shared with the entire group.


In the Torah, in the first paragraph of the Sh’ma (the V’ahavta), we are told,
“And you shall speak of them when you lie down and when you rise up”
(Deuteronomy 6:7). From this verse comes the mitzvah of saying the Sh’ma
at morning services and evening services. This verse is also the basis of the
tradition of saying the Sh’ma at bedtime and saying blessings upon waking.
A 19th century guide to Jewish behavior, the Kitzur Shulchan Arukh, suggests this bedtime ritual:
1. A person should set aside time to study Torah every night;
2. One should examine one’s deeds before going to sleep; one should
work on forgiving anyone who has done him or her wrong;
3. One should say at least the first part of the Sh’ma;
4. The Sh’ma should be one’s last words before morning.
Many Jewish families find wonderful ways of making some version of these
rituals part of the way parents say goodnight to their children.
The following article by Linda Shulkin tells the story of how one mother
started this process with her children.
  ’  
Introduction to the Siddur Vol. 2:
The Sh’ma and Its Blessings,
Teacher’s Resource Kit. Los Angeles:
Torah Aura Productions, 1995.

Linda Shulkin
As a Jew-by-Choice, incorporating rituals, building traditions and making
Jewish memories for my family and for myself is particularly important—
my husband might even call it an obsession. Early in my Jewish life, I
quizzed my husband expecting that his Jewish birthright would confer upon
me the information that would allow me to move from novice “ger” to knowledgeable “Jew.” As I grew Jewishly, I learned that time and active practice
were needed to build traditions and make memories. I looked for ways to
readily (and easily) incorporate Jewish practice and discussion into my life
and my family’s life.
Two years ago, when I read the manuscript for a book which was to be
published by my previous employer, Torah Aura Productions, I was moved
by a simple but touching solicitation to parents to make saying the Sh’ma a
nightly ritual. I read the piece several times and through several rewrites
and edits. After the fourth reading, I found myself thinking about the piece

            

away from work, wondering how I might incorporate its practice into my
nightly bedtime rituals with my then four-year-old daughter, Aliyah. Here
was a ritual for which I had my own very positive memories—the nightly,
private conversations with my grandmother where we discussed the highlights of our day followed by hugs, kisses and a joint prayer. I was convinced—
I could do this! Aliyah could do this! It only required slight modification of
our evening bedtime practices.
So we began [with the Sh’ma article in hand for the first few evenings].
We said our good nights to Dad and Aliyah’s teenage brother in the den and
retired to Aliyah’s room. We talked about our day—what was good and what
was not so good. And then we said the Sh’ma. Since Aliyah’s Hebrew skills
were limited to the melodies associated with Shabbat prayers she had memorized over the course of four years of fairly regular attendance at Erev
Shabbat services, we began with me slowly saying the prayer two or three
words at a time and her repeating after me. Aliyah loved it.
After the first few evenings, I reread the article on saying the Sh’ma and
looked for things to add to our evenings together to keep them new, different, and interesting. Since Aliyah was enrolled in a pre-kindergarten in her
preschool, I decided that some of the “facts” about the Sh’ma for parents
were just as appropriate for Aliyah.
One evening we discussed the “Pledge of Allegiance,” which Aliyah said
daily in preschool. The next evening, we discussed the fact that the Sh’ma is
like a Jewish “pledge of allegiance.” Later we talked about why we Jews say
the Sh’ma and where the words come from in the Torah. We talked about
saying prayers and we talked about how I didn’t say the Sh’ma as a little girl
(but rather said a different prayer), but now that I was a Jew, I didn’t say
that other prayer. We talked about what the words of the Sh’ma mean. We
mentioned that the Sh’ma should be the last words said each night. For several evenings, we worked on trying to make it Aliyah’s last words each night.
After several months, I knew I had accomplished my goal of creating a
Jewish family ritual which worked for us.
After three years of saying the Sh’ma with Aliyah, we are devoted to the
practice of saying it nightly. Aliyah encourages us to say the Sh’ma with her
even if we are tired or forgetful. After a recent overnight visit to my parents,
they assured me that she asked one of them to sit with her while she
observed her nightly ritual of saying the Sh’ma. Aliyah’s Hebrew skills are
developing rapidly. She is enrolled as a second-grader in a community day
school. Our nightly ritual now often includes discussions of her Judaica lessons, and she is often the leader with me repeating the prayer after her. While
we still have not accomplished the task of making the Sh’ma the last words
she utters each night, with Aliyah’s encouragement I have developed my own
personal ritual of making the Sh’ma the last words I say each evening.
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1. What did you learn about “Jewish family process” from this article?
2. How did Linda’s experience compare to the bedtime experience you have,

had, or hope to have with your children?
 - 

In the Talmud the rabbis suggest a wake-up ritual. This ritual was originally
designed to be done at home, on one’s own, with individual blessings said in
response to specific things a person did in order to get their day started.
Babylonian Talmud,
Tractate Berakhot 60b.

When a person hears the rooster crow, s/he should say:
Praised are You, Adonai, our God, Ruler of the Cosmos,who has given the
Rooster, the intelligence, to tell the difference between day and night.
When a person opens his/her eyes, s/he should say:
Praised are You, Adonai, our God, Ruler of the Cosmos, the-One-Who opens
the eyes of the blind.
When a person stretches and sits up, s/he should say:
Praised are You, Adonai, our God, Ruler of the Cosmos, the-One-Who frees
the captive.
When a person gets dressed, s/he should say:
Praised are You, Adonai, our God, Ruler of the Cosmos, the-One-Who clothes
the naked.
When a person picks themselves up and gets out of bed, s/he should say:
Praised are You, Adonai, our God, Ruler of the Cosmos, the-One-Who raises
up those who are bowed.
When a person puts his/her feet on the ground, s/he should say:
Praised are You, Adonai, our God, Ruler of the Cosmos, the-One-Who spread
the land over the waters.
When a person begins to walk, s/he should say:
Praised are You, Adonai, our God, Ruler of the Cosmos, the-One-Who makes
people’s footsteps firm.
When a person ties his/her shoes, s/he should say:
Praised are You, Adonai, our God, Ruler of the Cosmos, the-One-Who meets
all my needs.
When a person fastens his/her belt, s/he should say:
Praised are You, Adonai, our God, Ruler of the Cosmos, the-One-Who girds
Israel with strength.
When a person covers his/her head, s/he should say:
Praised are You, Adonai, our God, Ruler of the Cosmos, the-One-Who crowns
Israel with glory.

            


1. What is the connection between “opening one’s eyes” and saying “Praised

are You, Adonai, our God, Ruler of the Cosmos, the-One-Who opens the eyes
of the blind?”
2. What is the connection between praising God for being “the-One-Who
crowns Israel with glory,” and putting on a hat?
3. Why do you think the Rabbis were interested in taking “ordinary”
actions like tying shoes or putting on a belt and connecting them to statements about God?
4. These prayers were engineered to be said at home, alone, as one woke up.
Later they were moved to the synagogue. Why do you think that change
took place?

 
Use the pattern of morning blessings to make up an original prayer for one
of the following morning experiences:
1. Brewing coffee
2. Opening the newspaper
3. Driving carpool
4. Brushing one’s teeth
5. Reading e-mail
6. Other

47

48

         :     

Activity
   
Gather three or four chevruta pairs together into small groups. Have those
groups work on the following problem:
The Rabbis moved the morning blessings from the home to synagogue because too few people managed to fit them in. It was much like many people’s
exercises that tend to go better in a gym than at home. (Think of how much
exercise equipment sits in homes unused.)
Think about how a family with school-age children could create a morning
Jewish ritual to match saying the Sh’ma at bedtime. This is a creative problem-solving task. Use your imagination.

Scaffolding Activity
  
Bring the entire learning community back together. Share the results of the
brainstorming about a morning ritual.


1. What is the difference between trying to create a “family blessing” ritual

in the home (such as the blessing of children on Friday night) and creating a
family prayer experience (such as Sh’ma at bedtime)?
2. What is the difference between trying to actualize an annual, weekly,
or daily experience? What are the difficulties of each? What are the rewards
of each?
3. What should be the goals of a family education program? Should we have
hopes or expectations about the level of observance some, many, or all families will develop?

            

Sub-Unit III: Talking with Children about God

In order to create a Jewish home that has significant moments of prayers
and blessings, parents need to be able to comfortably discuss the questions
about God that their children raise. What do parents need to know, and
what are the experiences that parents should have, in order to comfortably
and successfully talk about God with their children?
Once we start talking about prayers and blessings we invite questions about
God. That means that once we invite families to use “The G-word” in family
rituals and ceremonies, their children will start asking them questions
about God. And once they are acting as “agents for God,” using God’s name,
it is harder to dodge or avoid these questions. Just as parents now inherit a
responsibility to enter into dialogue about God, we who encouraged them
incur an obligation to support them and enable these conversations.
The simple truth is this: Parents need to be willing to talk about God. They
do not have to have answers to all their children’s questions; they just need
to be comfortably able to explore these questions with them. The goal is to
make parents comfortable with these conversations, not to arm them with
all the “right answers.”

Torah Study
 

Two groups of texts are presented here. A team can study either set of texts
or both.

 :      
The first of the Ten Commandments reads:
I am the E, your God, Who brought you out of the land of Egypt, out of
the house of bondage.

This “commandment” caused a number of arguments between various
medieval biblical commentators. They asked: Can belief in God be a commandment? Can belief be commanded?
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Maimonides (Egypt, 1135-1204), the famous Jewish philosopher, argues
that this “first commandment” is an order to believe in God. He says:
The first commandment is that God commands us to believe in God. The
mitzvah (commandment) is to believe that there is a cause and an organizing force behind all existing things. This idea is expressed in the statement, “I am the E your God.”
This is the most fundamental of fundamentals and the pillar of all sciences, to know that there is a first cause bringing into existence all things,
and that all that exists on heaven and earth and between them, exists
only because of the truth of God’s existence. The knowledge of the concept is a positive commandment, an obligation.
Isaac Abravanel (Spain, 1437–1508), took the other side:
The phrase “I am the Eternal your God. . . ” is not a commandment. . . . It
is only an introduction to the other commandments, a statement making
known to the Families-of-Israel, the Authority who is addressing them.

Or Ha-Shem

Hasdei Crescas, another Spanish Jewish philosopher (1340-1410) concurred.
He said:
Anyone who believes that belief in God is on the list of positive commandments (things that a Jew must do) falls into a common error. The
term mitzvah, by definition, means that it can only apply to matters of
free will and choice. But faith in God is not a matter of “choice” and can
therefore not be thought of as an obligation. (Crescas argues that such
faith is a “desire” of every Jew.)


1. What does Maimonides say about the First Commandment? Why does

he believe that it is the most important of the mitzvot?
2. What does Abravanel say about the First Commandment? What does he
believe about its role?
3. What does Crescas say about the “mitzvah” of believing in God?
4. With whom do you agree?
5. If each of these three philosophers wrote a book for parents about raising children, what would each one say about the kind of “God teaching” a
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parent should do?

 :   
The following is a transcribed “rap” about parenting from Rabbi Shlomo
Carlebach. It talks about the role of God in parenting.
This is also from the psalms, from the Book of King David. It says, when the
sun is shining, when everything in my life is good, it doesn’t take that much
to tell the world that everything is good. But when the night is very long,
when there is no end to darkness, what do you do then? So King David says,
“In the dark night it’s not enough to believe in God, you have to know how
much God believes in you.”
You know everyone is teaching our children how to believe in God. But
how many schools teach them how to believe in themselves? I could swear
to you, my beautiful friends, that all the young people in the world, they
could bring peace into the world. Nobody gave them courage to do it. So this
is for all the people in the world to give them courage. And you parents,
when you put your children to sleep, don’t just tell them to believe in God,
give them a taste of how much God believes in them. Give them a taste how
much the whole world needs every child. One of our prayers is, please let
children know that they are only born to make the world more beautiful
and they are not born to destroy the world.


1. According to Carlebach, what is the most important thing that parents

can teach their children about God?
2. How can the message that “God loves you” make a difference to whom a
child becomes?
3. Is this a comfortable message for you? How would you convey it?

Shlomo Carlebach,
http://www.rebshlomo.org/torah/
children.txt.
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Activity
 
 
This program takes some preparation. It is based on five of the top ten to
fifteen questions that children tend to ask about God. For each of these
questions we will be offering four popular answers. The facilitator will post
the four answers to each question—each in a different corner of the room.
Participants will then go to the answer that is closest to their own position,
find a partner and discuss their choice. After reasonable talking time, the
facilitator will invite group members to share their choices with the group.
Then everyone moves on to the next question. While we have provided five
sets of questions and answers, it is likely that you will only do three or four.
To prepare, write each of the answers on a sheet of paper that can be hung
in each corner. You may want to hang these up in advance and reveal each
set of answers as you go.

            

  
How do we know that there is a God?
• There is no God.
• We can feel God inside us.
• We can see God in nature.
• We just have to believe.
Does the Torah come from God?
• God dictated it to Moses on Mt. Sinai.
• God inspired people and they wrote down their understanding.
• Wise people learned wisdom and wrote it down.
• Various people wrote stuff for various reasons and it got woven
together.
Does praying make a difference?
• Praying can make you feel better.
• Prayers can make God feel better—and that helps.
• Praying is just boring.
• Prayers can make a sick person well.
Do good people get rewarded and bad people punished?
• What goes around comes around.
• Good people invite other people to be good & vice versa.
• God rewards and punishes (eventually).
• Only by accident.
What happens after you die?
• You live on in people’s memories.
• Reincarnation.
• Nothing.
• Some version of Heaven and Hell.

Wrap Up
Invite participants to share things they learned through the experience.
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Scaffolding
 
 

The books required for this activity need to be chosen and gathered in
advance of the meeting. You are, of course, free to include other books. You
may wish to create in advance a standard form or set of questions for each
reviewing team to use; this will shorten the time required but keep the team
members from deciding for themselves what criteria to use in evaluating
these books.

1. Break the learning community down to small groups of two to four.
2. Ask each group to create a form to review and evaluate these books.
3. Rotate the books among groups. Ask a group to evaluate each book that

they receive. Each group need not get all the books.
4. Share the evaluation criteria that each group chose with the whole group.
5. Share what the groups learned from their evaluation of the books.
6. Discuss the role of books in facilitating conversations about God.
  

Sandy Eisenberg Sasso, God’s Paintbrush. Jewish Lights Publishing, ISBN
1879045222.
Sandy Eisenberg Sasso, In God’s Name. Jewish Lights Publishing, ISBN
1879045265
Lawrence Kushner, Because Nothing Looks Like God, Jewish Lights Publishing,
ISBN 158023092x.
Lawrence Kushner, Where Is God? Skylight Paths Publishing, ISBN
1893361179.
  

David J. Wolpe, Teaching Your Children About God: A Modern Jewish Approach
Perennial (HarperCollins), ISBN 0060976470.
Harold S. Kushner, When Children Ask About God: A Guide for Parents who
Don’t Always have All the Answers. Random House, ISBN 0805210334.
Marc Gellman and Thomas Hartman, How Do You Spell God? Answers to the
Big Questions from Around the World. Morrow Junior Books, ISBN
0688130410.
Marc Gellman and Thomas Hartman, Where Does God Live? Liguori Publications, ISBN 0892439270.

            

  

Bonnie Resnick, with a teacher’s guide by Roberta Goodman Louis. More
Than Everywhere, An Instant Lesson. Los Angeles: Torah Aura Productions, 1992.
This short piece is a perfect model of a resource that parents can use to talk about
God with their children.
1. Does this story offer a good way of talking about God with children?

Why? Why not?
2. What are some of the other “God issues” that should be part of this

conversation?
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IV. Creating Family Services

Each of the other sections of this unit—and most of the material in this
entire curriculum—affects families directly in the home. Most of the units
ask the question: How can the synagogue community influence the success
of family activities and relationships? This time we are looking directly at
events that the synagogue stages. We are not talking about family blessings,
a Seder, or a bedtime ritual; instead we will look at what happens when families come to synagogues.
This section asks: How can families have powerful family moments within
the context of communal synagogue worship? What does a synagogue need
to do to make this possible?
It is possible to create family worship experiences that simultaneously break
down the rigidity of the pew and create moments of individual family interaction, interaction between families, the interweaving of “non-family” members into an intergenerational community, and powerful moments of overall
community. This must happen simultaneously in a setting that allows for
serious adult prayer. We will look at methodologies that welcome families
into “real” services rather than center themselves exclusively on either adults
or children.
Over the past fifteen or twenty years synagogues have seen a progression.
Once they offered children’s services. Many synagogues still do in various
appropriate contexts. Later, Tot-Shabbat came into the mix. This was an
accommodation to draw in and serve the growing population of families
with pre-school children. These services proved to be a great success because of their informality and because parents enjoyed their children’s
enjoyment. For the most part, these services involve a rabbi who is off the
bima and telling stories rather than giving a sermon; music and liturgy are
simpler; and guitar may be used when halakhically appropriate. These are
children’s services that some adults enjoy because their children are enjoying them—or perhaps because the simpler and shorter services do not
threaten their tenuous Jewish connection.
Recently, two consultants to the Whizin Institute for Jewish Family Life,
Joel Lurie Grishaver and Vicky Kelman, discovered that they had been independently experimenting dramatically with the meaning of family worship.
Their original work was done in connection with the High Holidays, but it
presents some clear models for weekly or monthly service experiences. The
activity described below is built around their work.

            

Torah Study
 

This activity asks chevruta pairs to work on two tasks: a creative thinking
exercise and a consideration of Jewish sources.

   
We get many of our ideas about praying from television and the movies. In
the movies, praying and spotlights seem to go together. The person praying
always seems to be drenched in a special light that descends from heaven.
This makes us think that praying is like stepping into a spotlight.
There are all kinds of images of what it is like to pray. Here are nine
metaphors for prayer. Choose the three you like best and discuss them as a
group. Then, invent more of your own.
How is praying like making a phone call?
How is praying like looking in the mirror?
How is praying like visiting a museum?
How is praying like being an archaeologist?
How is praying like shopping at a supermarket?
How is praying like making a collage?
How is praying like using a vending machine?
How is praying like reading a poem?
How is praying like being part of a pep rally?

   
Read these texts together. Pick one or two that speak to you most directly.
Prayer. . . gives us the opportunity to be honest, to say what we believe,
and to stand for what we say. – Abraham Joshua Heschel
Every wish is like a prayer to God.– Elizabeth Barrett Browning
Prayer. . . teaches people to overcome bitterness and self-pity, to think
not of what the world owes him/her, but what s/he owes the world and
God. – Solomon B. Freehof
Prayer cannot mend a broken bridge, rebuild a ruined city, or bring water
to parched fields. Prayer can mend a broken heart, lift up a discouraged
soul, and strengthen a weakened will. – Ferdinand M. Isserman
Prayer is Jacob’s ladder joining earth to heaven. – Joseph H. Hertz
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To pray is to feel and give expression to a deep sense of gratitude. No
intelligent, healthy, normal human being should take for granted . . . the
innumerable blessings which God. . . bestows upon him/her daily, the
blessings of parents, loved ones, of friends and country, of health and
understanding. – Simon Greenberg
When I was young, I asked my father, “If you don’t believe in God, why
do you go to synagogue so regularly?” My father answered, “Jews go to
synagogue for all kinds of reasons. My friend Garfinkle goes to talk to
God. I go to talk to Garfinkle. – Harry Golden
Prayer in Judaism. . . is bound up with the human needs, wants, drives,
and urges. . . Prayer is the doctrine of human needs. Prayer tells the individual as well as the community, what his/her or its genuine needs are,
what s/he should, or should not, petition God about. . . God needs neither thanks nor hymns. God wants to hear the outcry of people. . . It
(prayer) teaches people how to behold the vision and how to strive in
order to realize this vision, when to be satisfied with what one possesses,
and when to reach out for more. – Rabbi Joseph Soleveitchik
When God finished the world, God asked the angels if anything was lacking on land or on seas, in the air or in heaven. Then the angels answered
that, although everything was perfect, one thing was still missing from
the earth – words which praised God. The Eternal agreed with the angel’s
observation, and so created people. This ancient story teaches us that
God’s work is to benefit people and people’s work is to thank their
Creator. – Philo
If prayer worked the way most people think it does, no one would ever
die, because no prayer is offered more sincerely than a prayer for life, for
health and recovery from illness, for ourselves and for those we love. . .
People who pray for miracles usually don’t get miracles any more than
children who pray for bicycles, good grades, or boyfriends get them as a
result of praying. But people who pray for courage, for strength to bear
the unbearable, for grace to remember what they have left instead of what
they have lost, very often find their prayers answered. They discover that
they have more strength, more courage than they ever knew themselves
to have. – Rabbi Harold Kushner
Prayer is the Jew’s main weapon. Whatever battles a person has to fight,
whether against his evil inclination, or against those who put barriers
and obstacles in his/her path, they should all be fought with prayer.
Prayer is the source of our very life. If you want to attain the true holiness you must pray profusely. Speak to God and beg for help. Prayer is
the weapon with which to win the battle – Rabbi Nachman of Bretslav
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1. What are the purposes of prayer?
2. What kinds of worship experiences meet these purposes?

Activity
       

 
These two articles should be read by the individual team members. Participants should be asked to use the form in the “scaffolding” section (below) or
take notes as they read.
 :    

    
This is a family Kol Nidrei experience offered as a family option in a time
slot parallel to the congregation’s Kol Nidrei services. It was approximately
the same length and was designed to stay within the halakhic framework of
a Conservative congregation.

 
Families with children aged Kindergarten-sixth grade. Other family members (younger and older siblings, grandparents, aunts and uncles) were also
invited.


A little under two hours.


An announcement of this new program went out in the mail with the congregational High Holy Day mailing. It was announced in the synagogue on
several Shabbatot leading up to the deadline for registration.

Vicky Kelman, Congregation
Netivot Shalom, Berkeley,
California
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1. To offer families an opportunity to observe Kol Nidrei together (rather
than the “leave-them-home-with-a-babysitter” model, the childcare model,
or the “running around outside” model);
2. To offer families an opportunity to share a meaningful Kol Nidrei experience;
3. To familiarize families with the concepts of t’shuvah, t’fillah, and tzedakah;
4. To support parents looking for a way to talk about these “big Jewish
ideas” with their kids;
5. To alleviate the crowding problem at the congregation’s other Kol Nidrei
services.


The program began when families signed up for the program. They received
two mailings during the month prior to Kol Nidrei. These explained to parents the kind of program it would be and asked their cooperation in being
clear with their children beforehand about what kind of experience they
would be participating in. (We were especially concerned about the kids
who were used to coming to shul to wander and/or play outside with their
friends.)
Parents were asked to buy a Jewish book for each of their children as a New
Year’s gift. They were to inscribe the book with a wish for their child for the
New Year and wrap it as a gift, tied with ribbon but no tape. We asked them
to keep this aside as a surprise.
We asked them to go shopping with their child(ren) and to select a book (or
books) for young readers which would be donated to an organization in the
community which makes books available to kids who do not have access to
books.
We asked each family to bring a donation of food for the Alameda County
Food Bank.
Families were asked to hold a family meeting to review the year. We asked
that everyone use it as an opportunity to say all the “I’m sorries.” After that
they were to talk about their hopes and plans for the coming year and to
write a hope, plan or aspiration for the new year on each of a series of slips
of paper (which we mailed them). Families brought the strips with them to
Kol Nidrei.
We sent a page which had Ashamnu in Hebrew and two different English
translations to which we attached a sheet with the alphabet listed vertically
along the left-hand margin with a line for every letter. Families were asked

            

to work together to write their own original acrostic and to bring it with
them to Kol Nidrei. They also received several stories to read together in the
days leading up to Kol Nidrei.


The service was held in the social hall of a nearby church. Folding chairs for
200 were arranged in concentric circles. In the middle, we set up the barrel
for the food bank and the container for the books.

     
As families entered, they picked up an envelope with their family’s name.
Inside the envelope were name tags, and a card with a letter of the alphabet
(for the Ashamnu exercise). There were machzor supplements and standard
mahzorim, kippot and tallitot for those who might have forgotten or not
owned them. There was also a display of children’s books and stories (for
kids who might need an alternate focus).

   
One of the letters specifically mentioned this and asked parents to tell their
kids this in advance of the program.
We followed the structure of the standard service (which we had created
with the Rabbi). One person led the singing and the music while I led the
talking and activities. Two high school students were there to help out.

  
We began with some quiet niggunim and concluded with Oseh Shalom and
Debbie Friedman’s Lekhi Lakh. The service was “interrupted” in three places:
• After the Amidah, when families made family goals necklaces. Each
family received a baggie with 7-10 one-inch lengths of clear plastic
(aquarium) tubing and some plastic beads. Families took out the strips
of paper on which they had written their hopes, plans and aspirations,
rolled them up and slipped them into the one inch lengths of tubing
(making them into colorful ‘beads’), added the round beads and then
strung them on wire. They were to decide together who would wear the
necklace when, so that everyone had a turn.
• After Ashamnu, families had an opportunity to share some of what
they had written. Each family had received a card with a letter of the
alphabet on it in the envelope with their nametags. Our high school
students called out a letter (in order from A to Z) and each family
who had received that letter stood up to read what they had written
for that letter.
• After Alenu, the parents presented the books they had brought to their
kids and read them the blessing written inside.
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The idea had very practical roots. The two Kol Nidrei services we run in the
church we rent for the High Holidays were getting too crowded for comfort
or for kavannah. The High Holiday coordinator (a volunteer) came up with
the idea for a family service as a way of siphoning off some of the bodies
while offering an interesting alternative.
I took it on as a way of challenging myself and growing my own practice.
The limitations of Kol Nidrei (evening, no food, no art, no crafts or making
things, no musical instruments, the idea of competing with the main services) were all major challenges. I also saw it as an opportunity to push the
envelope of the field of Jewish Family Education.


$300. (This included photocopying, postage, supplies and paying a teenager
to collate and pack the mailings and help gather supplies.) My time was volunteered.

    “  ”
 
Families had to learn and enact the values of t’fillah, tzedakah and t’shuvah.
Families were asked to grapple with the idea of teshuvah in their own family
lives. Families had to do the “Elul thing” and prepare beforehand for the
High Holidays.

 
Families prepared together. Families set family goals for the New Year. Families conversed together about important things. Families worked together
to do the mitzvah of tzedakah: the giving of the books and the food.

 :      
“A Family Kol Nidrei, Vicky
Kelman, Congregation Netivot
Shalom, Berkeley, CA,” from
Pe’ulot: The Whizin 2001 Collection
of Family Programs. Los Angeles:
The Whizin Institute for Jewish
Family Life (forthcoming).

This program cannot be repeated as is—it will have to be adapted as many
of these families will choose to participate again.
We had to turn people away (when we hit our number limit) but then, of
course, there were a few no-shows.
I would give out a stamped post-card type evaluation for people to fill out
after Yom Kippur and mail in.
I would love to be able to mail out an audio-tape with songs and liturgy for
families to listen to beforehand.
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Joel Lurie Grishaver


A few years ago I led a seminar at the Whizin Institute for Jewish Family
Life that explored family worship. I sat with a group of rabbis on the campus of the University of Judaism, under a tree and explored what family
worship might look like.
We didn’t get very far. We thought about “singing” and “storytelling”
and a general sense of informality, but were left wondering if services could
really be family experiences. We had a general feeling that the communal
nature of Jewish worship made it hard to focus on the family. The models
we thought about were “family-friendly” in that they were “child-centered,”
but they really weren’t family experiences except that families were co-participants in larger experiences. Families came in together, sat together,
stood and sang together, listened together, and then kissed each other at
the end.
During the conversation, an image struck me, but I didn’t know what to
do with it. I had been in Las Vegas where they had a movie theatre with
sofas and coffee tables. You sat on the sofa, ordered pizza and pitchers, and
watched the film “family-style.” We didn’t get much further that afternoon.
I didn’t know how to fill a sanctuary with sofas.
Seven or eight years passed. I was asked by Congregation Beth Shalom, a
synagogue in Seattle, to create family services for the High Holidays. Their
request was both simple and interesting: they wanted adult services that
included family experiences, not children’s services that parents chaperoned. This was signified by two requests: (1) that Kol Nidre be sung three
times, and (2) that Yizkor be said. These were delightfully strange requests
because a three time repetition of Kol Nidre can be tedious; traditional,
but a lot to sit through. Further, Yizkor is often a time when children are
sent out of the sanctuary rather than being part of a family experience. The
seven or eight years made a difference. Suddenly, when confronted with
this challenge, a new vision of the possible emerged. It started with those
sofas.

 
In looking to create family worship, I started with a few images. When I was
a child, my father used to bring butterscotch candies to services. He would
pass me one or two during the course of the worship. The taste of butterscotch was my family experience. Family services need to license such opportunities rather than requiring them to be stealth moments. Playfulness
needs to be okay.

© 2002 Joel Lurie Grishaver, All
Rights Reserved.
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Second, in traditional services, there is a time to talk and a time to pray. In
traditional Jewish worship modes, it is perfectly okay to “davven” (pray)
one’s own amidah (silent standing prayer) and then talk quietly with one’s
neighbors until everyone else caught up.
Third, in its rabbinic origins, praying and studying were almost interchangeable activities. The rabbis speak of study as the proper preparation
for prayer—it was a way to focus one’s attention and to tune one’s attitude
to the process of prayer. There were times when a well-intended act of study
could even be counted as fulfilling some prayer obligations. For our purposes, the weaving of learning experiences with praying experiences is a valid
Jewish expression.
Starting with these images, and the memory of “the sofas,” the “Imagineering” process began. Quickly, the sofas were translated into a design principle:
“chairs can be moved and turned around.” It had a corollary, “floors are perfectly good places to sit.”

  
From these images, a number of overall design principles emerged:
• While we were designing family worship experiences, these events
needed to be comfortable for individuals, childless couples, emptynesters, and anyone who happened to be in synagogue.
• The ideal experience would include a progression of “family” (or
chevruta/dyad) moments, small group (collections of eight to twelve
people) experiences, communal moments where the dynamics of the
large group were important, and moments of private prayer.
• The moments of learning or preparation could be experiences that
emphasized family interaction, but the moments of prayer needed to be
real and allow for the serious work of worship.
• No age parameters would be set and we would trust the “Trivial Pursuit
effect.” This is the skill that most families develop in finding way to
explain and modify the rules when their toddler wants to join the adults
and older children in playing Trivial Pursuit.
• Good family programming involves a combination of rituals and new
experiences. Here, “ritual” does not refer to Jewish practices, but to patterns of interacting that become fixed. Such learning rituals as families
studying a text together or a small group sharing personal experiences
can be repeated if the focus changes and if they are interspersed with
new moments.

            

  
This set of experiences was first used at Congregation Beth Shalom for the
High Holidays, but has since been adapted to a number of other settings.
Here are a collection of individual moments from the Beth Shalom services
that are representative of the entire model. They serve as examples of the
kind of “moments” that can be interwoven.

 
Three hundred people filled a space that was designed for—and set up for—
two hundred with few problems. Children sat on laps or the floor. Toys and
picture books were delivered by parents to the younger children (whom
they anticipated needing a distraction). Prayer books were shared. Without
“frontal” leadership the community was able to settle in and accommodate
all who wished to participate. The service began with a very short story to
define tone and some reading and singing of the early liturgy out of the
“traditional” prayer book (the same one used in the main sanctuary).

 
Pages of texts were distributed to families. These sheets of paper were
divided into sections for “families with older children” and “families with
younger children.” No age definition was given and families were allowed to
self-define.
The texts for older children varied. On one page they were given a collection
of sources about prayer and families and asked to choose the one that most
closely expressed their belief. Another text was a case study for which families were asked to find a solution. A third was a longer text on repentance
accompanied by questions that helped unpack the document. In each case,
the younger family texts were stories that offered a parallel discussion.
Families turned their chairs around or clustered on the floor and worked on
their texts. After a reasonable working time, everyone gathered and had a
short discussion, sharing answers. The two groups of families were able to
share their experiences and everyone easily had a sense of the convergence
of the two paths.
Note: Directions were given to “Work as families or family-like groupings. . .
Cluster your family or gather a temporary family. . . ”
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From time to time, the service leader told stories explaining the origin or the
meaning of specific prayers. After each story he asked, “What do you think
this story means?” Sometimes participants were asked to share their answer
with a person sitting next to them; sometimes the group went directly into
an all-group discussion. In every case, the service leader restated each answer
and voiced it to the entire group. These moments delightfully emphasized
the intergenerational nature of the community. A seven year-old’s interpretation was often juxtaposed with a grandparent’s understanding.
Here is an example: Before the Bar’khu, a story about the Seer of Lublin, a
Hasidic rabbi, was told. In this story, a man’s life is saved through participation in a minyan. At the end of the story the Seer exclaims, “You were fated
to die.” When the man exclaims, “But I am alive,” the Seer explains, “Sometimes a minyan of Jews can accomplish things that even a wonder-working
Rebbe can’t do.”
Interpretations of the story included: “Community is powerful,” “rabbis
don’t know everything,” “prayers can make a difference,” and, “we have the
ability to change our future.” This was followed by the explanation that
the Bar’khu is the first prayer that requires a minyan and that it is our job to
form a “powerful” community that can “change” our future.

  
At various times, the community was gathered into circles of eight to twelve
people. These groups were give tasks. Here are a few examples:
• Before the Shofar Service: There are three sets of shofar calls: The
Malkuyot (God’s Rulership), The Zikhronot (The Remembering), and
The Shofrot (The Shofar Blast). Each of these is traditionally preceded
by a series of biblical verses on its theme. In its stead, we formed circles,
stood with arms around each other, and had each member of the circle
share: (a) one way God is important to you, (b) one thing which should
be remembered, and (c) one thing which should be listened to. These
were surrounded with some singing and the actual shofar blasts.
• Yizkor: Instead of the preparatory readings, families shared the stories
of “people we are missing at this time because they are no longer here.”
This led directly into the singing of El Malei Rachamim. Children were
entranced with the telling of family stories.
• The Book of Jonah: Groups were given a version of the Book of Jonah
that was set up as a script. It was the real text but with a dramatic voicing: God, narrator, Jonah, the sailors, etc. Groups acted out the story,

            

chapter by chapter, and discussed questions at the end of each chapter.
We have replicated this process with Torah portions and midrashim for
regular Shabbat services.
• Physical Involvement: Each of the services also intentionally included
moments of physical closeness. During the Torah service, the Hakafah
(Torah parade) was replaced with a passing of the Torah around the
room, a passing from family to family. For aliyot (blessing the Torah),
groups of families were called in groups: e.g., “Every family with a
major ‘new thing’ this year please come up for the first aliyah.” The
ending of each service included a mass “huddle” near the front for
Aleynu, Kaddish, and closing song. This invited arms around each other,
kids on shoulders, and lots of hugs.

 
There is one more piece of this story that needs to be told. That is a question of tone. One of the lessons of this process is that it is possible to be
both informal and very serious. The serious conversations and the moments
of closeness allowed powerful moments of silence and chances to sing with
great spirit. The wonderful thing here is to watch a community not completely sure of the path through a service comfortably join together to make
the journey. By the end of the service, people knew each other, pseudofamilies were formed, linkages were made, and the liturgy seemed less an
obstacle than a vehicle. Essentially, we transformed a collection of folding
chairs into a sanctuary of sofas and gave every parent a pocket full of butterscotch candies to share with their kids. Family and intergenerational worship offers much promise.
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Scaffolding Activity
     

 
This chart should be used by participants as a way of taking notes while
they are reading and then as the foundation of the group discussion.

  ()
    
   

   

  
  

   

  
  

  ()
    
   

            

Evaluation
This Unit included four distinct topics; your team may not have done all of
them. Write down a piece of learning or re-learning that you have taken from
each area your team explored.
1. Asking God’s Blessing on Family Members

2. Daily Prayer at Home

3. Talking with Children about God

4. Creating Family Services

Reflect on the various activities and exercises you did:
5. Was there a text or portion of a text that particularly struck you?

6. Was there an activity that was particularly meaningful?

7. Was there a reading that you found especially insightful?

Finally, what insights about moments of praying and
blessings should be added to the ways that your congregation
serves its member families.
8.
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Closing Ritual
  
Have everyone think of a few of their favorite words from a prayer and write
them on a slip of paper or a card. Collect all these cards. Then, randomly
redistribute the cards or slips back to the group. Read your way around the
circle, assembling a prayer out of the community’s favorite prayer words.

            

Unit Three
Conveying
Overview
How do families tell their stories? How do families tell the Jewish story?
What is the relationship of these two acts? How can congregations facilitate
and host both of these storytelling processes?
This Unit looks at the ways that families transmit identity and values
through storytelling. The unit will focus specifically on transmitting heritage through the conjunction of the family story with the stories of the
Families-of-Israel. In a later unit, we will look specifically at the process of
transmitting ethical values.
    
• Stories can connect us to God. Like Moses who could not see God’s face
but was shown “God’s afterwards,” we can see the wake of the presence
of God in the stories we chose to remember and tell.
• Stories not only preserve the past and convey values, they also have
the power to heal, transform, and create.
• The Jewish tradition invites us to make its master stories—Creation,
the Exodus, Mt. Sinai, and the Final Redemption—personal experiences
and to find those same themes expressed in our lives.
• The preservation, collection, and telling of family stories should be
considered a holy act.
• One of the responsibilities of a community is to empower a family’s
ability to tell its children its own story and the stories of the Jewish
people.
• The process of adapting a model program from another setting
involves the considerations of: (a) setting, (b) scale, (c) finance,
(d) congregational culture, and(e) leadership patterns.
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Background Readings
Carol Ochs. “Introduction,” Our Lives as Torah: Finding God in Our Own
Stories. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 2001
Carol Ochs explores the way that personal experience and personal stories are a
kind of theology, a way of learning about and knowing God. This essay specifically
draws out the connection between the Torah’s stories and our own story.
1. What is the relationship between our life experience and our theology?
2. How do we help families make a connection between their family

stories and God?
Joel Lurie Grishaver. “Reading Torah is Like Watching a Movie: Parent and
Teacher Introduction,” I Can Learn Torah. Torah Aura Productions, 1992.
This essay is a parent’s introduction to the power of reading and studying Torah
with their children. It starts with the unique literary structure of the Bible and
talks about how the process of reading, decoding, and discussing its stories builds
insights into human behavior and particularly into a sense of empathy.
1. How is reading the Torah like watching a movie?
2. How do Bible stories help develop empathy and compassion?
3. What can be done to help congregational families see the Torah as

a resource for important family moments?
  

Joel Lurie Grishaver ed., with Daniel Berg, “My Torah Family,” “V’Ahavtah
Family Album,” “Intergenerational Video,” The Whizin Collection of Family Programs. Los Angeles: The Whizin Institute (forthcoming).
These three family programs specifically show ways that the collecting and telling
of stories are meaningful family activities. One of these programs deals with transmission of Biblical stories, another with family stories, and a third with the intersection of the two.
1. Which of these model programs are most compelling?
2. What can be learned from looking at programs actualized in other

settings? What are the advantages? What are the risks?
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Check-in & Opening Ritual
     
Read this story to the community.
One day a stranger dressed like a business man walked into the yeshiva and
sat and listened to the lecture given by the Rosh Yeshiva, the head of the
school. After the lesson, the stranger stood in the back. When the students
had gone, he walked up to the Rosh Yeshiva and smiled. The Rabbi asked,
“Do I know you?”
The stranger responded, “Don’t you recognize me? I was your chevruta,
your study partner, when we were in yeshiva thirty years ago.
The Rosh Yeshiva looked at him closely, turning back the years. He then
said, “Of course I remember you. You changed my life. You were the one who
taught me how to learn. You gave me the tools to become who I am today.”
The old friend suddenly looked sad. The Rosh Yeshiva asked, “What’s
wrong?”
“I was just thinking about how I wasted my own potential. I had a real
talent for learning and teaching and yet I never followed through. Why did
you grow into a great rabbi while I just drifted away?”
The Rabbi answered, “Do you remember that biography of the Gaon of
Vilna that was on the reading room table? When you read it, your face was
shining and you said, ‘That man was just amazing.’ When I read it I said to
myself, ‘I am going to be as like him as I can manage.’ That my friend was
the only difference.”
Rabbi Yitzchak Sender told this story and taught, “The doctrine of ‘our
ancestor’s merit’ does not mean simply acknowledging the greatness of
our ancestors, but taking up the challenge they offer and attempting to
emulate them.”
Have everyone tell the person next to them the name of one person whose life has
inspired their own.

Adapted and retold by
Joel Lurie Grishaver. S’fatai
Tiftach Volume II. Los Angeles,
Torah Aura Productions, 2002.
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Torah Study
   
Break into chevruta and work through this material. Read the introduction
silently but read all other text out loud. Guide questions will help you
unpack each section of texts.
  

This set of texts may be a bit challenging because it deals in the emotional/spiritual realm rather than the intellectual. If answers to these questions
prove to be difficult, they may wind up being easier after the exercise, that
follows and explores a process for making stories.


Jews believe that God is everywhere in the world, but we also believe that
God is more accessible in some places than others. Judaism teaches that
God is always around us, but that God seems closer at some moments than
others. Rabbi Nachman of Bratzlav explained this as the difference between
Jewish logic and Greek logic. In a Chanukkah sermon he explained, “The
Jews said that ‘God was evenly everywhere in the world for all of humanity
and especially in the Temple, exclusively for the Jewish people.’ The Greeks
said that it is logically impossible to be ‘everywhere evenly for everyone’
and simultaneously ‘especially in one place just for the Jews.’ Jews and
Greeks fought over this point and the Jews won. The dreidle with its spinning faces was the symbol of this victory.”
Rabbi Nachman said, in the words the Rolling Stones would use, “The world
is a tumbling die.” For him, reality was like the dreidle, a series of spinning
faces that are true at the same time. God is evenly everywhere and especially
in some places at the same time. That is why sometimes we feel close to God.
In today’s Western culture, when we have a moment that stands out from
the usual, we snap a photograph; we make it into a “Kodak moment.” Cameras are everywhere and we record more and more. In pre-silver nitrate or
digital cultures, moments that stood out were captured and recorded in stories. For Jews, moments that seemed to note a closer experience of God
were defined by the words “Barukh Atah Adonai,” the saying of a brakhah
(blessing). When we see something beautiful—a miracle of God’s creative
powers—there is a brakhah to say. When we experience something new, the
she-he-hiyanu brakhah captures the experience. When we eat, we precede
the eating with a brakhah in order to make the contact with the food a con-

            

75

tact with the Creator. When a holiday begins and its holy time creates an
opportunity, we lift a cup of wine and use it to note the temporal opportunity for kedushah, holiness, the unique awareness of God’s closeness.
Therefore, the stories our families chose to save and pass on are our miracle
stories, our statements of God’s presence in our lives. . . Family stories are a
way of transmitting our sense of the miraculous.

© 2001 Joel Lurie Grishaver, from
an unpublished manuscript,
Finding God in the Family.

   

All we can know of God must be based on what we have experienced in our
own lives. At the same time, however, we believe that our story is somehow
God’s story. Our story is God’s story, shaped by God’s presence in and
through our experiences, and God’s story is our story. So by examining the
components of our lives. . . (our) committing to love, enduring suffering,
undertaking our work, claiming our body, engaging in prayer, living in community, and confronting death—we can find God, and we can find all we
hope to know or say about God.

Carol Ochs, Our Lives as Torah,
Finding God In Our Own Stories,
Jossey-Bass, San Francisco, 2001,
p. 188.

And when the Messiah comes he will tell stories. He will tell what we all
have been through every day of our lives; the meaning of our past suffering,
the redeeming effect of our past tribulations.

Rabbi Nachman of Bratzlav, The
Burgher and the Pauper



Carol Ochs is a modern Jewish theologian; Rabbi Nachman of Bratslav was
a Hassidic master who was famous for telling stories. Both of them share
the notion that God is interested in our stories:
1. How is our story God’s story? How is God’s story our story?
2. How can we find God in our own experiences?
3. Why would the Messiah tell us the stories of our own lives?
   

In every generation there is a new understanding of leaving Egypt. Egypt is
inside of us. We all have our own Pharaohs. Not only in every generation but
in every person there is a point of freedom—to touch that point is to exit
the inner Egypt. That point can only be found individually by each person.

Rabbi Isaac of Gur

[4] The Haggadah encourages us to do more than just retell the story of the
Exodus one more time. It asks us to each year seek out new ways of understanding our liberation and our freedom. This is the real purpose of the
commandment, “So that you will remember the day of your exiting Egypt
all the days of your life” (Deuteronomy 16:3). The act of remembering the
Exodus every day of our lives and continually broadening our understanding of it has the ability to show us new ways of relying on God to cope with
whatever trials and difficulties that we may face in the present. It can also
make us into better people.

Sefat Emet

76

         :      



Both the Sefat Emet and Rabbi Isaac of Gur were Hassidic rabbis. Both of
their statements build off a statement in the Mishnah, “Every person must
see oneself as if one personally went out of Egypt.” Each of them makes the
exodus a personal experience.
1. What is an “inner Egypt?”
2. How can the story of the Exodus be “continually broadening our understanding of it?”
3. How can a “telling” grow into a transformation?
  . 

Deuteronomy 5:2-3

The E our God made a covenant with us at Sinai. And, not only with
our ancestors did the Eternal make this covenant, but also with us who are
here, alive, today.

Midrash ha-Gadol

[6] Therefore we learn that every single Jew was at Mount Sinai and heard
the Torah, and anyone who rejects the Torah today was not there.

Binat Ya’akov

Rabbi Menachem Mendel of Kotzk said, “Every Jew should try to imagine the
event at Sinai.” Rabbi Elimelek of Lyzhansk said, “Not only do I remember
being at Sinai, but I also remember who was standing next to me.”


We find the same idea in the Torah, the midrash, and in the teaching of a
Hassidic master. Like the Exodus, Mount Sinai is both a historical memory
and a personal experience.
1. How did the Rabbis understand Deuteronomy 5:2-3 to say that all Jews
from all times were at Sinai?
2. Why did both Rabbi Menachem Mendel and Rabbi Elimelek want Jews
to personalize their memory and telling of the event at Sinai?
3. The Sefat Emet said that our memory of the Exodus can show us how
God can help us and make us better people—what can our memory of
Mt. Sinai do?
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A Hassid, lame from birth, was once asked to tell a story about his teacher,
the Baal Shem Tov. He said, “I remember how my teacher used to say his
prayers, dancing joyously about the room, hopping and skipping from corner to corner.” And forgetting himself and his affliction in the excitement of
the memory, the lame Hassid continued, “It was like this, and like this, and
like this.” And he hopped and skipped around the room, cured forever of his
lameness. Finally, he added, “That is how a story should be told.”

1. What lesson about stories can we learn from this story?
2. How can a story transform us? How can a story heal us?


 ,  ,  
In a certain sense, being a Jew involves telling four first person stories:
1. God created the world and I am one of God’s creations.
2. I was a slave in Egypt and God took me out.
3. I stood at Mt. Sinai and I heard God teach Torah.
4. God will redeem the world and I am part of that redemption.
These stories are both memories and present tense experiences. They are
also a way of categorizing and understanding some of our own life experiences. In this activity, we explore both our personal memory of these
moments and the way that they play out in our lives.
’ 

This activity should take place in groups of eight to ten. Encourage team
members to have fun with them!
It is important to wait for answers. People need thinking and remembering
time. People need time to decide whether or not to share. Waiting is a big
part of facilitating this activity.

Pe’er v’Kavod. p. 37b, Ha-Niggun
v’ha-Rikud b’Hasidut p. 28
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 :   

1. When you were a slave in Egypt, what was your job?
2. When Moses came and said that God would free you from bondage,

what did you think?
3. What do you remember about the plagues?
4. When you left Egypt what did you take with you?
5. What did you learn from being a slave?

. 
1. It took almost three months to go from Egypt to Sinai. How did you

change over that time?
2. Every Jew who ever lived and who ever will live was at the foot of Sinai
when the Torah was given. Whom did you meet? What was s/he like?
3. What was it like when God spoke from the top of the mountain? What
did God sound like?
4. How did being at Mt. Sinai change you?
  
1. What piece of repairing the world (tikkun olam) is yours?

 :       

Not every person has or will want to tell each of these possible stories. Do
not move on until time has been left for each person who wishes to speak to
do so.
1. Share a favorite “sunrise” story. This should be a true experience.
Sunrise stories are creation stories.
2. Share a family leaving Egypt story. A leaving Egypt story is the story
of a time when a person left or escaped a bad place or situation and
came to a better one.
3. Share a family Mt. Sinai story. A Mt. Sinai story is a story about
insight. It is a moment of profound learning.
4. Share a family redemption story. A redemption story is a story about
making the world a better place. It is a moment where a person makes a
difference, where God makes a difference, where you can believe that
things will work out.
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We began with this text:
All we can know of God must be based on what we have experienced in
our own lives. At the same time, however, we believe that our story is
somehow God’s story. Our story is God’s story, shaped by God’s presence
in and through our experiences, and God’s story is our story. So by
examining the components of our lives. . .(our) committing to love,
enduring suffering, undertaking our work, claiming our body, engaging
in prayer, living in community, and confronting death—we can find
God, and we can find all we hope to know or say about God.
1. How has the sharing of these imaginary stories and these family stories

helped you to understand it better?
2. What lessons for the way families should use stories have you learned
from this experience?

Implementing a “Living Library”


This activity is the “scaffolding” part of this unit. Its intent is to look at how
you can move from a program concept to actual implementation in your
synagogue. In this case, we are first going to look at a program that is in the
process of implementation at Congregation Beth Shalom in Seattle. Examine the issues, problems, process, and other factors that would be involved
in implementing a similar project in your community.
The purpose of this activity is not to convince you that the Beth Shalom
program would be right for your synagogue, but to give you a chance to
reflect on the process of change and implementation.
Next, we will examine a list of other “story-oriented” projects and evaluate
their validity and adaptability to your setting.

Carol Ochs. Our Lives as Torah,
Finding God In Our Own Stories.
San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 2001,
p. 188

The original idea for this experience came from a long-lost work
in progress called A Confluent
Passover that was created by Dr.
William Cutter and other students
and faculty associated with HUCJIR in Los Angeles. It was later
incorporated in two Torah Aura
Productions products, My Exodus,
a video produced in conjunction
with the Jewish Television Network and When I Stood at Mt.
Sinai. It also draws specifically
on a number of rabbinic ideas
and on an essay by Rabbi
Nachman of Bratslav.
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The steps you will go through are:
1. Individually reading about the Congregation Beth Shalom “Living
Library” Program;
2. Evaluating that project as a whole learning community;
3. In smaller groups, creating a plan for adapting and implementing that
program in your congregation;
4. Sharing those plans as a complete learning community;
5. Collating what you have learned about (a) the needs, (b) the useful
resources, and (c) the needed process for successfully adopting a program in your community;
6. Examining a list of other model family programs that are rooted in
the sharing of stories and deciding which might be most interesting to
consider for your congregation.
 :     “ ” 

Congregation Beth Shalom is a 450 member-unit congregation.
The story of Congregation Beth Shalom began in 1968 when a small group
of families met to create a congregation dedicated to the ideals of Conservative Judaism within the city of Seattle. Their aim was to build an institution which would serve the spiritual, educational, social and cultural needs
of Jews interested in retaining their traditional heritage.
For the first two years, Beth Shalom met in a church school building and
provided Jewish education for all grades from nursery school through high
school. The temporary location became inadequate before two years had
passed, and, in 1970, a building on our current site was rented from the
Unitarian Church. In 1980, Rabbi Ira Stone arrived at Beth Shalom, and in
1988, Rabbi Dov Gartenberg began as the synagogue’s spiritual leader.
After a tremendous capital campaign, our shul underwent a major renovation. We rededicated our new building in January 1998.
 

Congregation Beth Shalom is a participatory, egalitarian congregation affiliated with the United Synagogue for Conservative Judaism. We provide a
warm gathering place and a caring community for our members. At Congregation Beth Shalom we come together to nourish our spirituality through
worship, to increase our understanding through study, to educate our young,
and to better our world through acts of loving kindness.

            

Our goal is to be an inclusive congregation that encourages all members
to participate fully in congregation activities, to explore individual and communal growth, and to increase our members’ familiarity with and knowledge of Jewish practice. We are concerned with and responsive to the needs
and welfare of our members, the Jewish community at large, and those in
need in the general community.
    

Each member family would have a synagogue journal in the Bet Midrash.
On the simplest level, this would record the family’s life in the shul. Significant events (births, bar/bat mitzvot, weddings, funerals) would be recorded
with dates, comments and photos. The journal itself could be put out as a
kind of guest comment book during simcha celebrations where the community could write thoughts, wishes and blessings. The family tree would be
entered into this book. Grandparents would write memories and share their
values and insights.
Children would be encouraged to use it as a kind of scrapbook, beginning at
a young age, perhaps contributing one special piece they did in religious
school each year, starting with crude drawings and progressing to thoughtful essays.
At a deeper level, it would be used to record the family member’s spiritual progress. Poetry would be encouraged. Important insights would be entered,
significant moments captured.
Thus, the library would become a reflection of the growth and development
of the congregation. It would encourages thoughtfulness, memory and
introspection. Remember, the congregation is still relatively young. Imagine what a precious repository this could be in 100 years as parents would
bring grandchildren back to see the family book.
 

As part of their renovations Beth Shalom created a new Beit Midrash that
was designed to be both a place for daily minyanim and sacred study. Much
of the conceptual design for this space was worked out by a dialogue between the congregational rabbi, Dov Gartenberg and the sacred artist,
David Moss. The design elements included a set of bookshelves set aside for
a “Living Library.” These were designed to contain the story of each of the
congregation’s families. Usually a Beit Midrash is filled with traditionally
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Adopted by the Congregation
Beth Shalom Board of Directors,
Fall 1992.
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Excerpted from a proposal made
to Congregation Beth Shalom.
David Moss is currently involved
in the design and use of Jewish
sacred spaces centers of learning.
His works can be seen at
www.davidmoss.com.

sacred texts. Because a Beit Midrash is a combination of sanctuary, classroom, and library, books like the Talmud and the Midrash fill the shelves. By
including these volumes of family stories with the traditional holy books
the congregation is making a very interesting statement about the meaning
of sacred texts.
  
• Each family can purchase a standardized leather-bound volume to go
in the Beit Midrash. The family’s name is embossed in gold on the spine.
• Each family can decide what to include: dates, information about
births, bar/bat mitzvahs, family trees, photos, art work from religious
school, etc.
• Workshops were given to help families think about the process of filling and using their books.
• Families are free to continually add to their volumes.
• Anyone in the congregation is free to examine and study any of these
“sacred texts.”
• Over time, these stories will intersect and families will regularly
appear in each others’ stories as lifecycle events and important life
moments are recorded.
 :   

Use this form to think through your reaction to this project. It will help you
organize your thinking and can then serve as an outline for the conversation you will want to have about this question.
1. What do you like about the “Living Library” idea?

2. What concerns do you have about this model?

3. Would the “Living Library” be an appropriate program for your

synagogue? Explain.

4. What factors might make it difficult to get started in your community?

5. What factors might make it difficult to sustain in your community?

6. What else do you want to know about the “Living Library”?

            

 :        “ .”

In small groups, examine the following document on teams and discuss the
process of building a team to implement this program.

 
A team is a small group of people (typically fewer than twenty) with complementary skills, committed to a common purpose and set of specific performance goals. Its members are committed to working with each other to
achieve the team’s purpose and hold each other fully and jointly accountable for the team’s results.
• Teams outperform individuals acting alone or in larger organizational
groupings, especially when performance requires multiple skills, judgments and experiences.
• Real teams are deeply committed to their purpose, goals and approach.
• High performance team members are also very committed to one
another.
• The team is the means not the end. The team is the process not the
product. For teams to succeed they need to be task-oriented, working
toward a goal.

   :
They bring together complementary skills and experiences that, by definition, exceed any individual on the team. When teams work, they represent
the best proven way to convert embryonic visions and values into consistent action patterns because they rely on people working together.
Three primary sources for people’s reluctance about teams stand out:
• A lack of conviction that a team or teams can work better than other
alternatives; personal styles, capabilities and preferences that make
teams risky or uncomfortable; and weak performance ethics that discourage the conditions in which teams flourish.
• Teams require lots of time together:
• Teams cannot perform without investing time to shape and agree
upon a common purpose, set of goals and working approach.
Few groups become real teams without taking risks to overcome constraints
imposed by individual, functional and hierarchical boundaries.
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1. Small enough in number:

a. Can you convene easily and frequently?
b. Can you communicate with all members easily and frequently?
c. Are your discussions open and interactive for all members?
d. Does each member understand the others’ roles and skills?
e. Do you need more people to achieve your ends?
f. Are sub-teams possible or necessary?
2. Adequate level of complementary skills:
a. Are all three of the following skills represented on your teams?
• Functional, technical
• Problem solving/decision making
• Interpersonal
b. Are any skill areas that are critical to team performance missing or
underrepresented?
c. Are the members, individually and collectively, willing to spend time
to help themselves and others learn and develop skills?
3. Truly meaningful purpose:
a. Does it constitute a broader, deeper aspiration than just near-term
goals?
b. Is it team purpose as opposed to a broader organizational purpose or
just one individual’s purpose?
c. Do all the members understand and articulate it in the same way?
d. Do members define it vigorously in discussions with others?
e. Does it contain themes that are particularly meaningful
and memorable?
f. Do members feel it is important if not exciting?
4. Specific goal or goals:
a. Is it a team goal as opposed to a broader organizational goal or just
one individual’s goal (e.g., the leader’s)?
b. Can the goal’s achievement be determined?
c. Are goals realistic as well as ambitious? Do they allow small wins
along the way?
d. Are their relative importance and priority clear to all members?
e. Do all members articulate the goals in the same way?
5. Clear working approach:
a. Is the approach concrete, clear, and really understood by everybody?
b. Do all the members articulate it in the same way?
c. Does it provide for modification and improvement over time?
d. Are fresh input and perspectives systematically sought and added
(for example, through information and analysis, new members,
senior advisors)?

            

6. Sense of mutual accountability:

a. Are you individually and jointly accountable for the team’s purpose,
goals, approach, and accomplishments?
b. Can you measure progress against specific goals?
c. Are the members clear on their individual and collective
responsibilities?
d. Is there a sense that only the team can fail?

1. Congregation Beth Shalom is about four hundred and fifty families.

How will the size of your congregation make it easy or difficult to implement this program?

2. How would you modify the program to fit your communal needs?

3. Who would need to “buy into” this program for it to be a success? Which

professionals, lay leaders, committees, and groups would be critical for
its success?

4. What kind of team should be assembled to enable the creation of this

project? Who would you want on it?

5. What kind of marketing would this program require? How would you
involve families?

6. How would you sustain this program? How would you make sure that,

three years after its inception, families were still starting and continuing
their books?
 :  

Gather the entire learning community. Review the seven questions that
were discussed in the small groups. A board or a pad of newsprint may be
helpful for gathering information.
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 :  

Based on this example, what have we learned about the process of trying to
implement a new family program at our synagogue?
1. Did you learn something about the needs of families in your congregation?
2. Did you learn something about the resources that are available for such
programs?
3. Did you learn something about the political and interpersonal process of
change?
4. Did you learn something about the fiscal resources for or constraints on
the creation of such programs?
5. What other insights did you gather?
 :  “” 

Here are brief descriptions of other family programs that have been implemented by synagogues in order to facilitate families telling their stories or
telling Jewish stories to their children. Look at the list and see which if any
might be most interesting to consider adapting for your community. (Your
congregation may already be involved in some of them.
1. The Parent Connection/Sefer Safari: This is probably the “mother” of all

such programs. It involves congregations making available to parents a collection of storybooks and accompanying discussion/activity cards. Families
who participate also receive a chart and work towards completing a set
number of books.
The Boston Bureau of Education markets their program, called “Parent
Connection.” The name “Sefer Safari” was initiated by Harlene Appelman in
Detroit and is used in a similar way. Many congregations have replicated
this process and created their own versions.
2. Video Activities: There are three related video possibilities. First, there

is the Jewish Heritage Library, a collect of “best” or “classic” Jewish movies
that is available for purchase. These come with no instructional material.
Second, a program called Family Living Room (that may not exist anymore)
had teenagers and their parents watch video clips from television and
movies and then discuss the values involved.
Third, it is possible to create a program like Parent Connection that has
families watch videos together and then answer questions or complete activities in order to check-off a given number of boxes and receive an award.

            

3. Parent-Child Book Groups: Parent-child book groups based on models

promoted by Oprah Winfrey are very popular. These can be designed for
specific groups, such as father-son, mother-daughter. These groups can be
time-limited, e.g. meeting for only four sessions.
3. Storytelling Workshops: There are storytellers and family story experts

who are particularly good at helping families tell their own stories. This one
or two session event can often break the ice and share some specific skills.
4. Videoing Grandparents: Valley Beth Shalom Day School in Encino, California has a program where parents helped their children script interviews
with their grandparents and these conversations are taped and collected.
5. Ethical Wills: The writing of Ethical Wills is a traditional way for parents

to convey their values and heritage to their children and grandchildren.
Some congregations run workshops to help their congregants get started
on the process.
6. Genealogy: The process of doing genealogy is inherently a process of col-

lecting family stories. As family members collect information about relatives and connect, stories are one of the most valuable by-products.
7. Recipe Books with Family Stories: One of the new forms for congregational
cookbooks is the inclusion of a story with every recipe. This structure
emphasizes the recipe as heritage. An exceptional example is Out of Our
Kitchen Closets from Congregation Sha’ar Zahav, San Francisco, California;
415-861-6932. www.shaarzahav.org.
8. Weekly Torah Programs: There are many programs and materials that
encourage families to study the weekly Torah portion. Usually these are
some kind of card, page, or e-mail that is send to the home, with a brief focus
paragraph and a couple of questions or suggested activities.
9. Family Matters: The Family Education Project of the Bureau of Jewish
Education in San Francisco has assembled a wonderful book called Family
Matters that provides all kinds of resources about family history. A congregation could either make these available or create their own local parallel
resource.
10. Virtual Parashah: Temple Israel, Detroit, has a program called Virtual

Parashah where a child and his/her parents receive the name of a Torah portion and three websites and are expected to make a presentation on that
Torah portion to a gathering of both students and parents.
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Evaluation
This Unit involved four segments. Write down a piece of learning or relearning that you have taken from each segment.
1. Torah Study: Selected texts on the meaning of the act of telling stories.

2. Exercise: Personal Exodus, Personal Sinai, Personal Redemption

3. Scaffolding Activity: Designing a “Living Library”

4. Background Readings

 
5. What insights about the telling of stories should be added to the ways

that your congregation serves its member families?

Closing Ritual
Write down a quotation that would go on a book plate in your “family volume” if your synagogue adopted this project. Share your quotations.

            

Unit Four
Paying
Overview
This Unit is about Jewish insights on money as they affect the family and
the “ethics of wealth.” We will deal with such diverse topics as tzedakah,
business ethics, and various forms of tikkun olam (healing the world) which
don’t involve money. The Unit will focus on the responsibilities that come
with the resources we acquire through God’s help. These are topics that
directly affect every family, and they are areas where synagogues have
responsibilities and opportunities to inform and guide the work that families do.
 

How do families build healthy commitments and values about the acquisition of wealth, and how do they come to understand the responsibilities
that come with that which they have acquired? What should be—and what
could be—the role of the synagogue in providing insight, guidance, and
opportunities that influence these processes involving money and wealth?


This Unit includes the following four activities:
1. Background Readings
2. Torah study: The Agricultural Connection to Tzedakah
3. Exercise: Four Sets of Jewish Money Practices
4. Scaffolding Activity: Family Tikkun Olam
    
• Everything we own and have comes with obligations, because all of it
ultimately belongs to God.
• Jewish understandings of tzedakah are rooted in Jewish agricultural
law. Our direct connection with the land led us to a direct connection
with each other.
• Jewish values about the use of money enter into many areas, including fair business practices, tzedakah, free loans, fair pricing, and advertising.
• The commitment to make the world a better place should involve our
wealth (tzedakah) and our personal involvement (gemilut hasadim).
  

Several of the activities in this Unit involve advance planning and organization, including an invitation to a guest speaker from another synagogue body.
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Check-in & Opening Ritual
Share a significant lesson you have been taught about money and describe
the circumstances or person who taught it to you.
Take a manila envelope and pass it around the group. Invite each group
member to place a cash tzedakah contribution in the envelope. Make sure
they keep the amount secret. Invite each person to make their donation in
honor of a person or an event.

Background Readings
These articles can be found on
www.socialaction.com, an important resource for Jewish social
action and learning about Jewish
social concerns.

Danny Siegel, “116 Practical Mitzvah Suggestions (In No Particular Order of
Importance)” in Gym Shoes and Irisis, Book II. Spring Valley, NY, Town House
Press, June 1999.
Danny Siegel is the guru of personal tzedakah and gemilut hasadim. Here is a list
of absolutely wonderful things to do. Some of them, perhaps many of them, are too
much or too hard, but as you read through the list you will be inspired. You will find
yourself inventing variations of your own and selecting those that are inviting.
1. Which of these ideas did you find most compelling, personally?
2. What is the impact of looking at literally more than 100 tzedakah

opportunities?
3. How can suggestions like these be effectively diffused in
your synagogue?
Hillary Kessler-Godin, “With All That You Have”: Putting Wealth in a Jewish
Context, SocialAction. com, JewishFamily.com
This article, which starts out talking about multi-generation family foundations,
ends by discussing core Jewish values involving wealth. It raises some core issues
about the relationship between knowing “the value of money” and “having values.”
1. What is the Jewish attitude about wealth?
2. What is most difficult about conveying “tzedakah values” to young

people?
3. How is our community best able to overcome a sense of privilege and
convey a sense of obligation?

            

Susan Carey Dempsey. Talking with Mr. Rogers About Children and Giving.
Changing our World, Inc.,May 11, 2001. http://www.onphilanthropy.com/
op2001-09-10e.html.
This interview with Mr. Rogers discusses how he came to write a book based on the
Jewish image of the tzedakah box and explains ways of helping very young children
come to understand generosity.
1. What is unique about the tzedakah box?
2. What are some good ways of teaching young children about

generosity?
3. How can our community convey these values to our
youngest members?
Lisa Traiger, “Birthday Parties Beyond Barbie: Think Tzedakah.” Washington,
Washington Jewish Week
This newspaper column chronicles the creation of a “tzedakah birthday party” for a
six year old. It reveals the value issues that generated the event, the process of thinking it through, and provides parents with solid guidelines and recommendations.
1. What problems did the author confront?
2. How effective is her tzedakah birthday party model?
3. What other birthday party-like opportunities could be made part of

this community’s tzedakah culture?
  

Meir Tamari, The Challenge of Wealth, A Jewish Perspective On Earning And
Spending Money. Northvale, Jason Aronson, 1995.
Meir Tamari, “With All Your Possessions,” Jewish Ethics and Economic Life.
New York, The Free Press, 1987.
These two books are recommended for those wanting to explore Jewish ethics and
money in detail.
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Torah Study
    
  

This section includes an introduction, a set of texts to consider in chevruta
pairs, and a set of questions to unpack those sources as a complete learning
community. This particular lesson will work best if each chevruta pair has a
highlighter pen.


You have probably studied some of the rules of tzedakah before. This set of
texts is designed to examine two particular aspects of tzedakah: (a) the origins of some core concepts in basic Jewish agricultural laws, and (b) a lesson
about our relationship to God learned through the rooting of those laws in a
single verse from Psalms.
In the Psalms we learn:
Psalm 24:1

Grishaver, Joel, How Much Should
I Give, An Instant Lesson. Los
Angeles, Torah Aura Productions,
1990, pp. 2-3.

The earth is the E’ and the fullness thereof, the world and those who
dwell therein.

Keep this verse in mind as you study the enclosed material about the obligation of the farmer to set aside a portion of the harvest for the poor. Read
the texts found on pages 6 and 7 with your chevruta partner. Use a highlighter or other pen to fill in the squares in the included chart.
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-

When the entire learning community is gathered, discuss these questions:
The Talmud roots the offering of sacrifices and the tithing of fields to our
verse from Psalms 24:1, “The earth is the E’ and the fullness
thereof, the world and those who dwell therein.”
1. How does this verse apply to the giving of tzedakah?

Meir Tamari, Jewish Values in Our
Open Society: A Weekly Torah
Commentary. Northvale, New
Jersey, 2000, p.104.

Read the passage below out loud.
God-given wealth comes with strings attached. If God is indeed the source
of all wealth, then this wealth may not be earned by immoral or by unethical methods. If God is indeed the source of all wealth, then it has more than
one purpose. Part of that wealth is meant to satisfy the needs of ourselves
and our families. Part of that God-given wealth, however, is meant to be
shared with others. This sharing takes two forms in Judaism, chesed and
tzedakah. Chesed, acts of righteousness, are those acts which we do for
people to whom we have no legal obligation and to people who may be
undeserving of it. But, acts of righteousness are left to our own discretion,
they flow from our feelings of pity, from our feelings of love for others,
from our feelings of social responsibility. However, when we do not have such
feelings, or when we feel that we have done enough, then we free ourselves
from acts of mercy, acts of chesed. That is why Judaism also has tzedakah.
Tzedakah comes from tzedek, justice, which coerces us to share our wealth.
God-given wealth is meant to also serve social purpose, whether we desire
it, and whether we feel that the cause is justified or not, so that in Judaism
we always have had philanthropy alongside taxation, voluntary giving but
also enforced social responsibility.
2. Where do we learn that all wealth is God-given?
3. Where in the biblical vision of agriculture do we find both acts of chesed

and tzedakah?
4. How should this dual understanding affect the way that families work?

How is it possible to make this distinction clear to children? How is it
possible to make it clear for adults?
5. If you were writing a Jewish book on wealth, list the ten chapter headings.

            

     
This activity involves considering texts that deal with four aspects of the
“Kosher” use of money. It is a chance to look at the variety of Jewish values
and Jewish practices that involve the use of our wealth.
  

There are two ways that this material can be used. You may choose either.
a. Imagine that the synagogue has decided to offer a family program
involving the ethical use of money. Four topics have been chosen. In
small groups, participants should scan the four sets of texts and decide
which of these issues should be the topic for this program. Groups cannot opt to choose a combination of these values.
b. Divide the entire group into four smaller groups. Assign one of the
text sets to each group. Have them work on the same assumption—a
family program needs to be planned on only one of these topics and
their job is to become the advocate for their “Money Practice.”
Allow the groups adequate working time and then come together for a meeting in which this choice is made. An evaluation process follows the meeting.


Your synagogue has decided to run a family program on the ethics of wealth.
Four topics have been suggested and a group of texts has been assembled
about each topic. Your job will be to pick one (and only one) of these topics
for this program. They represent four different Jewish money issues.
1. Fair Weights (Honesty in Business Practices)
2. Tzedakah (Righteous Giving)
3. Free Loans (The Ethics of Helping)
4. Just Pricing (Advertising and Sales Ethics)
This will be a small group activity that can be organized in one of two ways:
either by committees evaluating all four, or by committees preparing to
advocate for one of the four. After that small group experience, your learning community will gather for a simulated meeting process followed by
an evaluation.
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 :  
 :

Three times in the Torah we are commanded to have just weights and measures: Leviticus 19:36, 19:37, and Deuteronomy 25:14. The first of these
demands that when we weigh things for the purpose of selling them, we
always do so honestly. The second extends this principle to dry and liquid
measures of volume. The third is the most interesting. It says that you are
not even allowed to own weights or scales that are inaccurate (lest they be
used by accident).
  
Sifre

God’s punishment for using inaccurate weights and measures is more severe
than the punishment for almost any sin. God also makes repentance of this
sin very difficult because, God said, “I took you out of Egypt on the condition that you would be honest in business.”

Talmud, Bava Batra 89b

One who always owns only just weights and measures will become rich.

Rashbam (Samuel ben Meir, 12th
century) on Babylonian Talmud,
Bava Batra 88b

The punishment for inaccurate measuring is more severe than the punishment for incest. A person involved in incest can repent. It is almost impossible for someone who constantly deceived the public in weights or measures
to completely repent, however, since it is an obligation to return that which
was stolen to every individual who was cheated.

A.Y. Kahan, The Taryag Mitzvot, A
New Concise Compilation of All 613
Commandments Culled from
Talmudic, Midrashic, and Rabbinic
Sources. Lakewood, Keser Torah
Publications, pp. 170-1.

Rabbi Meir Israel ha-Kohen (838-1933), nicknamed the Chofetz Chaim,
taught about becoming a good person and also ran a small store. Every day
he would check his weights and measures to make sure that they were
honest. Once he found that a small scoop he used to measure salt was
bent and gave his customers a little less than it claimed. He checked his
books and found that only one woman, a non-Jew, had bought salt since he
last checked the scoop. No one knew where she lived. No one even knew her
name. The Chofetz Chayim took a sack of salt and went from door to door
in the non-Jewish part of the neighborhood and gave every family a bag full
of salt.
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You shall open your hand to a person in need and lend that person that which is
needed for what is lacking.

Deuteronomy 15.8

  

Turnusrufus, a wicked Roman Governor of Judea, asked Rabbi Akiva, “If your
God loves the poor, why doesn’t God support them?”
Akiva answered, “In order that we should be saved from gehenom by giving them tzedakah.” [Gehenom is a place, something like hell, that is part of
traditional Jewish teaching].
“Just the opposite,’” said Turnusrufus. “This will make you deserve
gehenom. I will give you a parable. A mortal king grew angry at his servant.
The king had his servant bound in prison and ordered that no one give him
food or drink. A certain man went and gave him food. When the king hears
about this, how will he react? Won’t he be angry? And you are called servants, as it is taught in your Torah, ‘For Me the Families-of-Israel are servants’ (Leviticus 25:55).”
Rabbi Akiva told him, “I will give you a parable. A mortal king grew
angry at his son. The king had his son bound in prison and ordered that no
on give him food or drink. A certain man went and gave him food. When
the king hears about this, how will he react? Won’t he send him presents?
And we are called children, as it is written, ‘You are the children of the
Eternal, your God” (Deuteronomy 14:1).”

Babylonian Talmud,
Bava Batra 10a

Shulchan Aruukh, Yoreh Deah.
249:4

If a poor person asks you for money (or any other favor) and you are unable
to help, do not raise your voice or treat the person unkindly. Warmly show
the person that you sympathize and would like to help but you are presently
unable to do so. You should always try to give something to a poor person
who asks for a donation even if it is a very small amount.
Rabbi Chayyim of Sanz (1793-1876) said the following about fraudulent
beggars: “The merit of tzedakah is so great that I am happy to give to 100
beggars even if only one might actually be needy. Some people, however, act
as if they are exempt from giving tzedakah to 100 beggars in the event that
one might be a fraud.”

Rabbi Chaim of Sanz, Divrei
Chaim, p. 137
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Moses Maimonides, Mishneh
Torah, Laws of Lending and
Borrowing, 4:2

One who lends money at interest breaks six negative mitzvot: 1. Do not be a
creditor (Exodus 22:24); 2. Do not lend money for interest (Leviticus
25.37); 3. Do not give food for which interest will accrue (Leviticus 25:37);
4. Do not take advance or accrued interest (Leviticus 26:36); 5. Do not take
interest (Exodus 22:24); 6. Do not put a stumbling block before the blind
(Leviticus 19:14).
  

The following citations show how far the Rabbis and commentators took
this idea of “no interest.” They were not only concerned with the literal
charging of interest, but in preventing the lender from demanding or the
borrower from offering any kind of benefit—including psychological—
because of the loan. Here are some examples.
The commentary of Shitah
Mekubetzet on Ketubot 108a

The prohibition of “no interest” applies even when the lender is a poor person who is eligible to receive tzedakah. During the time that the loan is outstanding, the borrower may not offer a donation to the lender (unless this
was already a pattern before the loan was made.)

Shulchan Arukh, Yoreh Deah
160:23

If a lender has a business, the lender may not stipulate that the borrower
patronize that business in exchange for the loan. This is a “real benefit” and
is it is considered “interest” on the loan. In the same way, the lender may
not offer a loan on the condition that the borrower offer a job, even if the
lender will be paid a fair salary for the work. This is another example of
“interest” on a loan.

Moses Isserles to Shulchan Arukh,
Yoreh Deah 160:14

An individual who is extending a loan may not require a borrower to make a
donation to charity in exchange for the loan.

Joel Grishaver, citing Divrei
Sofrim 160:63

The borrower may not praise the lender, compliment or offer a blessing for
the lender for the extent of the loan. These praises are considered “interest”
on the loan. If the borrower needs to ask for extra time to repay the loan,
the borrower may not use praise or compliments to secure the extension.
The borrower must limit the request to a personal request and a statement
of need.
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If you sell anything to another person, or buy anything from another person, you
shall not wrong one another.

Leviticus 25:14

  

On Judgment Day a person will be asked six questions. First will be: were
you honest in your business dealings?

Babylonian Talmud, Shabbat 31a

If a man escaping from prison saw a ferry boat and said to the ferry owner,
“Take a dinar (much more than the normal price) and take me across,” the
ferry owner can only charge the normal fare.

Babylonian Talmud, Yevamot
106a,

One is obligated to inform the buyer of any defect in an item you are selling,
even if the price is reasonable.

Shulchan Arukh, Chosen Mishpat
228:6

You are forbidden to falsely advertise or in any way falsely praise an item
you wish to sell.

Israel Meir ha-Kohen (18381933), Sefat Tomim, chapter 5

You are forbidden to mix inferior quality fruit with superior quality in order
to sell all the fruit as superior quality.

Shulchan Arukh, Chosen Mishpat
228:10

It is forbidden to cheat someone on the value of an item sold. This prohibition applies to the seller and to the purchaser. This applies when someone
pays ¹/₆ more or less than the true value of an item. This law applies to needed
items but not to luxuries. On them, there are no limits.

Shulchan Arukh, Chosen Mishpat
227:1

It is very easy for a person to fall prey to sin in regards to deceiving a customer. A person might consider it proper to attempt to make the merchandise attractive and to use sales talk on his customers to make them more
receptive. But if a person is not careful, it is easy to violate the prohibition
against deceiving others. Someone who deceives others is considered
“wrong,” “hateful,” “abominable,” “despised,” and “detested “(Sifra 19:35). Our

Moshe Chayim Luzzato (17071747), Mesilat Yesharim,
Chapter 11

sages have stated, “Whenever a person steals something, even the value of
a penny, from another person, it is considered as if that person has stolen a
soul” (Talmud, Bava Kama 119a).
If you ask, “How is it possible not to try to influence a prospective customer to buy my merchandise?” You should know that there is a big distinction in the methods one might use. When you try to show a customer the
true value and beauty of an article, it is good and proper. But whatever is
done to conceal the defects of an item is deceitful and forbidden. This is a
principle in business integrity.
-  :
1. What are some new things that you learned through this experience?
2. Did any of these Jewish sources make you uncomfortable? Why?
3. Did any of these sources delight you? Why?
4. If you were planning an adult education program on “the ethics of wealth”

what topics would you include?
5. If you were planning a family education event on “the ethics of wealth”
(freed from the limitations of this activity) what topics would you include?
6. Was there a difference? Why?
7. What issues were raised about families and money?

            

Scaffolding
  
 

This program requires advance preparation. In order for it to succeed, you
need either: (a) a representative of the Social Action or Tikkun Olam committee, or (b) enough information for the learning community to ascertain
the extent and nature of the present program. The content of this meeting
will involving looking at the present program from a family education
perspective. This may well be something that has never been previously
considered. It is the facilitator’s task to ensure that the outside representative does not feel threatened. The representative must understand that you
are asking new questions and not judging the work of the committee; the
guest or guests should be encouraged to participate with the team throughout the meeting. Emphasize to the S2K team that its task is to look at what
can be created, not to fault others for not having done what has not been
imagined before.
The session should move through these steps:
1. Examine the assumptions;
2. Welcome the Social Action/Tikkun Olam representative and
listen to presentation;
3. Ask questions;
4. Complete brief evaluation;
5. Present the brainstorming rules and process;
6. Brainstorm;
7. Evaluate and wrap-up.
:

Judaism has many words for the things we do to make the world a better
place. We use many of these in synagogue life.
Tzedakah: This is “righteous giving.” It is the use of money to help other

people. It can be a direct donation or the paying for services or resources
that help people in need. With tzedakah there is always money involved.
Gemilut Chasadim: These are “deeds of lovingkindness” and they do not

involve money or other fiscal resources. Gemilut Chasadim are hands-on
acts—things that are done in person and require time.
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Social Action: This is a term that has its origins in the late fifties and sixties.

It refers to actions, usually done by a group, to make the world a better
place. Working for civil rights, managing a food kitchen, running a homeless shelter, and pursuing fair wages for hotel workers could all be considered social actions. Most synagogues have social action committees.
Tikkun Olam: Tikkun Olam means “repairing the world.” It is rooted in kabbalistic imagery. According this teaching, the job of finishing creation, of
repairing the things that need repair so that the world can be redeemed,
belongs to people. Many synagogues now call their “social action” committee
the “Tikkun Olam” committee. Everything from building houses with Habitat for Humanity to finding furniture for a new immigrant family, from
teaching reading to fighting anti-Semitism can fall under Tikkun Olam.
.
All of these terms may be part of this activity, looking at how families can
participate in the synagogue’s efforts to make the world a better place.

 

While these goals could be questions in themselves, for the sake of this
activity please accept these as presented.
• It is desirable for families to participate in acts of tzedakah and gemilut
chasadim as a family unit.
• Synagogues should create opportunities that encourage such family
participation as part of their menu of tikkun olam opportunities.
• Ongoing tikkun olam experiences often make a deeper impact than
one-shot events. Experiences that allow hands-on involvement—
especially partnerships—with those with needs often have a deeper
impact than merely providing resources.
• Synagogues should try to create ongoing tikkun olam opportunities,
including some that offer direct contact with people in need.
• Families have different interests, skills, and schedules. A variety of
programs, involvements, and time frames will increase the likelihood
of involvement.
• Synagogues have time and resource limitations, but to the greatest
extent possible, a variety of opportunities for families is desirable.
• Tikkun Olam experiences often make a great emotional and spiritual
impact; these experiences can be deepened when they are placed in a
Jewish communal context.
• Connecting tikkun olam events to study, prayer, and reflection will
heighten their impact.
As a group read and discuss these goals. Briefly evaluate these assumptions.
Do any raise problems or concerns?

            

 

Either:
a. Invite a representative of the Tikkun Olam/Social Action committee to
meet with your learning community.
b. Bring documents about the Tikkun Olam/Social Action work of the
congregation and use this information as the basis for this evaluation.
Your task is in two parts:
a. Evaluate your congregation’s present program (an evaluation form
is on the following page).
b. Brainstorm additions and refinements to that program.
A final evaluation to review what has been learned concludes the program.
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Once you have heard or read about your congregational Social Action/
Tikkun Olam program, use this form to evaluate the program from a family
viewpoint.
1. What is the level of opportunity for family participation in Tikkun Olam

activities?
 



 

2. How many of these family-friendly activities allow for ongoing involvement (and are not just one-time/one day events)?




 

3. How many of these family friendly activities allow for direct contact or

partnership with those whose needs are being met?




 

4. How much variety is available for families with different needs, skills, and

schedules?
 



 

5. To what degree are these family Tikkun Olam events enriched by opportu-

nities to study, to pray, and to reflect?
 



 

 /

:     

Building on existing frameworks—or dreaming up new ones. How can the
present program expand these five factors to better meet family needs?

            

  
1. What did you learn about the nature of social action/tikkun olam activities
in your congregation?
2. What did you learn about family participation in social action/tikkun olam
activities?
3. What did you learn about the process of creating social action/tikkun olam
events?
4. What did you learn about the value of brainstorming as a group planning
process?
5. What other learning took place?

Evaluation
This Unit involved four elements. Write down a piece of learning or relearning that you have taken from each segment.
1. Torah Study: The Agricultural Connection to Tzedakah
2. The Exercise: Four Sets of Jewish Money Practices
3. The Scaffolding Activity: Family Tikkun Olam
4. Background Readings
 
5. What aspects of “the ethics of wealth” are most important to have as a

part of a family education plan?

Closing Ritual
1. Take the envelope with the money that was gathered in the opening ritual.
2. Spread the money on the table.
3. Invite three suggestions from recipients for tonight’s tzedakah funds.
4. As a group, work on the allocation of money among the three groups.

(You are not allowed the easy solution of ⅓ to each.) Each time someone
makes a suggestion, move the actual money into a pile for each recipient.
Making signs may be helpful.
5. When consensus is reached, assign three people to each take responsibility
for the delivery of one of the sums.
6. Conclude with a song.
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Unit Five
Saying
Overview
This Unit is about the ways we facilitate the growth of our children into
good people. How we speak to, model, and guide our children through their
adoption of values and their growth in maturity is a matter of significant
focus for the rabbinic tradition. This Unit uses a four-step model based on
rabbinic teaching. The model looks at: (a) the articulation of values through
the telling of stories; (b) the rehearsal of solutions to value conflicts; (c) the
use of a discipline system that is rooted in t’shuvah (repentance); and the
(d) influence of parents, mentors, and teachers as significant role models.
 

Are there ways that families can significantly influence how their children
treat others? Are there ways that congregations can inform, enhance, and
empower this process?
 

This involves the following four activities:
1. Background Readings
2. Torah Study: Four Middot
3. Exercise: Four Steps to Menschlichkeit
4. Scaffolding Activity: Questions for Application
    
• Judaism emphasizes the cultivation of middot. Middot refers to both
specific qualities or behaviors and the appropriate quantity or degree of
a quality or behavior.
• T’shuvah, the process of turning, is an essential Jewish value and
character tool.
• Erech apayim, being slow to anger—an attribute of God—is a skill
that can be developed.
• Shmirat ha-lashon, “guarding one’s tongue,” is the overall name for
Jewish values about the “ethics of speech.” This is an area where the
Jewish tradition is rich in insights and sensitivities.
• Tokechah, constructive admonishment, is a skill which can be taught
and developed.
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Background Readings
    

Joel Lurie Grishaver, Four Big Ideas, from an unpublished manuscript, Four
Steps to Menschlichkeit Jewish Tools for Raising Responsible, Kind and
Caring Kids.
This draft chapter from a work-in-progress explores the Jewish theology of moral
development. It explores how Talmudic rabbis understood the struggle between
good and evil, the process of maturing, and the role of repentance as self-correction.
Here is a portrait of the unique Jewish understanding of how people become good.
1. What are the “four big ideas?” Why is each important to “character
education?”
2. How can family conflict be an opportunity for growth and even
redemption?
3. How would you communicate these ideas to families?

Lawrence Kohlberg, “The Child as Moral Philosopher,” Psychology Today
Magazine, September, 1968.
Lawrence Kohlberg founded the academic study of moral development. He was the
first one who applied developmental psychology to the study of how children solved
moral problems. This article not only provides a window into that development but
also, indirectly, shows the role of moral dilemmas as a tool for facilitating growth.
1. In what ways are or should children be “moral philosophers?”
2. Kohlberg presents six stages of moral development. How should

these stages inform the actions of parents and communities as they
consider a program of “character education?”
3. Carol Gilligan, author of In a Different Voice, was a graduate student
of Kohlberg’s. Her book is a feminist critique of this model. She argues
that girls often have different patterns of moral reasoning and moral
development. Do you agree? Do you have other concerns about the
Kohlberg model?
4. How is this model useful for planning family education programs and
events that deal with moral development?

            

  

Howard Kirschenbaum, Clarifying Values at the Family Table. Adirondack
Mountain Humanistic Education Center.
Kirschenbaum was one of the founders of the educational model called “values clarification.” In this article, he shows how dinner conversation can create opportunities
for children to clarify their values and learn much more about what they believe.
When you read this article, think of the Shabbat dinner table.
1. Kirschenbaum’s article is more about technique than it is about theory.

What is he accomplishing with the family activities he recommends?
2. His family circle model is secular; how could it be turned into a
Jewish model?
3. How is this model useful to families and to family programs at your
congregation?
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Check-in & Opening Ritual
1. Share one piece of “family Torah” or “family wisdom”— one of those things

that your parents told you over and over—that has served you in good stead.
2. Pray this prayer composed by Rabbi Nachman of Bretzlav.

Lekutai Ma’aran 2.7
Nachman of Bretzlav,
Adapted by Moshe Myerkoof and
S.C Mizrachi with the Breslov
Research Institute, The Gentle
Weapon, Prayers for Everyday and
Not-So-Everyday Moments,
Timeless Wisdom from the Teachings
of the Hasidic Master, Woodstock,
Jewish Lights Publishing, 1999.

Loving God
what is more precious
than our children?
Is there any treasure that can be
more beloved
more pure
than those cherished souls
we have brought into the world?
Help me guide them well,
dear God
and help them accept my guidance.
Help them lead their lives
with faith
wisdom
and truth.

            

Torah Study
 

This set of materials involves four different sets of texts. Each set of texts
should be studied by a different team (or different teams). Each set of texts
opens up some Jewish insights into a given middah (value). After the dyads
have studied their texts, the whole community will gather and groups will
teach each other about their middah. Finally, the whole group will process
the impact all of this literature could have on family life.
The responsibilities of the facilitator here include: (a) dividing up the texts
so that they are evenly studied, (b) keeping the process on track, and (c)
making sure that the final discussion moves to generalizations and does
not stay in personal testimonial or individual, value-related specifics.
:   

Middot means “measures.” It is also the functional Hebrew word for “values.”
Middot contains a whole lesson in a single word. Its secret is that ethics are
more closely concerned with degree than with direction. Usually we use the
“angel and devil” model of goodness and evil. In this model, one voice wants
you to do the right thing while the other voice wants you to do the wrong
thing. The rabbis, however, used the “scoop” model. In the “scoop” model
excess is the problem. Think of it this way:
Let’s talk about appetite. Appetite is neither good nor bad; appetite, in fact,
is a gift from God. The devil did not give you appetite. The angel is not
telling you to abandon your love of food. These two voices are not offering
values. Instead, picture a scoop. When you fill it with appetite you get love
food, have wonderful meals, and appreciate good cooking. You get in trouble when you take more than your measure.
In this way, the middot model is about self-control—it is about your learning to say, “enough.” That vision of the best path to goodness is the dominant one in most Jewish literature.
Over the centuries, many books and treatises were written about how to
cultivate and strengthen the desirable middot. This middot literature, focusing
on ethical behaviors and practices, was the center of study for the Musar
movement, founded by Rabbi Israel Salanter in the early 19th century.
The material we will study originates in the Torah, progresses to Talmud
and midrash, and includes sources from later ethical literature.
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Different chevruta pairs will study the three different middot introduced below.
After studying your middah, each pair will be asked to teach about it to the
entire group. Keep these questions in mind as you study:
1. What is the name of your middah and where is it rooted in the Torah?
2. What insights into this aspect of behavior does the Jewish tradition
offer?
3. How might the application of these values and insights impact family
processes and practice?
 
1. What is gained by working on becoming a good person, one middah (attribAll of these texts, their translations, and many of the questions
were drawn from a set of curricular materials called “Content of
their Character,” authored by Joel
Lurie Grishaver and published by
Torah Aura Productions © 20012002. Used by permission.

ute) at a time?
2. How does the rabbinic model of seeing ethical behavior as primarily a question of self-control (a) impact on adult moral improvement, and (b) impact
on parenting and teaching for character?
3. What are the ramifications of these understandings for congregational
family programming?
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Return, Israel, to the E, Your God.

Hosea 14.2

Note: The literal meaning of the Hebrew is “until.” The later commentators
read the verse as saying “to the E.”

If a man or a woman commits any wrong towards a another, thus breaking
faith with the E, and that person realizes his guilt, then. . . they
must confess the sin that they committed.

Numbers 5:6-7

   : 

Maimonides explained t’shuvah this way:
What does it mean to do complete teshuvah? It means that when a person again faces the same situation in which she transgressed, and has the
chance to repeat the hurtful behavior again and get away with it, she chooses
not to. This choice must be not out of fear and not out of weakness, but
because of a changing of will. That is teshuvah.
For example: A man falls in love with a married woman and his feelings
for her are so strong that he has an affair with her, even though he knows
this is wrong because it will hurt her, her husband, and her children. Later,
after he has realized his mistake and has done teshuvah for his actions, he is
offered the chance to be alone with her again. If he still says no, even though
he could have gotten away with another rendezvous, he has done complete
teshuvah.
1. Why do you think Maimonides chose a case involving feelings as strong

as those of a man for a woman as his example to teach teshuvah?
2. Maimonides makes the process of teshuvah. sound a lot like being in re-

covery from an addiction. Is recovery from an addiction a good metaphor
for teshuvah?

Mishneh Torah, Laws
of Repentance 2:1
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The Book of Beliefs and Opinions 5.5

Saadia Gaon taught that teshuvah has four steps:
Confession: Admitting that you have done wrong and stating that you will
never repeat the action.
Remorse: Feeling badly about the hurt you have caused.
Seeking Forgiveness: Asking the party you have wronged to forgive you.
Asking God to forgive you.
Accepting Responsibility: Finding your own way to never repeat this sin.
1. What new things did you learn from Saadia’s list?
2. Why does Saadia include both asking forgiveness of the other person

and asking forgiveness of God?


Mishneh Torah, Laws of Repentance
7.2ff

Maimonides also taught:
Do not think that teshuvah is limited to such wrongdoings as robbery
and theft. Just as a person must repent these, so too a person must do
teshuvah for such evil urges as anger, hatred, envy, being negative, greed, vanity, over-eating, etc. One must do teshuvah because these urges can be worse
than more dramatic crimes: because when one is addicted to one or more of
them they are very hard to stop.
1. How are anger, hatred, greed and the like addictions?
2. What is the best way to change an inner urge such as envy or

over-eating?
  (,   )

Adin Steinsaltz, Teshuvah: A
Guide for the Newly Observant
Jew. Northvale:, Jason Aronson,
1982, p. 3.

Teshuvah is more than just repentance from sin; it is a spiritual awakening,
a desire to strengthen the connection between oneself and the sacred. . .
Teshuvah makes you stronger. A rope that is cut and retied is doubly strong
at the point where it had been cut.
Teshuvah is simply a turning, be it a complete, abrupt change of direction or a series of smaller turns, not all of equal significance. . . we often
surprise ourselves, and it is not unusual to realize only with the wisdom of
hindsight what our true turning points have been.
1. How does it feel when you successfully do teshuvah? What kind of
impact does it have on you?
2. We often think that we do teshuvah only during the High Holiday season.
How can teshuvah be a gradual process?
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The E, the E is a God merciful and gracious, slow to anger, and
abounding in steadfast love and faithfulness.

Exodus 34:6

This verse describes God as being “slow to anger.” Because people are created
in God’s image, we too should be “slow to anger.”
  :  ,  

Rabbi Simeon ben Eleazar quoted Chalfa ben Agra quoting Rabbi Yochanan
ben Nuri: One who tears his garments in anger, one who breaks vessels in
anger, and one who scatters money in anger, is just like an idolater because
temptation has seduced away the person that he wants to be. In the
moment of anger God is forgotten, the obligations of Torah are forgotten—
and their emotions are the only guiding force.
1. How is anger like idolatry?
2. How can the verse “Male and female were created in God’s image” help
us understand why anger is considered a kind of adultery?
Although anger is an extremely dangerous emotion, it is also very useful.
Anger is sometimes needed to protect you from evil, to confront people
who are acting hurtfully, or even to gain respect. But, when you use anger,
you must be very careful to limit the extent of it. You must never show
anger for your own sake, just for the sake of heaven. This is righteous anger.
1. When is your ability to become angry a “gift” from God?
2. What is the difference between “personal” anger and “righteous”—for

the sake of heaven—anger?

Gavriel Zloshinski, Orchot
Tzadikim, “The Gate of Anger”
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Rabbi Abram J. Twerski took all of these teachings and divided them into a
three- part lesson.

Rabbi Abraham J.Twerski, Ursula
Schwartz, Positive Parenting,
Developing Your Child’s Potential.
Brooklyn: Mesora Publications,
1996, pp. 168, 172.

We must divide anger into three phases: [1] Anger: The initial feeling of anger;
[2] Rage: Acting on that anger—doing something in anger; [3] Resentment:
Holding that anger and transforming it into the desire for revenge.
There may be nothing we can do to avoid the initial reflex-like feeling of
anger, but we must learn to hold ourselves back from acting on this rage and
we must strive to remove any grudges or resentments.
1. What are the three levels of anger that Twerski describes?
2. What lesson does he take from Torah about these levels?

   , ’ 

You must break the force of your anger with love. If you feel yourself becoming angry, make sure you do nothing unkind because of your anger. You
must make a special effort to be kind to the very person with whom you are
angry. Sweeten your anger with kindness. When you do this, you will be
able to draw benefit from the Tzaddik and then you will be able to understand the true goal of all things. You will taste the delight of the World to
Come, and you will see how everything in the world is part of the movement to this ultimate goal. Your perception will be according to the root
which you have in the soul of the Tzaddik.
Through breaking the force of anger with love and kindness, the true
Tzaddikim receive honor and greatness and the world finds a true leader,
one who will have pity for the world and lead it in the right way, bringing
each individual to his ultimate goal (18:2).
Anger and unkindness arise when people’s understanding is limited.
The deeper their understanding the more their anger disappears, and kindness, love and peace spread. This is why the study of Torah, which deepens
the understanding, brings love and peace into the world and banishes
anger (56:6).
1. How can love break the force of anger? How does that work in a family?

How does it work with strangers? What’s the difference?
2. How can the study of Torah bring love and peace into the world and
banish anger? What kind of Torah study does this?
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The Torah teaches that God used words to create the world, and therefore
when we use words we too have the power to create or destroy. Here are just
some of the categories of speech that Jewish tradition cites. Some of these
should be avoided, some of them encouraged.
1. Richilut: One who tells tales about another person breaks a Torah mitzvah:

“Do not go about as a talebearer among your people” (Leviticus 19:16) Who
is guilty of Richilut? One who goes from one person to another and says “Soand-so said this about Roger”; “I heard such-and-such about Christine.” Even
if what is said or repeated is true, this telling of tales still ruins the world.

Maimonides, Mishneh Torah, Laws
of Ethical Conduct, 7:1-2

2. Lashon ha-rah: Lashon ha-rah means talking negatively about someone,
even if what one says is true. A person who speaks lashon ha-rah is one who
says “Roger did such a thing,” “Christine’s ancestors were so-and-so,” “I have
heard this about Mr. Kline” and then proceeds to talk scandal.

Maimonides, Mishneh Torah, Laws
of Ethical Conduct 7:2

One may speak truthful lashon ha-rah to “prevent physical, economic, or
religious harm” to others.

Chofetz Chayim.

3. Ona’at Dibbur: Ona’at dibbur is the “speech crime” of saying things that

cause others to feel shame or hurt. One good example of Ona’at dibbur is using
a nickname that reminds a person of something embarrassing. Another
famous example is asking a storekeeper the prices of an object that you have
no intention of buying. [By asking about it and then walking away, you are
leaving the store owner feeling bad about his merchandise or her pricing].

Talmud, Bava Metziah 58b

5. Saying “Shalom”: It is a mitzvah to greet people. Psalms 34:15 says: “Ask

for peace and pursue it.” This verse is interpreted that it is a mitzvah to
greet people we encounter.

Talmud, Nedarim 8a

It is also an obligation to answer every greeting. The Talmud says, “One who
is greeted by another and does not return the greeting is considered to be
a thief.”

Talmud, Brakhot 6b.

120

         :      

6. Rachok Me’sheker: Rachok me’sheker means “keep far from lying.” This mitz-

vah is based on Exodus 23:7 that says exactly that. Lying is against the Torah.

Talmud, Yevamot 65b.

However, the Rabbis create one kind of exception. ‘Rabbi Ile’ taught in the
name of Rabbi Eleazar, son of Rabbi Simeon, “One can change the words of
another in the interests of peace.”
7. Goleh Sod: In Proverbs 20:19 it says, “One who reveals secrets is a slan-

Sha’arei T’shuvah 3:225, Sefer
Halachah 2:56

derer.” This verse created a mitzvah of not revealing or even seeking out
other people’s secrets. A goleh sod is a person who gives away other people’s
secrets. The rabbis also taught that one should limit the telling of secrets,
too, thus limiting the temptation to give them away. Reading someone
else’s mail is also a violation of “not seeking to know secrets.”
1. Did any of these categories surprise you?
2. Which seem the hardest for a person to actualize in their lives?

What do you learn about the ethics of language from these teachings?

 :  ()

Leviticus 19:17

 
You must not hate your fellow in your heart, you must certainly rebuke your
neighbor, and not bear sin because of your fellow.
1. What does the word “rebuke” mean?

 ,  

Here are a number of different texts about tokhechah, the mitzvah of rebuking. Read them and summarize the major rules and guidelines.
Rabbi El’a further stated in the name of Rabbi Elazar. son of Rabbi Shimon:
“Just as it is a mitzvah to say that which will be listened to, so it is a mitzvah
not to say that which will not be listened to.” Abba stated: “Both are obligations, for the Bible teaches, Proverbs 9:8, ‘Don’t rebuke a scoffer, for they
will hate you; rebuke a sage and they will love you.’”
 

Before assuming that a person deserves tochachah, reproof, for his/her
actions one must be absolutely certain that s/he has, in fact, sinned. From
the commandment, Leviticus 19:15, “Judge your fellow favorably,” we learn

            

that if a person appears to be committing a transgression which is completely out of character for him, we are to seek to understand what transpired in a positive light. If there is any way to interpret his actions as not
involving transgression, we are required to do so. If it is absolutely clear
that the person did sin in a manner that is out of character for him, then we
must assume that he immediately regretted her actions, and has already
repented. To discuss the incident with anyone constitutes speaking Lashon
ha-ra, gossip.
,  ,    :

One who rebukes another person, whether for a wrong committed between
the two of them or between the other and God, should give rebuke privately.
They should speak to them patiently and gently, informing them that they
are only making these statements for their welfare, to allow them to merit
the life of the world to come. If they accept the rebuke, fine. If not, they
should be rebuked a second time and a third. Indeed, you are obligated to
rebuke another person who does wrong until they strikes you and tells you:
“I will not listen.” And whoever is able to rebuke and does not is somewhat
responsible for the sin, because they could have given rebuke.
 

You must be very careful not to grow angry when rebuking someone.
Rebuke delivered in anger will not be heeded.
 

Even when you admonish your children or other members of your family,
you should do so in a pleasant tone of voice
 

Even when you rebuke someone privately, you must be very careful not to
shame him.
,  ,    :

If you are able to correct someone and refrain from doing so, you are held
responsible for that person’s wrongdoings
If a person you have rebuked did not heed you the first time, you should
continue to rebuke him as many times as necessary until he corrects his
ways. The Talmud, Bava Metzia 31a, says, “Even one hundred times.”
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Exercise
   
 

This activity has six segments. It begins with an essay to be read by participants. A few short discussion questions help review and clarify this material.
The next four segments are “tastes” of each of the four steps described in
the model. The goal is to “taste” each of these processes, not to spend a lot
of time on any of them. Each of these segments should be done just long
enough to “get the idea” and need not be taken to completion. Once again,
your role will be to keep things moving.
Finally, there is a concluding discussion, outlined in a worksheet, that integrates the material.


The essay that follows is part of an evolving work-in-progress: a model for
helping parents and teachers use the Jewish tradition to help children take
control of their own behavior and grow into kind, caring, sensitive human
beings. The model, which evolved from one designed for adults, has a number of ramifications for various aspects of synagogue life. In this activity
you will examine this model, explore its elements, and then project their
possible application to various aspects of the synagogue.

            

   


Mensch is a Yiddish word meaning “maximum human being.” In English we
say, “What do you expect, I’m only human?” In the Jewish tradition we say,
“Be a mensch.” Rather than seeing “human” as a limitation, we see it a
source of potential.
This is not designed to be a child obedience manual. It is not intended to get
your children to bend to your will, because it has a much higher goal: to get
your child to take responsibility for becoming a kind, caring, empathic,
responsible person who is always working on becoming even better. Once
you’ve done that, your job is pretty much over. You can turn in your keys
and give up your job as the parole office and the prison warden. You can
stop worrying about controlling and limiting every aspect of your sons’ and
daughters’ behavior. Instead, you can take up your position as friend and
coach as they take responsible control of the person they are becoming.
The first secret is that, in order to lead your child on the journey, you will
have to go on your own parallel journey.
   

A mensch needs to do a lot more than follow rules. The Talmud explains
this with a story.
In Talmudic times being a rabbi was not a job, it was something that people
did after work. Rabbis did not take money for teaching Torah, for helping
people solve problems using Torah, or for helping a person find inner peace.
Rabbi Shimon ben Shetah was the best teacher in Jerusalem and he was old
and poor. During the day, to earn his living, he sold cloth door to door and
then taught hundreds of students at night. His students knew that he
would not take money for his teaching so they decided to buy him a gift.
The chipped in and bought him a donkey. They got the donkey from a nonJewish vendor and, to make sure that the deal was clear, they repeated to
him the Jewish first rule of acquisition: “We give you the money. You give to
us the reins of the donkey. When we pull on the reins and the donkey takes
a step, the donkey, the saddle, the blanket, the bridle, and even the fleas on
the donkey are ours.”

123

124

         :      

When they gave the donkey to their Rabbi and showed him how to take
care of it, a ruby fell out from between the saddle and the blanket. Rabbi
Shimon ben Shetah told his students to return the ruby to the vendor. The
students told the Rabbi, “Because we were clear about how we made the
deal, the law says that the ruby is yours.”
The Rabbi said, “The law is one thing, but Derech Eretz, the right thing to
do, says that you have to return it.”
When they returned to the vendor he was tearing his business apart,
hunting for the ruby. When they returned it he made it clear that he knew
the law and that it was theirs. When they still gave it back, he fell down on
his knees and said, “God bless the God of Rabbi Shimon ben Shetah.”
 

The Rabbis believed that God’s vision for people included three goals: (1) people should come to be close to God, (2) each person should become the best
person s/he can, and (3) together, people should make the world into the
best possible place for all people.
In the Torah, the rabbis found 613 mitzvot. These were things that God
instructed us to either make sure we do or to make sure that we do not do.
Some of these mitzvot. directly affect the way we treat other people, while
others were designed as “training exercises,” ways of getting us into condition to do the other. It is not always clear which is which. The material in
this section is rooted in the teachings of the Rabbis.
  

© 2002 Joel Lurie Grishaver from
an unpublished manuscript, Four
Steps to Menschlichkeit: Jewish
Tools for Raising Responsible, Kind
and Caring Kids

Nachman of Bretzlav was a Hasidic master who lived in Eastern Europe at
the beginning of the 18th century. He taught:
All people reach in three directions. They reach in to find themselves.
They reach out to find others. And, they reach up to find God. The miracle
in the way that God created the universe is that when we grasp in any one of
these directions we wind up making contact in all three.
While this material is only concerned with relationships between people, it
has the possibility of making all kinds of connections.

            

 
Four tools in the Jewish tradition speak directly to parents, giving them
ways to raise their children. We are going to work with these four tools.
 :    
     

It is very hard to hit a target if you don’t know where it is. Parents’ first
responsibility is to “hang a target” and make it clear that hitting it is the goal.
Think of it this way. When marine trainers want to teach a porpoise to do a
trick, they use rewards and not words. In the beginning, when the animal
does something that might even come close to starting the trick, they are
given a fish. Slowly, the “conditions” for rewards narrow, and eventually the
porpoise comes to master the given behavior. The process is slow and the
behaviors limited, because words aren’t involved.
With people it is possible to “purpose” and not “porpoise.” We can use
words and images—and we can give feedback, making learning easier and
faster, and more difficult “tricks” possible.
The Jewish tradition has long known that naming values makes them easier to live. Starting in the Bible, Jews have used stories to express values.
Stories are slices of life—they come as close to personal experience as we
can get without actually yet having that experience. And, they become reference points, yardsticks, that help us make sense out of our experiences.
William Bennett has already widely popularized this approach in his Book of
Virtues and subsequent work. He knows this old Jewish truth, but the
Jewish tradition also knew that knowing about “the right” was not enough.
People struggling to be good face two problems. The first is what to do
when two values in which we believe strongly conflict. The second, what to
do when “what I know is right” conflicts with “what I really want.” (If this
latter problem were easy—people would only have to diet once in their
life—the first diet would work and that would be the end.) The next couple
of steps work on those issues.
 :      

The Torah does not spend a lot of time stating values. Iinstead, it gives situations. It doesn’t say, “Be responsible for your animals.” Instead, it says,
“When an ox gores . . .” and gives three cases: (a) another ox, (b) another ox for
the second time, or (c) a person. The three situations call for three different
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responses. In the Talmud, we have almost a whole book of “goring ox” cases.
This is not because the Jewish tradition promoted “situational ethics,” but
rather because we believe that as the balance of values changes, the
response has to change. When one ox gores another, we only know which ox
won, not who started the fight. A very peaceful ox could have had a very
good parry and riposte. However, once an ox has been “bloodied,” the
responsibility of the owner changes. Once an ox has been shown capable of
causing damage, the moral requirement to guard that ox is greater. The second time that ox hurts another animal, the owner is clearly at fault (because
there already was a warning), and that ox is now clearly a danger. The intensity of obligation increases further if a person and not another animal is
involved—because human life is more valuable—and the already possibly
dangerous animal was allowed access to people.
So what does this discussion of goring oxen have to do with raising children?
First, the “right thing to do” involves analysis of a situation and not simply
one value in action. As an “ox” owner, I do not want to spend huge amounts
of money guarding each and every ox. So, I need to ask myself: what is reasonable ox guarding? I have the need to protect people and other animals
on one hand, and the need to make a reasonable profit on the other. What I
chose to do, what my guarding practice is, should be a responsible balance.
That balance changes when an ox becomes known as dangerous. By studying these “ox” rules, I also learn about how to approach other potentially
dangerous situations. Through these case studies we develop a way of
thinking about problems.
Second, it can prevent problems. By worrying about how much I will have to
pay if my ox hurts another ox (or person) I begin to think more clearly
about the conditions for taking care of my ox, my dog, my hamster, and my
son’s three pet snakes.
Third, we begin to store solutions that we can use later. We usually have to
make our worst ethical decisions under great pressure, when we are under
emotional overload and there is a lot of screaming inside our brain. Living
wills are one example of mentally rehearsing ethical decision-making. .
Deciding under pressure whether to treat a gravely ill loved-one or to allow
him or her to die is extremely difficult. If we have already had that conversation with that person, or if we know what he or she wants, facing that
choice is far easier. The same is true of less significant issues.

            

Finally, these case studies create “fun arguments” that (a) allow children to
explore their values and their consequences, and (b) allow parents to share
their value systems without needing to impose them.
This kind of case study-centered teaching has been popularized in the work
on moral development of Robert Kohlberg and his school and in the values
clarification work of Sidney Simon and his followers.
 :  -, -  

Jim Fay is a parent educator who runs the Love & Logic Institute out of
Denver. One of his core ideas is profoundly Jewish, “We want our children
to make mistakes, lots of mistakes, when the consequences are affordable.”
The Jewish version of this idea is t’shuvah, repentance. It is a system that
teaches people to take responsibility for their actions by: (1) admitting
when they are wrong, (2) offering apologies where appropriate, (3) fixing
whatever was broken (including feelings), and (4) then doing the “innerwork” so that when the “same buttons are pushed” the reaction will be different the next time.
Our goal is to slowly transfer both control and responsibility for behavior
from us to our children. We want to hold them accountable for their actions—
and that includes fixing their own mistakes. While not letting them “get
away” with more than we would under any other system, our job here is to
stop “punishing” and start “coaching.”
Here is one quick example of how this works. Your child gets a brand new
video game. They do nothing but play the game. They won’t stop. They
promise to do their chores, but somehow that responsibility gets lost somewhere between levels eleven and fourteen. Grounding them or taking away
their computer privileges would be your first reaction. When you do that,
you are saying, “You can’t control your behavior, so I will control it.” Instead,
what you really want to do is say, “Let’s get you back in control of the way
you are acting.” That starts with (a) “You’re, right, I blew it.” This progressesoves to, (b) “I’m sorry, I was wrong.” You can then respond with: (c) “How
are you going to fix it?” “I’ll set my alarm an hour early tomorrow and do the
dishes in the morning.” And it ends, later, with a great conversation about
addictive behavior.
Lawrence Kohlberg developed a theory of moral development. He postulated that people grow through six states of maturity in their ethical problem
solving. His lowest stage is the state of “Punishment and Obedience” (I do
not do “bad things” because I am afraid of getting caught and punished).
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His highest stage is, “The Stage of Universal Ethical Principles.” This is
a commitment to act in a principled manner just because it is right—
cosmically correct. Kohlberg believed that only a few people, such as Ghandi,
reached this final stage. In the intervening stages, a person’s motivation for
doing the good might be influenced by whether an action affects people she
cares about; involves obeying rules; or serves society’s needs.
One way of looking at the stages of Kohlberg’s system is in terms of the
decision maker’s scope of concern. In the initial stages, our moral decisionmaking is based on how it affects “me.” In later stages we worry about “people who are close to me.” Finally we move outward to “my community,” and
later still to a more global concern.
If Kohlberg is right—and besides the research data, there is a lot of good
Jewish thought that matches his thinking—we need to help our children
learn who is hurt or who is helped by their actions. We learn about “hurt,”
not when we are punished, but when we must take responsibility for our
actions—when we must work to remedy the hurt. That is the purpose of
this third step. Through “coaching” and the constant transfer of responsibility we want to help our children be aware of the hurt they cause and the
healing and help they can effect.
 :    

Most of us would rank being a role model as the number one step in parenting. We make it number four, because it is actually the most difficult of the
steps. Children readily read our hypocrisy and our worst actions frequently
undermine our best. The best example you can set for your children is admitting you are wrong when you are in fact wrong. Accepting responsibility for
being wrong is a powerful gift because it gives your children permission to
be wrong and to work on their weaknesses, too.
/
1. What aspects of this model interested you the most?
2. Did you have questions or problems with any part of the model?
3. What does the storytelling component of the model accomplish?
4. What does the case study component accomplish?
5. How does “teshuvah” work as a management/discipline tool?
6. What makes the role model component effective?

            

The next part of this Unit involves working through a brief model of each of
these four steps to understand it more fully.

 :     
We have already learned that “value-stories” are best told and discussed in
tranquil, reflective or playful moments, and then recalled during relevant
crises. Here is a retelling of a Talmudic story.
      

It took four years to destroy Jerusalem. It took many of Roman soldiers, two
different Roman generals, and a great deal of patience. The Romans surrounded Jerusalem and they waited. It was a siege. The Jews inside Jerusalem should have done better. They had held out against the Assyrians.
They had given the Babylonians a run for their money. But against the
Romans they fell apart.
Water was not the problem. Long ago, in the time of King Hezekiah, a
secret underground tunnel, the Siloam, was created, allowing water to flow
into the city. Food should not have been a problem, because there were huge
storehouses of food within the city. But in the siege, Jew fought Jew. They
burned their own food supplies. They fought each other in the streets. And,
in that chaos, Rome won. The Temple was burned down and over one million people died. This was the beginning of the end. Soon, all but a handful
of Jews had left the Land of Israel. Jewish rule of a Jewish state would disappear for almost 2,000 years.
Some say it began with a golden owl. The Roman empire placed a golden
eagle outside the entrance to the Temple. The eagle was like a Roman flag. It
signified that Judah was a Roman province that paid taxes to Rome. Some
Jews weren’t happy with that eagle. One night it disappeared. Rome hung
up another one. This time, rioting began. The riots grew into a war and the
people of Jerusalem found themselves drinking water from the Siloam,
using their storehouses of food, and looking over the walls of the city at
thousand of Roman troops that were surrounding it.
However, the Talmud said that before there was a golden eagle there was
a party, and that this war actually began with a party.
There was a man who had a friend named Kamtza and an enemy named
Bar Kamtza. Kamtza means “locust,” but there may or may not be a lesson
to learn from this name. The man threw a big party and said to his servant,
“Go and bring Kamtza.” The servant went out, but unfortunately he brought
Bar Kamtza by mistake.
When the man who gave the party saw him there, he said, “Look, you’ve
been saying all kinds of nasty things about me, telling tales. What are you
doing here at my party? Get out.”
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Bar Kamtza said, “Listen. Please don’t embarrass me in front of all your
guests Since I am here already, let me stay. I promise to pay for whatever I
eat and drink.”
The man giving the party said, “No.”
“Then let me give you half the cost of the party,” said Bar Kamtza.
“No!” said the host.
“Then let me pay for the whole party,” he pleaded.
The man still said “No,” and he took him by the hand and put him out.
Most of the important Rabbis in Jerusalem, the leading teachers in
Israel, were at the party and saw what happened. They said nothing. Bar
Kamtza decided that since the Rabbis were just sitting there and did not
stop the party host from throwing him out, they must have been on the
host’s side. He said to himself, “I will go and inform against them to the
Roman government.”
Bar Kamtza went to the Roman palace and said to the emperor, “The
Jews are rebelling against you.”
The emperor asked, “How can I tell for sure?”
Bar Kamtza answered, “Send them an official Royal offering and see
whether they will offer it on the altar in the Temple.”
So the emperor sent with him a fine calf as a gift for the Jews to offer at
the Temple. He asked Bar Kamtza to escort the calf. On the way back to
Jerusalem, Bar Kamtza punched the calf in the eye, breaking a lot of blood
vessels there. When the Roman priests inspected the calf, it was still perfect, because Romans didn’t worry about broken blood vessels in the eye
of a calf. However, when the Temple priests in Jerusalem saw it, they
knew it wasn’t kosher for their Temple. Jews had different standards for
sacrificial animals.
The Rabbis in Jerusalem were leaning towards accepting this sacrifice
anywayand offering it up on the altar, even with its damaged eye. They didn’t want to offend the Roman government. But one rabbi, Rabbi Zechariah
ben Abkulas argued against it.
“People will say that we have no standards. They will say that we allow
blemished animals to be offered on the altar just because a pagan king
sends them.”
The Rabbis gave in but suggested that they should arrange to kill Bar
Kamtza so that he could not go and tell the Emperor in Roman about the
rejection of his sacrifice.
Again Rabbi Zechariah ben Abkulas stepped in. He said to them,
“Punching a cow in the eye is not a capital offense. We don’t put people to
death for making a blemish on a consecrated animal.”
So, the Rabbis let Bar Kamtza go. Word got back to the emperor that his
gift had been rejected. He assumed that Bar Kamtza had been telling the
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truth, that the Jews were rebelling.That is why he sent Vespasian and his
army—and that may be why the golden eagle became such an important
issue. The Romans surrounded Jerusalem. The Jews inside began arguing.
They burnt up the stores of food. They plotted against each other. One
thing led to another. Eventually, Jerusalem was conquered, the Temple
destroyed, and the Jews were exiled from their land.
The Talmud, when it tells this story, adds, “It all began with a Kamtza and
a Bar Kamtza.” It all happened because of sinat chinam—groundless hate.

This story is rooted in Gittin 55b
and Josephus, Wars, II, 17, 2.
This edition of the story is found
in Micah A Streiffer and Joel Lurie
Grishaver, Stories We Live By:
Hatred, An Instant Lesson. Los
Angeles, Torah Aura Productions,
2000.

/
1. What do you think is the central value of this story?
2. What other values can be found in this story?
3. What are “parenting moments” or adult relationship situations when

recalling this story would be helpful?

 :.   
Rehearsing ethical decisions through discussing case studies is a key part of
this process. Here is a case from a Jewish web page devoted to ethical issues.
A rabbinic answer, by Rabbi Asher Meir, is included, below p. XREF.
1. Break into groups of 8-10. Read the case and spend five minutes or so
working out your best answer this case.
2. Share your answers among the entire community.
3. Look at and discuss the answer by Rabbi Meir.
 :  

Two students in my class are constantly being disciplined for misbehavior.
Recently I heard them whispering that they were afraid they would be be
caught for cheating on an exam. Should I tell the teacher?
  :
   :

The Jewish Ethicist is available
for syndication at no charge to
Jewish websites, publications,
email lists, etc. Rabbi Dr. Asher
Meir, The Jewish Ethicist,
www.jewishethicist.com. ©2002.
The Center for Business Ethics.
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 :  
This third part of this model involves giving children the responsibility for
solving problems they created and reflecting on how not to repeat their
mistakes. Here are five parenting challenges.
a. Pick a partner and solve at least three of the five.
b. Spend between five and ten minutes working out your best parenting
solutions.
c. Your goals are: (a) allowing your child to take responsibility for
his/her actions, (b) remedying the harm done (to the degree it can be
fixed), and (c) making an “inner turning” and learning how not to act in
this same way in the future.
d. In your plan, include: (a) the outline of a conversation, (b) the consequence, and (c) what needs to be accomplished to show that the matter
is resolved.
 

[1] Your five year-old asks you for a particular toy at the store. You say no.
She begs. You hold fast to your “No.” Later, when you get home, you see her
playing with the toy and learn that she had slipped into a pocket. When you
question her, she first lies, saying, “The woman at the store gave it to me.”
When you press the issue she admits, “I really wanted it, so I took it.”
[2] You hear your seven year old screaming at one of the boys in his class at
school. He says, “There’s no way I would ever let you borrow one of my
games. You must be stupid. You’re not my friend.” When you ask him about
it, he explains, “Once I asked to borrow one of his things and he said, ‘no,’ to
me. Why should I lend something to him if he wouldn’t do the same for me?
When he kept bothering me, I said something to make him leave me alone.”
[3] You catch your thirteen year-old and her best friend in the old trick of, “I
am staying at Ann’s house” while Ann’s parents thought that the girls were at
your house. It turns out that the girls met some boys at the mall. Even though
nothing bad happened, there are two problems: not only did your daughter
lie, she also broke your rule about being too young to go out on dates. Both
girls are now at your house and are planning to spend the night together.
[4] You twelve year-old and his friend stay over at your house Friday night.
Both your family and the friend’s family insist that your boys spend Erev
Shabbat at home, but staying at your house and spending Shabbat with
your family is an acceptable alternative. Late that night, you discover the

            

two boys looking at a “skin” magazine that they stole from the magazine
store. The problems to be dealt with include: (a) the theft, (b) the content of
the magazine, and (c) the presence of the friend during the discussion.
[5] Your sixteen year-old drives herself to a party on her own for the third
time. Before she leaves the house, you review the rules extensively, including the precise time she needs to be back home. She arrives home over an
hour late. When you confront her she says, “Suzie broke up with her
boyfriend and she needed me.” When you remind her of the curfew, she
says, “I knew I would get in trouble, but taking care of my friends is worth
the punishment.”
[6] You refuse to let your fifteen year-old do something he really wants to
do. He screams. You still refuse. He yells to the point of tears, you still
refuse. He runs up to his room, slams the door, turns his music up loud, and
starts throwing things against the wall in anger. In the process, by accident,
he manages to throw something through his window, shattering the glass.
[7] Your post-college-aged son can’t find a job that pays enough for him to
support himself, so he moves home. He winds up sleeping half the day,
hanging out with friends half the night, and making a general mess. Almost
nothing you ask of him gets done. In his carelessness, he fails to pass on a
really important phone message. How do you cope with all of this?
[8] Your post-college-aged daughter is living at home in order to save money
and begin to pay back her student loans. Suddenly, in a way you never wanted, you are now exposed to her dating patterns. You have set one rule, one
which essentially says, “Not under my roof.” Now you find that she is getting serious about a guy you really worry about. Several mornings, you wake
up to find her not at home—and not having called. You ask herto just let
you know if she’s not going to spend the night at home, but she tells you, “I
am an adult. It is my life.”
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Lekutai Ma’haran 2.7. Nachman
of Bretzlav, Adapted by Moshe
Myerkoof and S.C.Mizrachi, with
the Breslov Research Institute,
The Gentle Weapon, Prayers for
Everyday and Not-So-Everyday
Moments, Timeless Wisdom from
the Teachings of the Hasidic Master,
Woodstock, Vt: Jewish Lights
Publishing, 1999.

The last part of this model involves being a role model. This is the hardest to
rehearse or practice, but it is possible to reflect upon it.
Dear God
teach me to embody those ideas
I would want my children
to learn from me.
Let me communicate
with my children wisely—
in ways,
that will draw their hearts
to kindness, to decency
and to true wisdom.
Dear God,
let me pass on to my children
only the good;
let them find in me
the values
and the behavior
I hope to see in them.
As a learning community, brainstorm two lists:
1. What are some of the things I most want my children to see me do?
2. What are some of the things I do—whether rarely or regularly—that
I would least like my children to see me do?

            

     
1. How could this four-step model function inside of the families in

your community?

2. How could this model be useful to the adults within your community?

3. What are some of the ways that this model could affect congregational

communal life?

In the last activity of this Unit, we explore bringing this model into congregational programming and congregational life.
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Scaffolding Activity
  
 

Working in small groups, member of the community will prepare for a number of hypothetical conversations with individuals or groups involved in
congregational leadership. Then the groups will come back and share their
thinking with the entire learning community. Consider this activity a “warmdown” at the end of an exercise period and not a major effort.
Six possible groups have been outlined below. Scan them and decide which
are relevant to your congregation. You can create additional groups (such as
a day school) if appropriate.


Imagine that you are a committee that has been asked to work on the issue
of menschlichkeit for the congregation. You have decided to explore using
the four-step model in this module as the foundation of the program you
will create in the congregation.
Your task at this time is two-fold. First, you must determine what is already
being done and the impact that it is having. Second, you will need to determine what is possible for your community to achieve. You will need to consider willingness, resources, culture, and context. To that end, your larger
committee will break into smaller groups to explore a number of aspects of
congregational life. Among the possible areas are:
Adult Education
The Congregational School
Family Programming
Pre-School
Rabbinical Leadership
Youth Activities
You will plan a meeting with leadership in those areas. You will need to:
a. Decide with whom you will meet.
b. Draft a set of questions that will help you determine what is presently
being done and its effectiveness.
c. Draft a second set of questions that will allow you to explore possibilities of what might be done.

            

Your questions should be phrased so as to encourage partnerships and not
to challenge or confront.
1. With whom will you meet?

2. What questions will help you determine what is presently being done

in the arena of “character education” and evaluate its effectiveness?

3. What questions will help you determine what explore the possibilities

of what might be done?
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This Unit involved four elements. Write down a piece of learning or relearning that you have taken from each segment.
1. Torah Study: Four Middot

2. Exercise: Four Steps to Menschlichkeit

3. Scaffolding Activity: Questions for Application

4. Background Readings

 
5. How is the process of character education related to self-improvement?

To what degrees can families, schools, and communities influence this
process?

Closing Ritual
Form a standing circle.
Have each person contribute one line or image to a prayer for parents.

            

Unit Six
Straying
Overview
Sometimes separation is good. There are times in life where leaving, straying, or stepping back is what we are supposed to do. Judaism can be helpful
in these moments. We have many rites-of-passage where the leaving of one
thing behind, and the acquisition of a new stage, are important life moments.
Some of these are major life cycle moments, like a Bar/Bat Mitzvah or a wedding; others are more minor moments, like a child’s first haircut that, for
parents, is a transitional moment (which some Jews associate with the holiday Lag B’Omer) but that for children is essentially a chance to cry.
It can be hard to let go and move on. Change is often accompanied by a lot of
fear. Judaism offers many tools which can help people reflect on the nature
of change and that provide them with support through transitions.
In this module we will use the paradigm of the blessing that parents say at
Bar/Bat Mitzvah ceremonies as a way of looking at this process of ending
and beginning, and of how Judaism helps people make transitions. We will
then expand our study of this single moment into a lens to examine some of
the ways that synagogues work.
 

How does the Jewish tradition deal with moments of transition in people’s
lives? In what forms can synagogues makes those tools and moments available to their congregants creating important moments of meaning and
function in congregant’s lives?


This Unit includes the following four activities:
1. Background Readings
2. Torah study: Two Models of Maturity
3. Exercise: Constructing a Map of “Rites of Passage”
4. Scaffolding Activity: Imagineering Rituals and Resources
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• Rites of passage involve both “leaving things behind” and “moving
into new areas.”
• A model of this transition involves “adding new elements to a
relationship. An example is how God was able to learn with Moses
rather than teach to him.
• Another model involves stepping back from old roles.
• Rites of passage are a lens for examining many aspects of
synagogue life.
• There are many moments of transition that can be recognized
through synagogue programming and there are others for which
synagogues can provide resources that facilitate personal growth
and transformation.

Background Readings
Jeffrey K. Salkin, “Thirteen: The Age of Choice,” For Kids—Putting God on
Your Guest List, How to Claim the Spiritual Meaning of Your Bar or Bat
Mitzvah, Woodstock, Vt., Jewish Lights Publishing, 1998, p. 16-18.
This is a wonderful explication of the Barukh she-peterani prayer, written for preBar/Bat Mitzvah students, but actually directed towards their parents. It is a
delightful analysis of the transfer of some responsibility from parents to children.
1. How does Rabbi Salkin understand the berakhah, “Barukh she-

peterani?” Why does he call it a “sigh?”
2. What are the traditional spiritual accomplishments of thirteenyear-olds?
  

Rabbi Emily Fagenson, Changes Recognized, Changes Achieved: An Instant
Lesson on Bat Mitzvah, Los Angeles, Torah Aura Productions, 1993.
This set of curricular materials was written to explore the unique nature of Bat
Mitzvah, looking at what it means to “come of age” as a woman. Included is a wonderful narrative essay by Judith Kaplan Eisenstein, recounting memories of of her
Bat Mitzvah in 1922, the first one ever held.
1. What is different about the ways that girls come of age from the ways

that boys come of age?
2. What can be learned from the story of Judith Kaplan Eisenstein’s Bat
Mitzvah?
3. This lesson involves girls’ stories. How do these stories need to be
changed for boys?

            

Jenna Weissman Joselit, “Red-Letter Days,” The Wonders of America, Reinventing Jewish Culture, 1880-1950, New York, Hill and Wang, 1996, pp. 89133.
This book provides a fascinating anthropological study of the unique evolution of
life-cycle customs by American Jews. In this chapter, we look at: (a) the development of a Bar Mitzvah industry and the way it transformed a minor ceremony into
a major event, (b) the Reform movement’s initial rejection and later acceptance of
the Bar Mitzvah ceremony, (c) the Conservative movements adoption of Confirmation, and (d) the more recent addition of the Bat Mitzvah ceremony.
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Check-in & Opening Ritual
Share a Bar/Bat Mitzvah memory. It can be a memory of your own Bar/Bat
Mitzvah experience or of someone else’s.
Sing a song about the life-cycle, such as “All My Life’s a Circle” or “The Circle
Game.”

            

Torah Study
   
 

This activity has three parts. First, is chevruta learning. The texts and questions should lead participants through this element easily.
Next, the group members should gather and share their insights. You do
not have to review every question. Focus on big reactions to each text and
spend the most time on the summary question for each model. The goal ise
to discuss the difference between the two models.
The essence of this activity is in the very last question. While all of these
sources focus on Bar Mitzvah (and can be easily generalized to Bat Mitzvah,
too), we want to generalize the process of “letting go” to other rites of passage. This last question sets up the next two activities.


It is a custom for parents to say a brakhah, called Barukh she-petarani, at a
Bar or Bat Mitzvah. (This is not commonly done in many congregations,
across the religious spectrum). What follows are four texts, most of which
are directly connected to this brakhah. As we study these texts, we are first
going to explore the issue of how parents have to “stray,” letting go of some
control, starting at the Bat/Bar Mitzvah. These texts will allow us to generalize from Bar/Bat Mitzvah to various transitional moments in our lives.
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Genesis 25:27

When the boys grew up, Esau was a skillful hunter, a man of the field, while
Jacob was a quiet man, dwelling in tents.
 

Genesis Rabbah 63:10

The Focal Words: “And the boys grew.. .
Narrator: Rabbi Pinchas in the name of Rabbi Levi taught:
Rabbi Pinchas: Jacob and Esau were like a myrtle and a wild rose-bush growing side by side; when they become adults, one yielded its fragrance and the
other its thorns.
For thirteen years both went to school and came home from school. After
thirteen, one continued going to the house of study (Jacob) and the other
went to idolatrous shrines (Esau).
Narrator: Rabbi Eleazar ben Rabbi Simeon taught:
Rabbi Eleazar: A father is responsible for his son until the age of thirteen;
then he must say,
Barukh she-peterani m’-nesho she-la-xeh.
Blessed is the One who has freed me for accountability (lit. punishment)
for this boy.
In its rabbinic context, this brakhah was said by fathers over their sons. This
can be translated into a brakhah that parents say over children.
1. What happened when Jacob and Esau were thirteen?
2. Why was this brakhah good advice for Abraham?
3. Why is thirteen the right time for parents to say a brakhah (blessing) of
release?
4. What is the “punishment” from which the parent has been freed?
  

This midrash was written to explain why Bar Mitzvah takes place at thirteen.
It also applies to Bat Mitzvah whether it is at twelve or thirteen.
The Yetzer ha-Rah (the Evil Impulse) is thirteen years older than the Yetzer haTov (the Good Impulse). The Yetzer ha-Rah begins to develop in the mother’s
womb and is born with a person. If that person begins to profane Shabbat,
the Yetzer ha-Rah does nothing to stop it; if that person commits murder, the
Yetzer ha-Rah does nothing to stop it; if that person is ready for involvement
in improper sexual relations, the Yetzer ha-Rah does nothing to stop it.

            

When a person is moved to go off and become involved in an
improper activity, the entire body obeys, for the Yetzer ha-Rah is the ruler
over the body. When a person starts to do something good, the whole body
drags. The Yetzer ha-Rah is the ruler over the body while the Yetzer ha-Tov is
like a captive in a prison—a captive that can be released.
The Bible teaches: “Out of prison it came forth to become ruler” (Ecclesiastes 4:4). This verse is the story of the Yetzer ha-Tov.
/
1. What is the truth in the idea that the Yetzer ha-Rah is developed at birth,

while the Yetzer ha-Tov takes longer to become fully active?
2. According to this midrash, how does the Yetzer ha-Rah work?
3. According to this midrash, how do things change when the Yetzer ha-Tov
kicks in?
4. What is the role of parents for the first thirteen years?
5. What is the role of parents after age thirteen? What should change?
6. How did the behavior of thirteen year olds invite these midrashim?
What positive developments inspired them?
7. What does it take to “release the Yetzer ha-Tov from prison and let it
come forth to be the ruler?”
 

What do these texts about Bar/Bat Mitzvah teach us about parenting?
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Leviticus 31:18

And God gave Moses, when God had made an end of speaking with him on
Mount Sinai, the two tablets of the testimony.
 

Midrash Rabbah, Exodus 41.5

Narrator: Rabbi Shimon ben Lakish asked:
Rabbi Shimon: What is the meaning of the phrase:
Torah: “of speaking with him?”
Rabbi Shimon: Why “speaking with him” and not “speaking to him”?
This can be compared to a student whose teacher taught him Torah.
Before the pupil had learned it, the teacher would recite and the student
would repeat, but after he had mastered it the teacher said to him: “Come,
we will say it together.”
Similarly, when Moses went up to heaven, he began to recite the Torah
after the Creator, but after he had learned it, God said: ‘Let us say it together.’
Therefore, the Torah says, “speaking with him?.”
/
1. How did God help Moses grow up?
2. How did things change when Moses mastered a piece of Torah?
3. What was gained by Moses? By God?
4. What was left behind by Moses? By God?

 
5. What does this midrash teach us about parenting?
6. In one way or another, all of these texts focus on parents (or teachers)

and children. How can the lessons learned here apply to all life cycle
moments that are rites of passage?

            

Exercise
      
 

This activity takes lots of preparation.
Supplies: 5 x 7 cards, approximately four for each participant.
“Sharpies” or other light-weight markers
“Blue tack” (or other material) that can be used to hang things on the wall.
Masking tape may work as well.
You will need to construct a long” life line.” Its length will be relative to the
number of participants and the space utilized, but when you read the
description below, you will have a good idea of its use. This life line could be
drawn on a piece of butcher-paper or it could be an actual cord taped to the
wall with cards signifying ages or life moments hung at various intervals.
Here is a suggested list. Feel free to play with it.
Birth
Entering School
Bar/Bat Mitzvah
High School Graduation
College
Marriage
First Child
AARP Membership
Assisted Living
This activity starts individually, then moves to a whole group brainstorming session. It will then segue directly into the next activity which utilizes
the results of this activity.


Previously, we introduced the idea of a “rite of passage,” a life moment that
helps us to leave something behind and move on to a new situation. We
focused our first look at this process on Bar/Bat Mitzvah. In this activity we
expand the list of life moments that function in that way.
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1. You will be given three 5 x 7 cards and a marker. On each card write the

name of a moment in your life when you experienced a significant transition. Under the event, add two things: (a) the thing(s) you left behind and
(b) the thing(s) you gained. (Do not include Bar/Bat Mitzvah events
because those have already been covered.)
2. Take your cards and affix them at (more or less) the right place on the
lifeline that has been posted.
3. When everyone has posted their moments, spend a few minutes walking
along the lifeline and taking in the moments that other people have left.
4. As a learning community, examine the chart that was created by your
community’s experiences. Collectively, add to it other important moments,
filling in gaps or holes. You will want one or two “scribes” who will fill in
and attach the added items.
5. Explore the learning from this experience using these questions:

1. What areas of life seem most densely populated with rites of passage?

2. What areas of life seem to have the least number of these moments?

3. Which of these moments involve ceremonies or public recognition?

4. Which of these moments were private, personal moments?

5. For which of these moments do people receive significant preparation?

6. Which of these moments seem to happen without any preparation?

            

Scaffolding Event
   
 

This activity takes place as a small group activity followed by a final meeting. Ideally, the chart generated in the previous activity would be replicated
for every participant. Absent that possibility, it should be left up and visible
so that groups can consult it.
The final discussion should not involve itself with the sharing of details and
specifics worked out by the small groups. These can be duplicated and circulated. Rather, the final discussion should work on developing broad themes
and ideas.


This activity is designed to ask two questions:
1. What events and ritual moments can synagogue communities create
to acknowledge the impact of key life transitions?
2. What resources can a synagogue community provide to its members
to enrich their transitional moments?
To answer those questions you are going to break into small groups (six
to ten) and examine as many of the moments on the chart as you can.
You may well want to divide up starting points so that most of the chart
is covered.
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/



            

/
1. At present, does this synagogue help people with most of their
significant transitional moments?

2. Are there reasonable ways that many more of these moments could be
enhanced ?

3. Which idea that you came up with inspired you most?

4. Can it be used as a paradigm for other important moments?

5. What is the value in examining congregational life through moments

of transition?

6. What important congregational functions would be missed if “transi-

tional moments” was the only lens used?
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Evaluation
This Unit involved four (or five) big elements. Write down a piece of learning or relearning that you have taken from each segment.
1. Torah Study: Two Models of Maturity

2. Exercise: Constructing a Map of “Rites of Passage”

3. Scaffolding Activity: Imagineering Rituals and Resources

4. Background Readings

 :
5. How does the lens of moments of “leaving behind” and “new acquisition”

help to define the Jewish tradition and shape congregational life?

Closing Ritual
Have everyone share one moment from their participation in Synagogue
2000 that has been a transformational moment.

            

“How Rituals Work for Us: The Five Purposes of Rituals”
Evan Imber-Black, and Janine Roberts.
Rituals for Our Times, Celebrating , Healing, and Changing Our Lives and Our
Relationships. New York: HarperCollins Publishers, 1992, pp. 25-56.

   
van’s daughter, Jennifer, was born with some severe disabilities that
affected her capacity to read, write, and speak. During her childhood her
mother watched in amazement as she took her handicap in stride, despite
some very cruel teasing from other children about her differences, and
despite coming from a family where high academic achievement was the
norm. She willingly spent hour upon hour with tutors and speech therapists. She went to some fine schools with excellent teachers and some
schools that tried to hide youngsters with disabilities, as if other children
might “catch” it. Through it all she taught her family a lot about perseverance in the face of enormous struggles, and about building on strengths,
rather than focusing on weaknesses, as she developed warmth, humor, compassion, and a keen sense of responsibility toward relationships and work.
When Jennifer was nineteen, it was time for her to graduate from high
school. Unlike her brother, Jason, she had not had a Bat Mitzvah celebration
to mark the transition from childhood to adulthood. And, because of her
disabilities, she would not be going to college. Clearly, high school graduation was to be her rite of passage, and the family had lots of talks about how
to mark Jennifer’s “coming of age” with a ritual that would both honor all she
had accomplished and send her forth into the adult world with confidence.
Jennifer wanted a party at a Chinese restaurant-her favorite festive
food. Her mother and stepfather chose a restaurant and made a list of people to invite who were important to Jennifer, including extended family
who lived far away, friends who had supported her from young childhood
on, special teachers, and coworkers from her part-time job. Unbeknownst
to Jennifer, the invitation included a secret that read: “We are making a special `becoming an adult woman’ album for Jenni. If you would like, please
bring anything you want to add to this album, including poems, letters,
photos, stories, drawings, etc.” During the weeks before the party, her mom
worked secretly to construct an album that began when Jennifer joined the
family as an adopted infant, and marked it with significant sections of her
development, such as toddlerhood, starting school, and adolescence. Since
her handicaps sometimes made it difficult for both Jennifer and those

E
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around her to notice her growth and changes, this album recorded them for
all to see. When Jennifer arrived at her party, the album was waiting for her
as a special symbol of her development. What she still didn’t know was that
the album was open-ended and that a new section, “Becoming an Adult
Woman,” was about to be added. After we ate Jenni’s favorite foods, people
were invited to give their presentations to Jennifer. A very moving and
unexpected ceremony unfolded, as person after person spoke about who
Jenni was to them, what she meant to them, how they experienced her, and
gave her their own special brand of advice about living.
Her grandma Dena, Evan’s mother, gave Jenni a photograph of her late
husband, Jenni’s grandfather, down on his knees proposing marriage to
her, and spoke about enduring love and her wish that Jenni would have this
in her life. Her aunt Meryle Sue, Evan’s sister, composed an original poem,
“Portrait of Jenni,” and after she read it, spoke through tears about what
this day would have meant to Jenni’s grandfather and how proud he would
have been of her. Her cousin Stacey Landsman also wrote a poem that captured who Jenni was to her and gave words to Jenni’s future:
J is for Jen
Jay. Jewel. Just Jenni.
Easy to love
Now moving forward with
Nothing to stop her.
Interesting places and people to see
Free to keep growing with confidence and faith.
Everyday, everyway, especially now.
Rarin’ to go, Jenni!
Person after person spoke with grace and love and special stories of
Jennifer’s strengths that they had experienced. Advice about men and what
to beware of was offered by Jennifer’s step-grandfather, and received with
much laughter. Photographs of strong women in history were presented.
Her mother watched as Jennifer took in all that she was to people, the
sometimes unknown impact that her own courage had had on family and
friends. And then all who gathered witnessed the emergence of Jennifer,
the adult woman, as she rose from her seat and spoke unhaltingly and with
no trace of her usual shyness, thanking each person in turn for what they
had given her in life, talking about the loss of her grandfather and her wish
that he could be with her today, and ending with all that she anticipated
next in her life.
The weeks and months following this ritual were perhaps even more
remarkable as her family experienced a changed Jennifer, a Jennifer who
moved from adolescence to young womanhood, starting a fulltime job,
auditing a community college course, traveling by herself, making new
friends, and relating on a level previously unseen.

            

This ritual contained all of the elements of how rituals work for us.
Jennifer’s “Coming of Age” ritual involved relating, the shaping, expressing,
and maintaining of important relationships. People gathered who were seldom together in one place, including extended family who lived in different
parts of the country. Established relationships were reaffirmed and new
relationship possibilities opened.
The ritual included changing, the making and marking of transitions for
self and others. Jennifer’s change from a teenager to a young woman was
both marked and, in fact, made. Her mother and stepfather changed, too,
from the parents of a teen to the parents of a young adult. Healing, the
recovery from loss, occurred through the special tributes to Jennifer’s
grandfather, who had died four years earlier, enabling a new kind of healing.
The ritual included believing, the voicing of beliefs and the making of meaning. Thus each person gave voice to deeply held beliefs about life and helped
Jennifer to create new meaning about what she had achieved in the face of
her disabilities. Finally, celebrating, the expression of deep joy and the honoring of life with festivity, marked this ritual as everyone celebrated Jenni’s
accomplishments and her very being.
As you look at rituals in your life, you will find that they function in your
individual development and in your interactions with others to enable relating, changing, healing, believing, and celebrating, which are, in fact, major
themes in all human existence. Any given ritual, whether it be a daily ritual,
a special tradition, a holiday celebration, or a life-cycle ritual, naturally may
contain one or more of these elements. A particular ritual can be shaped
and reshaped to include aspects that you deem necessary.

: , ,   
ll human systems must deal with relating, including questions of who
is in and who is out, who belongs, who decides who belongs, who is
close to whom, and who is distant. Rituals can help us to see aspects of our
relationships and enable us to rework relationship patterns, rules, roles,
and opportunities. They allow us to preserve human ties, even during times
of intense turmoil. The relating aspect of rituals occurs daily during meals
when seating arrangements, allowable topics, and allowable emotions
metaphorically define and redefine family relationships. Who gets invited,
who chooses to actually attend, and who is left out of any given ritual is, of
course, an implicit comment on relationships. Where a given ritual is heldfor instance, at whose home Christmas dinner occurs each year-may tell you
a lot about who holds pDower or influence in family networks.
In the 1990 film Avalon, changing family relationships are poignantly
portrayed through three different Thanksgivings. In the first, the entire
extended family, including many aunts, uncles, and cousins, is present. The
oldest generation reminisces about their migration to America, telling sto-
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ries about their now-dead father. The middle generation laughs and makes
fun of these stories. The youngest generation simply enjoys the connections, the food, the holiday. The relationships seem warm and close,
anchored in a shared sense of the past. By the time of the second
Thanksgiving, part of the family has moved to the suburbs, making the
major shift from working class to middle class that can powerfully affect
family relationships and family rituals. At this Thanksgiving, a long-standing family rule is broken, as the turkey is cut before all of the relatives have
arrived. While, at first glance, this may seem a small matter, this action is
symbolic of much larger relationship changes in the extended family in
which distance and misunderstanding replace the previous closeness. At
the third Thanksgiving, no one from the extended family gathers, and one
small nuclear family is portrayed with turkey dinner in front of the television. The. erosion of the entire extended-family network of relationships is
seen through its absence.

   
onas and Ellen Korba were a remarried couple. Both had two children
from a previous marriage. Jonas had two daughters and Ellen had two
sons. All of the children lived with them. Each one’s children fought ferociously with the stepparent, and the brothers argued constantly with the
sisters. Each parent sided with his or her own children, and so fought with
each other. To save their marriage, the couple was seriously considering giving up custody of all of the children. During a therapy session, Jonas and
Ellen described their wedding, which had occurred three years previously.
When asked “What part did the children have in the wedding?” Ellen replied,
“Oh, they weren’t there-they had made such a fuss about our getting married and I really didn’t want to have to worry about children making noise
during my wedding.” So this most important life-cycle ritual had happened
without the children. Without realizing it and without intending it, Jonas
and Ellen sent their children the message that they were not expected to
form good relationships in the new family. Rather than using the ritual to
form the relationships of a remarried family, Jonas and Ellen created a ritual
more appropriate to a first marriage where there are no children.
All rituals have an important relationship component. They help us to
“see” what’s going on in relationships, and offer a specific time and place to
highlight ongoing relationships and to make relationship changes. Rituals
to welcome babies may involve the creation of a grandparent generation or
new sibling relationships. Children have long marked special friendships by
becoming “blood brothers” or creating secret ceremonies. All of the preparation for a ritual, the drama of the ritual event itself, and the period of time
following a ritual can have an enormous impact on relationships that may
endure for many years.
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When we choose to forgo an important ritual, usually there are troubled
relationships among extended family members, and no one can figure out
how to do the necessary work on the relationships to make the ritual happen. When parents have had a bitter divorce, for instance, a young adult
may run off and get married because having the parents come together is
just too difficult and having a wedding without one or the other is just too
painful. If you find that you are avoiding creating or attending rituals, this is an
important signal that relationship issues need attention. Preparatory work may
need to be done, opening areas of tension for conversation and repairing
relationship cutoffs, before a ritual occurs. If you are not on speaking terms
with your brother and you simply invite him for a New Year’s brunch, his
likely refusal to come will solidify the cutoff even further.
Sometimes, however, the sheer act of everyone getting together at the
same time and in the same place for a particular ritual can alter previous
patterns of anger and distance. Sammy Cohen’s parents were divorced, and
the two extended families had not seen each other or spoken for seven years.
All the relatives wanted to attend Sammy’s Bar Mitzvah, however, and the
importance of the event helped everyone to transcend their anger. A portion of this ritual included passing the Torah from one generation to the
next. Maternal and paternal grandparents handed the Torah to Sammy’s
mother and father, and together they placed the Torah in Sammy’s hands.
This powerful symbolic action, handing sacred knowledge down the generations, enabled Sammy to know that family members were there for him,
despite their conflicts with each other. Here the power of the ritual per se
was able to hold and confine many smaller relationship struggles. Having
participated together in the symbolic action of passing the Torah from one
generation to the next, rather than remaining grouped in “sides” of the
family, helped to redefine relationship possibilities in this binuclear family.
Changes in relationships may be “announced” silently when the place
where a ritual is held shifts from one household to another. In Ginny
Granger’s family, birthdays and holidays were always held at her parents’
home. When her father died, her oldest sister, Anna, decided on her own
that making the rituals was simply too much work for their mother. When
Thanksgiving approached, Anna announced that it would occur at her
house. The brothers and sisters were upset with this change, but no one
voiced their resentment at Anna for making this decision unilaterally. Grumbling in private twosomes, all nonetheless showed up. This was the beginning of a shift in decision-making power and influence in the entire family,
as Anna became the unchallenged “boss” in all extended family matters.
As you review the rituals in your life, the relationship theme will become
apparent to you. When people have painful memories of childhood rituals,
it is often the aspect of troubled relationships that they are remembering.
Yet as we’ve seen, rituals can help us change and enhance our relationships in
the present. A carefully planned nightly dinner ritual can ease the tension
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that occurs when a stepfather joins a preexisting unit of mother and children.
A weekly Sunday brunch can enable a busy two-career couple to protect special time every week to be together. Family solidarity and cohesion may be
experienced as family members participate together in any given ritual. And
an engagement ritual can mark the formation of a new relationship and create a boundary around a young couple.
Take some time to talk about either an ongoing daily ritual or an upcoming
tradition or celebration ritual. Are you satisfied with the aspects of your relationships that are being expressed through this ritual? Are other people satisfied? If not, how might this ritual be altered? Often, some work on the relationship may need to be done first. If you and your partner go out every
Friday night for dinner and don’t speak through the entire meal, it probably
won’t change much to add a Saturday night dinner. Talking over how you
would like the ritual of the Friday night dinner to be different, however, is
usually a lot less threatening and more productive than complaining about the
“lack of communication” in your relationship. As you begin to do the Friday
night ritual differently, new relationship possibilities get shaped in action.

:   
    
cross time and cultures, rituals have been used to make and mark transitions. The truly magical quality of rituals is embedded in their capacity
not only to announce a change but to actually create the change. In Jennifer’s
“Coming of Age” ritual, her graduation from high school was celebrated, thus
marking the transition from adolescence to young adulthood, and the ritual
made the transition through the action of family and friends giving her the
“secrets” of adult life and Jennifer receiving these in her very adult acceptance speech.
Given that volumes are written advising people how to change, and countless hours are spent in therapy, often agonizing over being unable to make
needed changes, it is no wonder that rituals exist in all cultures to ease our
pas-sage from one stage of life to another. Using familiar symbols, known
sym-bolic actions, and repeated words, rituals make change manageable and
safe. Simply knowing which rituals lie ahead during a day, a year, or a lifetime
stills our anxiety. Change is enacted through rituals and not simply talked
about. C-couples don’t change from being single to being married by talking
about marriage, but rather by a ceremony; teens don’t graduate from high
school by a teacher saying “you’re finished now,” but by, proms, picnics, and
the graduation.
In contemporary American society, the power of rituals to make and mark
transitions, to truly change our identity and alter our self-concept is sometimes lost. The “ritual as social event” can easily overwhelm the capacity of

A

            

our rituals to function as agents of personal and relationship change. This
capacity can be recaptured by careful thought and planning to make a given
ritual truly into a “rite of passage.”
The change in the status of an individual, such as going from being single to being married, is an obvious part of such rituals. Less obvious are
the changes occurring simultaneously in all of the surrounding participants, which are sometimes enhanced with a symbolic action. A couple
who never celebrated their wedding anniversary, because, the woman was
pregnant be-fore their marriage, dance with delight when the “Anniversary Waltz” is played at their daughter’s wedding, publicly confirming their
joy with being together.

       
hile the element of change is inherent in all of our life-cycle rituals,
other rituals can also facilitate change and transition. Something as
simple as a daily meal can mark and make transitions in children, such as
when they shift from being served by adults to helping with the preparation
and cleanup. Important changes in gender-role expectations can occur
when fathers genuinely share in cooking the daily dinner, rather than only
doing the Sunday barbecue. Birthdays and anniversaries that mark the movement from one year to the next offer unique opportunities to announce
change. Shifting from number candles on a cake, which are appropriate for
a young child, to trick candles, which ten-year-olds usually adore, recognizes
the fact of change and growth. If these rituals remain exactly the same year
after year, then the change possibilities inherent in rituals are lost.
Family members may let you know rather loudly that they are ready for
change in their life to be recognized through ritual, such as the time Corie
Spalding simply didn’t show up for her fifteenth-wedding-anniversary celebration at the same restaurant she and her husband had gone to for the
last fourteen years. As you see the need for particular changes, or as you
anticipate particular transitions, you can design rituals that enable them
to happen.

W
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atie Murphy was four years old when her sister, Dawn, was born.
Dawn’s crib was set up in Katie’s room. Katie had been a fairly easygoing
baby and toddler, but when Dawn appeared on the scene she quickly developed bedtime problems, throwing tantrums and refusing to go to sleep
until she and her parents were totally exhausted. Months and months of
midnight bedtimes went by with no change. Katie’s mom, Karen, was at her
wit’s end. Karen and her husband, Alan, came to dread every evening and

K

159

160

           :      

their own relationship was suffering from lack of time together and sheer
lack of sleep.
When Dawn was born, Karen and Alan had planned to move Katie into a
new room of her own, but now hesitated to do so because friends told them
she might feel more isolated and upset. As they learned a bit about rituals
from their therapy, they made a new decision. They first began talking
to Katie about her new room. They told her she could pick the colors she
would like, emphasizing that this is something a baby can’t do. Katie began
to get quite intrigued. As the day for moving Katie into her new room
approached, they told her she would have a special party, marking her
beginning to grow up. They said this party would occur after dinner on the
night when she would sleep in her new room for the first time, and told her
only bigger girls had evening parties. They also began to tell her stories
about the kind of bedtime rituals they had when they were her age, and
that she could begin to have, but only after she moved into her new room.
All of this preparation phase went on for about a week, during which time
Katie began to settle down more and more quickly each evening. They
asked Katie’s grandparents to attend this special ritual and to bring gifts
“appropriate for the room of a bigger girl.” On the evening of the party, they
came with a new dollhouse with small people and furniture, and told her
that this was certainly something babies couldn’t play with. After a small
celebration, during which Dawn was put to bed, Alan carried Katie on his
shoulders to her new room. When they got to the door, Katie asked to be
put down because “I am a big girl now, Daddy!” She put on her pajamas and
waited for the promised bedtime ritual and then went to sleep. Her previous bedtime tantrums never recurred.
Here Karen and Alan used preparation for an unusual ritual and the ritual itself in order to give Katie a new sense of herself. They worked with the
normal desires of a young child to be seen and experienced as “a bigger girl”
to construct a ritual that could interrupt the nightly bedtime ordeal. You
can do this with needed changes in yourself and in your relationships.
Once-familiar ethnic or religious life-cycle rituals can be revived and
adapted to current circumstances. The Ghanaian community in New York
City has worked to keep change-oriented rituals alive. A special coming-ofage ceremony for girls is held in which elder women talk and sing all day
about a woman’s responsibilities and everything she needs to know about
men just as it would have been done in Ghana, but now they include large
stereo speakers, a microphone, and a video camera. I The ritual has been
further modified by allowing men to attend, which we can perhaps see as
an action that announces other changes in the relationships between
Ghanaian men and women now living in the United States. You may want
to ask your own parents and grandparents or other elders to tell you stories

            

about rituals that promoted change in life status or in relationships. You
may want to take parts of these rituals and include them in rituals that you
create to make and mark changes.
Sometimes very important changes take place, but remain unacknowledged. This may be because the changes are difficult to talk about, they
bring up the pain of how things used to be, or no one has thought about
how to mark the change. In our experience, recovery from medical or psychiatric illness is an aspect of change that is seldom marked by a ritual.
Families, relationships, and the individual’s own identity remain stuck with
the illness label, and behavior among family members and friends remains
as it was when the person was ill. Adolescents who have recovered from
cancer or adults who are now healthy after heart surgery often maintain an
“illness identity,” and others treat them accordingly. A ritual can declare in
action that a person has moved from illness to health. Such a ritual might
include a ceremony of throwing away no-longer-needed medicines or medical equipment, burning or burying symbols of a long hospital stay, or writing a document declaring new life and health. After recovering from breast
cancer, Gerry Sims had a T-shirt made that read “Healthy Woman!” She
wore this T-shirt to a family dinner and announced to everyone that they
were to stop treating her as a patient, and that, in particular, she wanted
people to argue with her as they had before she became ill. Then she passed
out T-shirts to her husband and children that read “Husband of a Healthy
Woman,” “Child of a Healthy Woman,” and “Teenager of a Healthy Woman.”
Everyone put on their shirts and for the first time spontaneously began to
talk about what they had been through together during Gerry’s yearlong illness. They cried together and talked about how scared they all had been
but could not say out loud to each other. Following this, Gerry’s teenage
daughter picked a fight with her, just as Gerry had hoped!

 
s you plan rituals to announce and enact change, think about what you
really want to express about yourself and others. Unfortunately, in
many communities adolescent rites of passage have come to center on
drugs and alcohol, rather than on the new and exciting rights and responsibilities that can come with growing up. In contrast, many black churches
have developed a new growing-up ritual, combining elements of the Bar
Mitzvah and African tribal rites of passage, which involves yearlong study
of African-American history and culture, culminating with a celebration
witnessed by the community.
Weddings have sometimes become ostentatious material displays,
rather than opportunities for family and community support of a new
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couple. If you are planning or participating in a wedding, think through the
truly important changes you would want this ritual to express.
The change aspect of rituals is powerful and you can use it. Ask yourself
and your intimates if there are changes in your relationships that should be
happening but are not. Are you anticipating particular transitions in the
next six months to two years? Consider whether certain changes occurred,
but have gone unmarked. Whatever your circumstances, rituals are always
available to make and mark development, growth, and change.

:  
 , ,  
n every human life, there are times when personal and relationship healing is needed. Significant loss, such as in death or divorce, requires a period of mourning in order to fully grieve and reengage in life. Though less recognized, relationship betrayal, such as an affair, breaking an important
promise, or deceiving an intimate also needs healing if the relationship is
going to be able to resume and grow. Rituals to initiate healing following a
death are found in every culture and religion. Even less common are rituals
to heal the trauma of violence and abuse, although many people are beginning to invent these out of a profound need for healing.
Recovery from deep personal crisis is a slow process that occurs over
time, and at a person’s own pace. While rituals can facilitate healing, or
announce completion of a healing process, they are not quick-fix gimmicks. As you read ahead, you will likely be considering experiences of loss,
betrayal, or trauma in your own life. You may want to review what healing
rituals you have participated in and whether these provided genuine
renewal. Rituals can provide authentic healing as they connect us with forgiveness, empathy and compassion, justice, and the ways that we are more
alike than different from one another in our human longings for love, support, and understanding.
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he crisis of shattered trust and broken promises can lead to genuine
atonement, forgiveness, reconciliation, and relationship renewal, or,
alternatively, to chronic resentment, bitterness, parting, and becoming cut
off. Since rituals are able to hold and express powerful contradictory feelings, like love and hate, anger and connectedness, they enhance the possibility of relationship healing.
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ondra and Alex Cutter had been married for twelve years. Seven of those
twelve years were spent in bitter arguments about a brief affair Alex had
just before their fifth anniversary. Sondra didn’t want to leave her marriage,
but she felt unable to let go of the past. Alex, in turn, had become extremely
defensive about his behavior. He remained unable to genuinely show Sondra
that he was sorry. In couple’s therapy, Sondra and Alex were asked to bring
two sets of symbols of the affair. The first set of symbols was to represent
what the affair meant to each of them at the time it occurred. The second
set was to symbolize what the affair had come to mean in their current life
together. Sondra brought a torn wedding photograph to symbolize that the
affair initially meant a break in their vows. Alex’s symbol surprised Sondra,
as he brought an old picture of his father who had had many affairs. “I
thought this was just what husbands did. I thought this was what made you
a man, but I found out quickly that this didn’t work for me and for what I
wanted my marriage to be. Then we couldn’t get past it.” Sondra had never
heard Alex speak about the affair in this way. Her belief that the affair
meant he didn’t love her and that he loved another woman began to shift
for the first time in seven years.
As a symbol of what the affair meant currently, Alex brought the wheel
of a hamster cage, remarking, “We just go round and round and round and
get nowhere.” Sondra brought a bottle of bitters, and said, “This is what I’ve
turned into!” After a long conversation engendered by their symbols,
Sondra said quietly, “This is the first time in seven years that we’ve talked
about this without yelling and screaming.” When the therapist asked if they
were ready to let go of the past, both agreed that they were. They decided to
revisit a favorite spot from early in their relationship and to bury these
symbols there. During the ceremony, Alex cried and for the first time asked
Sondra to forgive him, which she readily did. They followed this with a celebration of their anniversary, which they had stopped celebrating seven
years earlier.
This healing ritual, created as part of couple’s therapy, gave Sondra and
Alex a new way to talk about their chronically unhappy marriage. Bitter
recriminations were replaced with a sense of empathy for one another from
which could flow a renewed sense of what they really wanted to be about as
a couple.
You don’t need to be in therapy, however, to create rituals to effect healing. Common to all healing rituals is a dimension of time, time for holding
on and time for letting go. Selecting symbols to express painful issues generally allows for a new kind of conversation to emerge. Taking some joint
action together, such as burying the past, can impart a new possibility of
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collaboration. Creating a ritual together can help you to rediscover playful
parts of your relationship, such as the couple who “put an affair on ice,”
placing symbols in their deep freezer and agreeing that they could only
fight about the affair after they had thawed these symbols out!

   
s family therapists, we frequently work with individuals who are recovering from physical and sexual abuse. The healing dimension of rituals
provides an important aspect of our work. Healing rituals may also assist
families who are recovering from political terror.
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orinne found that she was flooded with memories of the sexual abuse
that occurred in her childhood. In therapy, she began to create a healing
ritual. She selected one hour a day to write out the memories. In order to
move the memories out of her house symbolically, she went to a nearby coffee shop to do her writing. By containing the memories to one hour a day,
she found that she could function well the rest of the day. In therapy, she
began a long process of sorting through what happened to her as a child. With
her therapist as witness and support, she made a decision to end each therapy session by burning parts of her writing about the abuse. She also sorted
out certain aspects of her writing that she wanted to keep. She carefully cut
and pasted paragraphs that referred to her strength, her survivorship, while
burning those that described herself as a victim. She put what she wanted to
save in a safe-deposit box outside of her immediate neighborhood.
In this ritual, Corinne and her therapist worked steadily to balance holding on and letting go, a process common to all healing rituals. Corinne was
totally in charge of the pace, symbols, and symbolic action in the ritual,
thereby reclaiming herself as the person in charge of her movement in life.
The ritual was in no way a “quick fix,” but instead was respectfully embedded in a therapy focused on her recovery.
If you have been abused and want to work with healing rituals, we recommend that you do so within the safety provided in a therapeutic relationship or self-help group. Do not let anyone pressure you to move quickly,
since participating in an inauthentic ritual or a ritual that you do not feel
you own can do more harm than good. Rituals to address the magnitude of
abuse and violence develop slowly, enabling you to reclaim your own voice.
Utilizing the profound healing capacity available in rituals, the Cape Cod
Women’s Agenda has initiated the Clothesline Project. This ongoing ritual
devoted to recovery from abuse is a growing collection of T-shirts, hand-
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decorated by women who have been assaulted. When displayed, the T-shirts
are ironically hung on a clothesline. The exhibit includes ringing gongs and
bells and blowing horns to symbolize how often a woman is assaulted
(every fifteen seconds), raped (every six minutes), and murdered.⁴Healing
in this ritual comes from the autonomous act of painting one’s own shirt
and from the connected sense of community grieving and public awareness
made with each showing of the clothesline. The marvelous contradiction of
regaining power in the face of servitude is clearly contained in these handpainted depictions of violence hung on a clothesline.

   
here is no life that is lived without loss. We all experience the death of
people we love and care for deeply. Rituals whose central function is
to address death simultaneously mark the death of a person, honor what
their life was about, facilitate the expression of grief in ways that are consonant with the culture, and point out a direction for continued life. The danger of self-imposed isolation immediately following a death may be warded
off by rituals of shared meals and prescribed periods of visiting the bereaved. During condolence rituals, stories of the deceased person are usually
shared, since the sorting through of a life by storytelling aids the process
of mourning.
Since most people now die in hospitals rather than at home, the earlier
connection of death and loss as part of the ongoing cycle of life has all but
disappeared, making healing more difficult to accomplish. Condolence rituals may focus less on the healing capacity of storytelling, since many people
have become too uncomfortable to speak about those who have died.
When Susan Jackson’s father died, she felt the absence of true healing.
She remarked, “After the burial, people came to our house. They hugged me.
They ate and drank. But we never talked about Dad. Maybe that’s why it’s so
hard to talk about him even now-we just never began.” The extremes of
superficiality and lack of human relatedness in facing death may be seen in
the new American practice of “drive-through” funeral visiting in which people “pay their respects” by observing the deceased on a video screen and
recording their presence on a computer. Obviously such practices do nothing to promote healing.
When healing rituals have not occurred, or have been insufficient to complete the grief processes, a person can remain stuck in the past or unable to
move forward in meaningful ways. Even the unhealed losses of previous
generations may emerge as debilitating symptoms in the present. When
this happens, new rituals can be created to address the need for healing.
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arolyn Bell was twenty-eight when she began to recognize herself as a
woman who “never finished anything.” She had dropped out of college,
left several jobs, ended two important relationships with no sense of why
she had done so. As she thought about her life, she began to see many
“unfinished” areas, which she started to talk over in therapy.
Carolyn’s mother died when she was fourteen. Since she was so upset at
the sudden and unanticipated loss of her mother, her family doctor recommended that she not attend her mother’s funeral. Her father agreed and she
was sent to a friend’s home while everyone else went to the funeral.
Grieving deeply and unable to live with so many daily reminders of his wife,
her father sold the family home abruptly and with no discussion. Carolyn
missed her junior high school graduation, and that entire transition went
unmarked. In her new school, teachers began complaining that Carolyn
never finished homework or projects and that she dropped out of activities
she began. During high school, she asked her father twice if they could go
visit their old house, but both times he declined, saying, “That’ll be too
upsetting for you.” As Carolyn looked over this period in her life, she could
see the many disconnections.
As she thought about it, leaving her home became more and more vivid
and powerful to her as a metaphor for the loss of her mother. All of her relationship connections to her mother were in this house. Slowly, Carolyn
constructed a new healing ritual for herself that involved several steps.
She contacted the people who lived in her old house and explained why she
wanted to visit. She thanked her father for protecting her when she was
younger, and then told him of her plan to visit the house, enabling them to
begin to finally talk about her mother and their life together in the old house.
He gave her several photographs taken in the house, which they had not
looked at since her mother died. She then made what she called a “pilgrimage” to the old house. She walked through each room, revisiting both happy
and painful memories. She took a new photograph of the outside of the
house, and talked with her father about her visit, about what had remained
the same and what had changed. Four months later, her father asked if they
might go see the house together, and they made a second “pilgrimage” during which they cried together for the first time. Following this healing ritual
of “returning home,” Carolyn returned to college and finished.⁵
By designing this healing ritual, Carolyn was able to reflect on a pattern
in her life of never finishing anything and connect this with her deep need
to heal all of the losses connected to her mother’s death. She recognized
that simply going to the cemetery was not the healing ritual she required,
and that visiting her old home was far more important. As you design new
healing rituals for yourself, you will need to think carefully about what will
work for you, which may well be different from what might help others.
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In creating her ritual, Carolyn discovered wellsprings of her own
courage, both in contacting the family who currently lived in the house and
in speaking with her father about what had previously been taboo. Often,
generating new healing rituals requires breaking some old rules about what
can and cannot be discussed.
Carolyn did not express anger at her father for not allowing her to go to
the funeral and for moving the family, which would have probably made
him defensive and unavailable, for she sensed that he had done what he
thought best at the time, and she told him so. In our experience, healing rituals seldom develop in an atmosphere of recrimination. If healing a death
hasn’t occurred, this is not because people have deliberately prevented it,
but because they just didn’t know what to do.
By designing and carrying out this ritual from start to finish, Carolyn
not only experienced a sense of healing the wound of her mother’s death
that had been missing for so many years, she also challenged the myth
about herself as a “person who never finishes anything” that had held her
back since the loss itself.

    
ommunities or nations may also create rituals to deal with profound
losses. One contemporary example is the Vietnam War Memorial in
Washington, D.C., which provides an ongoing healing ritual. Family and
friends who lost men and women in the war make trips that have been
called “pilgrimages,” a part of many rituals. At the wall, they search for their
loved one’s name and make rubbings to carry back home. This ritual, repeated over and over by thousands of individuals, is able to connect personal loss with a much larger community of mourners. Public grieving for a war
that carried so much secrecy and shame has been facilitated by the Wall.
More recently in the American gay community, a healing ritual has been
created called the Names Project. This ritual involves a quilt consisting of
individually hand-sewn patches, each memorializing a person who has died
of AIDS. The ritual has extended beyond the gay community, so that anyone who has lost a person to AIDS can design a piece of the quilt. Each patch
contains personal expressions meant to capture and express some essential
aspect of the person who died. Every time the quilt is shown, a ceremony is
held in which all of the thousands and thousands of names are read aloud as
the quilt is un folded in pre-agreed-upon motions of connection and uplift.
The choice of a quilt for this healing ritual is striking. Making a quilt is
often a community endeavor, connecting those grieving with one another,
rather than isolating them as the wider community response to AIDS has
tended to do. And surely a quilt symbolizes the possibilities of warmth and
care, affirming life even in the face of terrible death. The quilt is painfully
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unfinished, serving as a stark visual reminder to the wider community of
the magnitude of loss.
Rituals to heal community losses remind us of the importance of giving
witness to our losses as part of any healing process. Thus, the Wall, the
Quilt, the Yad Vashem Memorial to those who died in the Holocaust, and
other such memorials become healing rituals for us as we make pilgrimages
to get there, experience symbols that reflect the enormity of these losses,
grieve publicly what has been kept secret, and return to our own communities changed by having given witness.

       
mmigrants often experience a deep sense of loss for their own homeland.
Keeping some familiar rituals alive can help heal these losses, but it’s not
always easy to do this in an unfamiliar land. The right foods may be unavailable. People who participated in the old rituals may be nowhere around.
And adolescent children who are eager to “Americanize” may balk at participating. Of some curiosity is the fact that an immigrant family can arrive in
the United States on November 15, never having seen a turkey in their lives,
and will be celebrating Thanksgiving with all of the trimmings a week and a
half later. Eager to join their new culture, immigrant families may give little
initial thought to what is being left behind, only to experience a profound
sense of loss later.
A key challenge for immigrant families lies in how to stay connected to
where they came from, grieve what is irreparably lost due to migration and
begin to connect to the new culture. Many immigrant families seem to try
to cope with this challenge by unconsciously parceling out roles to various
family members. In Gina Napolitano’s family, her grandmother remained
permanently sad about what the family had lost. Her mother tried to stay
connected to the “old” country through cooking, photos, and letter-writing,
and had little energy left to engage in her new life in America. Her father,
her brother, and she moved exclusively into the new culture, ignoring grandmother’s pain and teasing mother’s “old-fashioned” cooking. Over time, such
roles became more and more rigid. No real healing for what had been lost
occurred, and the whole family experienced a sharp sense of discontinuity.
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he Torres family approached the need to heal losses prompted by their
migration through a ritual. When they first arrived in the Bronx as
political refugees from El Salvador, Mrs. Torres and her son, Manuel, thirteen, and her daughter, Maria, eleven, were coping with the death of their
husband and father, and recovering from their wartime experiences. They
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remained very close for two years. The children quickly learned English.
Mrs. Torres became worried that they would soon forget that they were
Salvadoran. She spoke to them in Spanish, but the children insisted on
replying in English. Soon they were struggling, as Mrs. Torres wanted to
talk about “home,” and her children insisted that home was in the Bronx.
In family therapy, they were all asked to bring symbols to the next session of El Salvador and the Bronx. Mrs. Torres was very surprised to find
that her children brought symbols of El Salvador that showed how connected they still were to their original home. Manuel and Maria brought toys
and photographs that Mrs. Torres didn’t know they had kept. Their symbols
from the Bronx included a rock-and-roll tape and a poster from a concert,
and they were able to talk about music without the usual fights. Mrs. Torres
brought food for both of her symbols. She brought Salvadoran food and a
small pizza to symbolize both the Bronx and the arguments they had been
having when the children wanted pizza instead of her ethnic cooking. The
family sat and ate both foods together. Following this sharing and mutual
acceptance of symbols, the family designed a weekly storytelling ritual, in
which the children agreed to listen to their mother’s stories of El Salvador
and Mrs. Torres agreed to listen to her children’s stories of the Bronx. Over
time, this storytelling ritual enabled all three to express their deep sense of
loss and sadness connected to their forced migration. At the same time that
this ritual provided healing, it also anchored them in a new life that could
now include elements of El Salvador and the Bronx.

    
hroughout our lives, we are confronted with losses for which there are
no agreed-upon rituals in the culture. Loss of marriage through divorce,
loss of a relationship, or loss of functioning or body parts due to illness all
require healing that can be enabled through ritual. Specific rituals for
divorce and relationship loss will be described in Chapter 11.
Finally, as you examine and experience all of the rituals in your life, you
will find unexpected places where healing can take place, even when that is
not the central purpose of a given ritual. In Jennifer’s “Coming of Age” ritual,
space was spontaneously made for further healing the loss of her grandfather.
As holidays are celebrated, traditions are marked, and life-cycle transitions
are made, many families take a bit of time to consciously commemorate the
death of a family member, through a moment of silence dedicated to this
person, or by playing some favorite music, or reciting a prayer, or through
active storytelling that calls forth memories of previous rituals when this
person was present. Such moments within larger rituals tell us that healing
is an ongoing process available to us in all our rituals.
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very time we participate in a ritual we are expressing our beliefs, either
verbally or more implicitly. Families who sit down to dinner together
every night are saying without words that they believe in the need for families to have shared time together. When a family eats only vegetables or survives on takeout meals, they are expressing values. Nightly bedtime rituals
offer parents and children an opportunity to tell each other what they
believe about all kinds of matters. The sheer act of doing the bedtime ritual
expresses a belief in a certain kind of parent-child relationship, where
warmth and affection and safety are available. Many families use Thanksgiving as a time to really express what they are thankful for, sharing beliefs
about what is most important to them in life. The fact that Thanksgiving is
the most traveled of all American holidays expresses a value about connecting with each other face-to-face despite long distances that may ordinarily
separate us. Birthdays and anniversaries express our ideas about the passage of time  our lives. Where people sit during a religious ritual can
express beliefs about the value and position of men and women. Weddings
give voice to beliefs about the nature of marriage. When couples choose to
construct their own wedding ceremonies or add their own vows to the predetermined and traditional vows, it is because they have recognized the
ways in which this ritual creates and expresses such beliefs. Adolescent rites
of passage usually contain opportunities for the culture to impart its beliefs
about adulthood. In Jennifer’s “Coming of Age” ritual, family and friends
offered her their deepest values. The possibilities for voicing beliefs,
expressing deeply- held ideas, negotiating differences, changing beliefs, and
making meaning are endless in rituals.
If you have had the experience of a particular ritual becoming extremely
routine, empty, meaningless, or even oppressive to you, likely this ritual no
longer captures and expresses what you personally believe. Those rituals
that remain alive and meaningful continue to connect with deeply- held
beliefs and values. Vibrant rituals have room for variations that can express
changing norms and opinions while still anchoring us with a sense of
shared history. The Passover Seder is a good example. This ritual has celebrated the emancipation of the Jews from slavery for centuries. During the
Seder, the leader takes time to talk about the meaning of the holiday. In
many families, others who are gathered also take part in this discussion,
enabling beliefs to be expressed and explored. Variations in the Seder can be
found in Jewish practice and in particular families. These differences also
express deeply- held beliefs. For instance, all Passover Seders include four
cups of wine. In a recent Reform Judaism Seder service, a fifth cup of wine
has been added. Called the “Cup of Redemption,” this fifth cup is set aside
for the future, for a time when all who still lack freedom will be free. This
addition to a ritual that has existed generation after generation demon-
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strates in action the belief that the Seder is not simply the commemoration
of a past event, but a living celebration of the present and future as well.
Many people have told us about other changes they have made in the
Seder while still remaining connected to its essential form. For example,
during the Seder, ten plagues are recited. In Evan’s family, time has been
added for everyone to express their beliefs and ideas about contemporary
“plagues,” such as racism, sexism, poverty, and war. Feminists have
designed new Seders that address issues of gender equality within the overarching framework of moving from slavery to freedom.
When beliefs are expanded, altered, or challenged, new rituals emerge to
express these differences, or significant aspects of preexisting rituals
undergo profound changes. If you are a Roman Catholic who grew up before
Vatican II, you no doubt remember a Latin Mass. You also remember a
priest who stood with his back to the congregation. Think about what it
means now to participate in a Mass in your own daily language, presided
over by a priest who faces the congregation. The repeated ritual of the Mass
can connect you to the beliefs of millions of Catholics over centuries. The
change in language and in the priest’s position, however, expresses a new
belief about an active rather than a passive congregation.

    
hen Shanna and Bill Watson had their first baby, they struggled long
and hard to create a naming ceremony that would welcome their baby
into the world in ways that would express what they believed about life,
while still honoring their own parents’ differing beliefs. Raised as Christians, Shanna and Bill had become agnostics in their adult lives. They felt
enormous pressure from their parents all during Shanna’s pregnancy to
plan a christening. Having a christening no longer made sense to them, as
they did not believe in the meanings expressed in this ritual. Simply to do
the ritual for the sake of their parents felt empty and inauthentic. For a
while they thought about having no ceremony at all, but they realized that
this would deprive them of an opportunity to begin their baby’s life and
their new life as parents with a celebration that might express their own
deeply-held beliefs about the meanings of family relationships. Over time,
they constructed a baby naming and welcoming ceremony that was largely
nonreligious, and also included an opportunity for the grandparents to
offer their own values. Shanna and Bill went separately to each of their parents, and told them how they planned to celebrate their baby’s birth. In
these visits, they expressed appreciation for what their parents had given
them in life that they hoped to give to their baby. They took care not to
argue with their parents’ beliefs, but to express their own simply and calmly.
Finally, they invited their parents to come to the ceremony, telling them
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that a special time would be given to them to speak their wishes, including
their prayers, for this new grandchild. The actual baby-naming ritual was
held in a community park that held meaning for Shanna and Bill. During
the ceremony, they asked their friends and family to offer words to the baby
and to them as new parents. This ritual was ultimately shaped to accommodate a range of differing beliefs that could fit within a commonly- held
belief that new life was precious and should be honored.
You may want to think through the various rituals in your life and ask
yourself what beliefs are expressed in these rituals. Are these the beliefs you
want to be expressing? Have your beliefs changed in ways that your rituals
have not yet captured? Do you find yourself silently “going through the
motions” of rituals just to please other people, yet remain alienated from
what you genuinely believe?
You may want to choose one ritual in your life now and have a conversation with all of this ritual’s participants about what beliefs this ritual
expresses. Or you may want to look at a given ritual that repeats and
repeats in your life, such as Christmas or New Year’s, and ask yourself and
your family what beliefs have changed through the years and what beliefs
have remained the same. Finally, you may decide to change one or more
aspects of a particular ritual to capture and express what you believe.

   
ituals not only express beliefs. They allow us to negotiate differences in
our values with one another. As family therapists, we frequently use a
ritual called “Odd Days and Even Days’17 to help couples to negotiate’ competing beliefs. You don’t have to be in therapy to use this ritual. When you
and your partner are struggling with differing beliefs, try dividing up the
week into “Odd Days” and “Even Days.” You will need to agree ahead of time
that on Monday, Wednesday, and Friday, your partner’s point of view about
a given issue will prevail without argument, and that you will listen and
observe carefully to see what you can learn. On Tuesday, Thursday, and
Saturday, your point of view will prevail, and your partner will listen and
observe to see what he or she can learn. On Sunday, spend a bit of time talking over what happened. This belief-negotiation ritual allows you to step
out of your normal relationship with one another. Ferocious arguments
over who is correct stop immediately during the ritual time. Opportunities
to really see the other one’s point of view become possible.

R

            

      :    
nne Wright and Susan Pollard adopted a little girl, Janna, when she was
four years old. Soon after Janna joined their family, Anne and Susan
found that they were arguing over the best ways to raise her. Janna was
afraid to take a bath. Anne insisted that she had to take a bath every night,
while Susan sided with Janna and frequently let her skip a bath. Fights
between Anne and Janna quickly became fights between Susan and Anne.
Bath time became more and more difficult. They decided to try the “Odd
Days and Even Days” ritual in order to address this struggle. When Susan
stayed out of Anne’s attempts to bathe Janna, Anne became much calmer,
and consequently so did Janna. When Anne stayed out of Susan’s methods
and simply watched, she learned some playful ways to engage Janna with
water that initially didn’t involve an actual bath. Janna’s fears subsided, as
Anne and Susan learned from each other’s ways of approaching the problem. Janna talked about “Anne’s Janna bath” and “Susan’s Janna no-bath”
and managed to get clean every night. What had initially appeared as
strongly- held beliefs about the required frequency of children’s baths went
down the drain.
While not all struggles may be resolved this easily, experimenting with
the “Odd Days-Even Days” ritual will give you an opportunity to fully
explore your own reasons for doing what you do without defensive escalations with your partner. You’ll have a chance to really learn about another
way that may differ radically from your way. If a whole day seems too enormous, you can tailor this ritual to fit your own tolerance for change by trying it for an hour a day. By jointly agreeing to try this ritual, you and your
partner may discover a new belief regarding cooperation.
Rituals sometimes involve us in trying new roles, roles whose values and
beliefs may be unfamiliar to us. A second ritual to negotiate differences in
beliefs is called a “Conversation Ritual.” Jim and Ellen Marcus were struggling daily over whether or not to have a third child. Ellen wanted another
baby and Jim was adamant that he did not. This issue had come to dominate all of their interactions. They had become repetitive and stuck in their
own positions. They agreed to try a conversation ritual, consisting of three
conversations, and held the conversations on their screened porch, a place
that symbolically held good feelings for them. In the first, each would bring
up all of the good reasons to have another child. In the second, each would
raise all of the good reasons to limit their family to two children. In the
third, they would talk over what they had learned and explore what each
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currently felt and believed about the issue. In order to mark these conversations as a ritual occurring outside of regular talk and arguments, they chose
the same time and place. These three conversations were to occur one week
apart on Sunday at 2:00 P.M., a time when their two children were out playing with friends. No other conversations about this issue would occur outside of this special time and place. Unlocked from their usual struggle, Jim
and Ellen both felt heard and understood in a new way. During their first
conversation, Jim was able to express what would be wonderful about having another baby. He talked about what being a father had meant to him,
which Ellen had not heard before. During their second conversation, Ellen
talked about some of her fears about a third child that she had hidden
because she feared Jim would use these to talk her out of having a baby. As
they talked over their full beliefs about this issue, rather than the partial
beliefs that usually were expressed, they felt much more connected to each
other. Each began to hear the other’s point of view in a novel way. They
made a new decision to wait six months and to revisit this issue at that
time. Their daily conversations were able to shift to other topics.
As a child you may have experienced a playful “Reversal Ritual.” Many
schools set aside a day each year when the children become the teachers and
administrators, and the adults become the students. Such reversals are
found cross-culturally in rituals where, once a year, the men dress up as
women and the women dress up as men. As we step into each other’s roles
in a time-limited and ritualized fashion, we get an opportunity to see the
other one’s point of view and express beliefs that might ordinarily seem
quite foreign to us. After following such reversal rituals, our own beliefs
tend to have more flexibility. The next time you are locked into an argument with one of your children, you may want to try such a reversal ritual,
pretending to be each other and taking the other’s position on the issue for
a limited period of time. Then talk over what you found out. Reversal rituals
will likely clarify your own beliefs and give you more of an understanding of
the other side. Couples can also do such reversals of positions, as can grown
children and their parents. What is required is the genuine willingness to
enter the other’s point of view or belief in a nondefensive way for an agreedupon period of time, and then to discuss what you discovered.

   
    
ostumes are often part of rituals. How we dress for a given ritual provides a visual commentary on our beliefs. Children going to church are
dressed in their “Sunday best,” clothing not worn the rest of the week, to
express a belief in the specialness of the event. In Judaism, men cover their
heads with a skull cap or yarmulke to carry out a belief regarding reverence
for God. Recently, in Reform temples, some women have begun to wear
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these same yarmulkes, thereby expressing a belief in gender equality in
religious matters. Prior to Vatican II, women in the Catholic Church were
required to cover their heads while men were not, expressing the belief of
St. Paul that women were merely a reflection of male glory and were under
the power of their husbands. ⁸
How we dress for any given ritual can also express changing beliefs.
During the 1960s, many young couples changed from traditional wedding
garb, both to challenge cultural mores and to express new beliefs about the
nature of marriage. In the 1980s, white wedding dresses and tuxedos made
a big comeback, mirroring more conservative beliefs in the society.

-—    ’
n our work with couples who are attempting to negotiate beliefs with one
another, we often suggest a playful and effective ritual using T-shirts.
Since every shopping mall now has a T-shirt store where you can design
your own shirt for little money, this ritual is readily available to you. When
you and your partner are having difficulties making meaning with each
other and negotiating differing beliefs, you can each think through what
T-shirt design best symbolizes your own position. Take a special trip to the
store together and get your shirts made. On the next argumentative occasion, stop for a moment and put on your shirts, symbolizing a new context
for conversation. The context of your argument will immediately shift to
one marked by some humor and goodwill. Or put on your shirt as a signal
to your mate that it’s time to discuss important matters. Talks with each
other while you are wearing your shirts become the special time that
marks rituals.
You can also make T-shirts to challenge outmoded or stuck beliefs.
Geraldine and Willie Jackson found that they were responding to one
another as if they were back arguing with their own parents. They went to
the store and had two shirts made. Geraldine’s shirt said “Guess What? I’m
Not Your Mother!” and Willie’s shirt stated “Guess What? I’m Not Your
Father!” Each time they found themselves responding to each other as parent and child, one or the other would call out “Shirts!” and they would don
their new costumes. Old patterns fell away quickly, laughter replaced bitter
arguments, and they were able to begin to negotiate with each other. After a
while, they only had to say the word “shirts” to evoke a frame of reference
that would preclude arguing and lead the way to negotiation.
You can create belief-negotiation rituals among your many relationships. What is required is some joint willingness to step out of the same old
boring fight into an experiment with special ritual symbols and time where
new rules for interacting prevail. Choose a time when you both can really be
available without interruptions. Select a place that has warm and pleasant
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associations for each of you. Play with novel ways to hear and be heard, such
as exchanging symbols of your differing beliefs, preparing documents that
express your position, or wearing unique clothing, like T-shirts. One couple
we know created a board game to express and negotiate their differing
beliefs. The very act of making the board game together opened space for
something new to happen between them. Playing the board game as a
weekly ritual allowed them to negotiate their differences.⁹ The bitter polarizing that so frequently occurs when human beings express differing ideas
can give way through the capacity of rituals to hold contradictions and discover new and unexpected beliefs.

:  
     
ife-cycle rituals, including weddings, baby namings, graduations and
funerals, religious and cultural holiday rituals, and birthdays and anniversaries, all involve celebrating. The celebration aspect of rituals is often the
most visible and dramatic marker of individual, family, and community
continuity and change. As we announce who we are and who we are becoming through the joyful and celebratory moments of ritual, we also connect
with a sense of humanity through time. We can celebrate the accomplishments of an individual life, the positive elements of a relationship, the
warmth and caring in a family.
All cultures have celebrations. These rituals usually include certain foods
and drinks, ethnic, religious, or cultural expression, unique music, gifts, and
particular clothing, all of which mark the celebration as “special time.” In
Jennifer’s “Coming of Age” ritual, the guests ate her favorite food to honor
her choices. Both the Jewish-American and Jamaican aspects of her family
culture were deeply present. Janine and Natalya played beautiful music.
Jennifer received gifts to send her into adult life. The entire ritual celebrated her accomplishments in life, along with celebrating those who had stood
by her and supported her.
Since celebrating is one of the major ways rituals work for us, it may be
important to examine your own rituals to discover where you are experiencing a sense of celebration and where you are not. Rituals containing celebration express warmth, comfort, support, affirmation of life, and a sense of
being connected to others. While not all rituals are intended to celebrate, if
you come away from rituals where you anticipate celebration, and instead
feel anxious, exhausted, hypocritical, or cut off from yourself or others,
then one of rituals’ key functions, celebrating, is not happening. Since rituals are a lens through which you can see developmental and relationship
issues, discovering the absence of celebration in rituals where you expect it
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to be is a signal that work needs to be done. A genuine sense of celebration
is often missing from rituals when there has been relationship cutoff, when
important issues have gone underground and cannot be discussed, or when
losses remain unhealed, unspoken, or unresolved.

 ’ :
      
ophie and Joel found themselves dreading yet another Christmas at
Joel’s mother’s house. “It’s like a funeral, not like Christmas,” Sophie
complained. “No one can talk about your brother Jim and yet he’s present
throughout the day!” Joel’s brother Jim had died in a boating accident six
years earlier. The family gathered every Christmas as they always had, but
the specter of Jim’s death hung over the holiday. No mention was ever made
of Jim, and the family went through the motions of Christmas, with no
sense of celebration.
Joel and Sophie thought long and hard about how to change Christmas.
They considered not going to Joel’s mother’s, but didn’t want to upset her.
Finally, they decided that they needed to take a risk in order to open both
Christmas and family relationships. They made an album that affirmed and
honored who Jim was in life. The album included photographs, press clippings of his accomplishments, letters he had written. During the Christmas
gift exchange, Joel announced that he and Sophie had a gift for the whole
family, and he took out the album. At first, Joel’s sister left the room, angry
that Joel and Sophie had done this, but she returned. The whole family sat
and pored over the album, with lots of tears and stories about Jim being
voiced for the first time since his death. The Christmas dinner that followed
was a genuine celebration. Family members laughed. Joel’s mother recalled
the year Jim opened all of his presents two days before Christmas and then
tried to wrap them all up again, only to be caught in the act. Favorite foods
were eaten with joy instead of with furtive guilt. The family reclaimed its
right to celebrate.
Christmas, a ritual that is supposed to include a sense of joy and celebration, had become stagnant for this family. The taboo subject of Jim’s death
was on everyone’s mind, but no one dared mention it. Joel and Sophie knew
that if they asked permission of other family members to make and present
the album, they would be told not to do it because it would be too upsetting
to Joel’s mother. By celebrating Jim’s life openly, they were able to join with
the deep pool of memories of celebration that existed in the family. Joel’s
mother captured the genuine celebration that had occurred when she said
to Joel and Sophie as they were leaving, “You gave me back Christmas and
you gave me back Jim.”
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While the celebration theme is obvious in our accepted life-cycle, holiday,
and family-tradition rituals, there are many events in life that go unmarked
and uncelebrated. This lack of celebration may result from shame or guilt,
from the absence of social or community support, or simply because accomplishments and changes have gone unnoticed.
Since new rituals can be created, you may want to think about parts of
your own life or those close to you to determine if a new celebration is
in order.
For instance, in our work we knew an intermarried couple who struggled
and struggled to figure out how to celebrate Hanukkah and Christmas. The
dilemma was finally resolved the year that they each made room for the
other to celebrate his or her own holiday, followed by a new celebration on
December 27 that they called a “Celebrating Our Differences!” day. They prepared favorite foods from their own ethnic and religious backgrounds, and
told previously unheard stories from their own heritage. They ended the day
with the phrase, “Thank you for being different and enriching my life!”
Our own society has few established rite-of-passage rituals. Some families
have taken to celebrating various rites of passage, such as first menstruation,
or first shaving. Marking these passages into puberty offers an opportunity to celebrate family values regarding womanhood and manhood.
Many gay and lesbian couples, whom our society will not allow to have a
legal marriage and wedding celebration, have begun to create their own
public commitment ritual to celebrate their relationship with family and
friends present to witness and offer them support.
A family whose son was profoundly retarded created a small family ritual to celebrate each new step he accomplished, including spaghetti for dinner (his favorite food), and a toast between the parents to each other in
appreciation of what each gave to their son.
John and Sue married because Sue was pregnant. They never celebrated
their anniversary or their daughter Karen’s birthday, as these were connected with a deep sense of shame. Following a successful therapy, they chose a
new anniversary date, one that marked their being together because they
chose each other and not because their parents forced them to be married.
To celebrate their daughter’s third birthday and to announce their own freedom from shame, they invited family and friends to a “celebration of
Karen’s first, second, and third birthdays.”
The celebration aspect of rituals honors life with all of its dilemmas,
problems, and difficulties, and with all of its joys, successes, and accomplishments. Sometimes, just persevering in the face of enormous odds
deserves a celebration. You may want to think about a small but important
detail, or an enormous but unmarked happening in your own life or in the
lives of people that you care about that warrants a celebration ritual. Not

            

every ritual requires weeks and weeks of preparation. A special dinner, a
brief exchange of symbols, or even a nightly cup of tea together can hold
and express a celebration of life.

    
Any particular ritual may include one or some or all of the ways that rituals
work for us. As you reflect on the rituals in your life, consider how these
express and address relating, changing, healing, believing, and celebrating. Are
your rituals doing what you want them to do and what you need them to
do? Does a given ritual, for instance, express certain beliefs that you hold, but
do little or nothing to heal relationships? Have you been able to affirm a
change in personal status through a ritual, but still feel bereft of relational
support? As you think over these five ways that rituals address central
human needs, consider which ones may be missing from your current ritual
life. Which of rituals’ purposes would you like to develop? As you will discover in Chapter 3, your own family history and a variety of current life circumstances interact in powerful ways to shape your particular ritual style.

“A Theoretical Model for Enjoyment”
Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi.
Beyond Boredom and Anxiety, The Experience of Play in Work and Games.
San Francisco, Washington, London: Jossey-Bass Publishers, 1977.

he interviews with participants in autotelic activities confirmed the
questionnaire results. With near-unanimity, respondents (even those
who re-ceived extrinsic rewards for their activity: composers, chess champions, and surgeons) stated that they devoted time and effort to their activity
because they gained a peculiar state of experience from it, an experience
that is not accessible in “everyday life.” In each case, intrinsic rewards
appeared to overshadow extrinsic ones as the main incentives for pursuing
the activity.
But what is this autotelic experience that motivates people to pattern
their lives in ways so inimical to conventional wisdom? It is easier, at first,
to say what the experience is not like. It is not boring, as life outside the
activity often is. At the same time, it does not produce anxiety, which often
intrudes itself on awareness in “normal” life. Poised between boredom and
worry, the autotelic experience is one of complete involvement of the actor
with his activity. The activity presents constant challenges. There is no time
to get bored or to worry about what may or may not happen. A person in such
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a situation can make full use of whatever skills are required and receives clear
feedback to his actions; hence, he belongs to a rational cause-and-effect system in which what he does has realistic and predictable consequences.
From here on, we shall refer to this peculiar dynamic state—the holistic
sensation that people feel when they act with total involvement—as flow.
In the flow state, action follows upon action according to an internal logic
that seems to need no conscious intervention by the actor. He experiences
it as a unified flowing from one moment to the next, in which he is in control of his actions, and in which there is little distinction between self and
environment, between stimulus and response, or between past, present,
and future. Flow is what we have been calling “the autotelic experience.”
There are two reasons for our changing names in midcourse. The first is relatively trivial: flow is less awkward than the former label. The second is
more substantive: in calling an experience “autotelic,” we implicitly assume
that it has no external goals or external rewards; such an assumption is not
necessary for flow. Later we shall see that one of the main traits of flow
experiences is that they usually are, to a lesser or greater extent, autotelicthat is, people seek flow primarily for itself, not for the incidental extrinsic
rewards that may accrue from it. Yet one may experience flow in any activity,
even in some activities that seem least designed to give enjoyment-on the
battlefront, on a factory assembly line, or in a concentration camp.
Flow is most readily experienced, however, in certain kinds of activities.
The pursuits we studied-climbing, chess, basketball-are flow activities that
seem to provide the corresponding (flow) experience. Games are obvious
flow activities, and play is the flow experience par excellence. Yet playing a
game does not guarantee that one is experiencing flow, just as reciting the
Ppledge of Aallegiance is no proof of patriotic feelings. Conversely, the flow
experience can be found in activities other than games. One such activity is
creativity in general, including art and science. The composers and dancers
in our sample described their feelings in ways that did not differ substantially from the descriptions of climbers or chess players. Surgeons involved
in medical research and mathematicians working on the frontiers of their
field answered the interviews in terms that were almost interchangeable
with those used by players. Almost any description of the creative experience (see, for example, Montmasson, 1932; Ghiselin, 1952; Dillon, 1972;
Getzels and Csikszentmihalyi, 1975) includes experiential accounts that are
in important respects analogous to those obtained from people at play.
Besides play and creativity, experiences analogous to flow have been
reported in contexts usually called “transcendental” or “religious.” Maslow’s
(1962, 1965, 1971) peak experiences and De Charms’s (1968) “origin” state
share many distinctive features with the flow process. The same is true of
accounts of collective ritual (Deren, 1953; Worsley, 1968; Turner, 1969); of

            

the practice of Zen, Yoga, and other forms of meditation (Herrigel, 1953,
1960; Eliade, 1969; Naranjo and Ornstein, 1971); or of practically any other
form of religious experience (Laski, 1962; Rahner, 1967; Moltmann, 1972).
In a variety of human contexts, then, one finds a remarkably similar
inner state, which is so enjoyable that people are sometimes willing to forsake a comfortable life for its sake. In many cases, the importance of this
experience is blurred by what appear to be the external goals of the activity—the painting that the artist wants to create, the theory that the scientist strives to prove, or the grace of God that the mystic seeks to attain. On
a closer look, these goals lose their substance and reveal themselves as mere
tokens that justify the activity by giving it direction and determining rules
of action. But the doing is the thing. We still have to hear of an artist who
packed up his brushes after completing a painting, or even paid much attention to a canvas after it was finished; or of a scientist who felt rewarded
enough by a discovery to cease his investigations. Achievement of a goal is
important to mark one’s performance but is not in itself satisfying. What
keeps one going is the experience of acting outside the parameters of worry
and boredom: the experience of flow.

   
erhaps the clearest sign of flow is the merging of action and awareness.
A person in flow has no dualistic perspective: he is aware of his actions
but not of the awareness itself. A tennis player pays undivided attention to
the ball and the opponent, a chess master focuses on the strategy of the
game, most states of religious ecstasy are reached through complex ritual
steps; yet for flow to be maintained, one cannot reflect on the act of awareness itself. When awareness becomes split, so that one perceives the activity from “outside,” flow is interrupted. Therefore, flow is difficult to maintain for any length of time without at least momentary interruptions.
Typically, a person can maintain a merged awareness with his or her actions
for only short periods, which are broken by interludes when he adopts an
outside perspective. These interruptions occur when questions flash
through the actor’s mind: “Am I doing well?” “What am I doing here?”
“Should I be doing this?” When one is in a flow episode (in ludus as opposed
to inter ludes, these questions simply do not come to mind.
Steiner (I972, p. 94) gives an excellent account of how it feels to get out
of the state of flow in chess, and then back into it again:

P

The bright arcs of relation that weld the pieces into a phalanx, that make
one’s defense a poison-tipped porcupine shiver into vague filaments.
The cords dissolve. The pawn in one’s sweating hand withers to mere
wood or plastic. A tunnel of inanity yawns, boring and bottomless. As
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from another world comes the appalling suggestion . . . that this is, after
all, “only a game.” If one entertains that annihilating proposition even
for an instant, one is done for. (It seemed to flash across Boris Spassky’s
drawn features for a fraction of a second before the sixty-ninth move of
the thirteenth game.) Normally, the opponent makes his move and in
that murderous moment addiction comes again. New lines of force light
up in the clearing haze, the hunched intellect straightens up and takes in
the sweep of the board, cacophony subsides, and the instruments mesh
into unison.
For action to merge with awareness to such an extent, the activity must
be feasible. Flow seems to occur only when tasks are within one’s ability to
perform. That is why one experiences flow most often in activities with
clearly established rules for action, such as rituals, games, or participatory
art forms like the dance.
Here are a few quotes from our interviews with people engaged in flowproducing activities. Their words illustrate what the merging of action and
awareness means in different cases.
An outstanding chess player: “The game is a struggle, and the concentration is like breathing—you never think of it. The roof could fall in and, if it
missed you, you would be unaware of it.”
An expert rock climber: “You are so involved in what you are doing [that]
you aren’t thinking of yourself as separate from the immediate activity....
You don’t see yourself as separate from what you are doing.”
A dancer describing how it feels when a performance is going well:
“Your concentration is very complete. Your mind isn’t wandering, you
are not thinking of something else; you are totally involved in what you
are doing. Your body feels good. You are not aware of any stiffness. Your
body is awake all over. No area where you feel blocked or stiff. Your energy
is flowing very smoothly. You feel relaxed, comfortable, and energetic.”
A basketball player from a state-champion high school team: “The only

thing that really goes through my mind is winning the game. I really don’t
have to think, though. When I am playing, it just comes to me. It’s a good
feeling. Everything is working out—working smooth.”
And one of his teammates: “When I get hot in a game . . . like I said, you
don’t think about it at all. If you step back and think about why you are so
hot, all of a sudden you get creamed.”
In some activities, the concentration is sustained for incredible lengths
of time. A woman world-champion marathon swimmer has this to say: “
For example, I swam in a twenty-four-hour race last summer. You dive in
at 3 P.M. on Saturday and you finish at 3 P.M. on Sunday, it’s 49 degrees

            

in the water, and you are not allowed to touch the boat or the shore. . . . I
just keep thinking about keeping my stroke efficient ... and, you know,
thinking about the strategy of the race and picking up for a little while
and then ease off, things like that.... Every once in a while, just because
of the long time, your mind wanders. Like I’ll wake up and say, `Oh, I
haven’t been thinking about it for a while!’ “
This merging of action and awareness is made possible by a second characteristic of flow experiences: a centering of attention on a limited stimulus
field. To ensure that people will concentrate on their actions, potentially
intruding stimuli must be kept out of attention. Some writers have called
this process a “narrowing of consciousness,” a “giving up the past and the
future” (Maslow, 1971, pp. 63-65). One respondent, a university professor
in science who climbs rock, phrased it as follows: “When I start on a climb, it
is as if my memory input has been cut off. All I can remember is the last
thirty seconds, and all I can think ahead is the next five minutes.”
This is what various chess experts say:
“When the game is exciting, I don’t seem to hear nothing—the world
seems to be cut off from me and all there is to think about is my game.”
“I am less aware of myself and my problems . . . at times, I see only the positions. I am aware of spectators only in the beginning, or if they annoy me.”
“If I am busting a much weaker player, I may just think about the events
of the day. During a good game, I think over various alternatives to the
game—nothing else.”
“Problems are suspended for the duration of the tournament except those
that pertain to it. Other people and things seem to have less significance.”
The same experience is reported by basketball players:
“The court-that’s all that matters. . . .Sometimes on court I think of a
problem, like fighting with my steady girl, and I think that’s nothing compared to the game. You can think about a problem all day but as soon as you
get in the game, the hell with it!”
“Kids my age, they think a lot. . . . but when you are playing basketball,
that’s all there is on your mind-just basketball. . . .everything seems to follow right along.”
A dancer describes this centering-of-attention experience in the following way: “I get a feeling that I don’t get anywhere else. . . . I have more confidence in myself than at any other time. Maybe an effort to forget my problems. Dance is like therapy. If I am troubled about something, I leave it out
the door as I go in [the dance studio].”
And a woman composer of modern music says virtually the same thing:
“I am really quite oblivious to my surroundings after I really get going. I
think that the phone could ring, and the doorbell could ring, or the house
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burn down, or something like that. . . .When I start working, I really do shut
out the world. Once I stop, I can let it back in again.”
In games, rules define the relevant stimuli and exclude everything else
as irrelevant. But rules alone are not always enough to get a person involved
with the game. Hence, the structure of games provides motivational elements which will draw the player into play. Perhaps the simplest of these
inducements is competition. The addition of a competitive element to a
game usually ensures the undivided attention of a player who would not be
motivated otherwise. When being “beaten” is one of the possible outcomes
of an activity, the actor is pressured to attend to it more closely. Another
inducement is the possibility of material gains. It is usually easier to sustain
flow in simple games, such as poker, when gambling is added to the rules.
But the payoff is rarely the goal of a gambler. As Dostoevsky (quoted in
Freud, 1959) clearly observed about his own compulsion in a letter to A. M.
Maikov (Aug. 16, 1867), “The main thing is the play itself, I swear that
greed for money has nothing to do with it, although heaven knows I am
sorely in need of money.” Finally, certain play activities rely on physical danger to produce centering of attention, and hence flow. Such is rock climbing,
where one is forced to ignore all distracting stimuli by the knowledge that
survival is dependent on complete concentration.
The addition of spurious motivational elements to a flow activity (competition, gain, danger) makes it also more vulnerable to intrusions from
“outside reality.” Playing for money may increase concentration on the game,
but paradoxically one can also be more easily distracted from play by the fear
of losing. A Samurai swordsman concerned about winning will be beaten by
an opponent who is not thus distracted. Ideally, flow is the result of pure
involvement, without any consideration about results. In practice, however,
most people need some inducement to participate in flow activities, at least
at the beginning, before they learn to be sensitive to intrinsic rewards.
In occupations, as opposed to flow activities, extrinsic rewards are usually of the foremost importance. Most jobs would not be done unless people
were paid for doing them. But occupations can be greatly enriched if the
pattern of action they require provides flow experiences. The best example
of such an occupation is surgery, reported in Chapter Eight. When a “job”
has some of the characteristics of a flow activity, intrinsic motivation to
perform it seems to become a powerful incentive added to that provided by
extrinsic rewards.
A third characteristic of flow experiences has been variously described as
“loss of ego,” “self-forgetfulness,” “loss of self-consciousness,” and even
“transcendence of individuality” and “fusion with the world” (Maslow,
1971, pp. 65, 70). When an activity involves the person completely with its
demands for action, “self-ish” considerations become irrelevant. The self
(Mead, 1934) or the ego (Freud, 1927) has traditionally been conceived of

            

as an intrapsychic mechanism which mediates between the needs of the
organism and the social demands placed upon it. A primary function of the
self is to integrate one person’s actions with that of others; hence, it is a prerequisite for social life (Berger and Luckmann, 1967). Activities which allow
flow to occur (activities such as games, rituals, or art), however, usually do
not require any negotiation. Since they are based on freely accepted rules,
the player does not need to use a self to get along in the activity. As long as
all the participants follow the same rules, there is no need to negotiate
roles. The participants need no self to bargain with about what should or
should not be done. As long as the rules are respected, a flow situation is a
social system with no deviance (Csikszentmihalyi and Bennett, 1971).
Self-forgetfulness does not mean, however, that in flow a person loses
touch with his own physical reality. In some flow activities, perhaps in most,
one becomes more intensely aware of internal processes. This heightened
awareness obviously occurs in Yoga and many religious rituals. Climbers
report a great increase in kinesthetic sensations, a sudden increase in ordinarily unconscious muscular movements. Chess players are very aware of
the working of their own minds during games. What is usually lost in flow
is not the awareness of one’s body or of one’s functions, but only the self
construct, the intermediary which one learns to interpose between stimulus and response.
Here are some quite different ways in which rock climbers describe this
state:
The task at hand is so demanding and rich in its complexity and pull that
the conscious subject is really diminished in intensity. Corollary of that
is that all the hangups that people have or that I have as an individual
person are momentarily obliterated. . . .It’s one of the few ways I have
found to. . . .live outside my head.
One tends to get immersed in what is going on around him, in the rock,
in the moves that are involved. . .search for handholds. . .proper position
of body—so involved he might lose the consciousness of his own identity
and melt into the rock.
It’s like when I was talking about things becoming “automatic”. . .almost
like an egoless thing in a way somehow the right thing is done without. . .
thinking about it or doing anything at all. . . . It just happens ... and yet
you’re more concentrated. It might be like meditation, like Zen is a concentration. One thing you are after is one-pointedness of mind, the ability
to focus your mind to reach something. You become a robot—no, more
like an animal. It’s pleasant. There is a feeling of total involvement. . . . You
feel like a panther powering up the rock.
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The same experience is reported by people involved in creative activities.
An outstanding composer has this to say about how he feels when he is
writing music:
“You yourself are in an ecstatic state to such a point that you feel as
though you almost don’t exist. I’ve experienced this time and time again.
My hand seems devoid of myself, and I have nothing to do with what is
happening. I just sit there watching it in a state of awe and wonderment.
And it just flows out by itself.”
And a chess player says: “Time passes a hundred times faster. In this
sense, it resembles the dream state. A whole story can unfold in seconds, it
seems. Your body is nonexistent—but actually your heart pumps like mad
to supply the brain.”
Still another characteristic of a person in flow is that he is in control of
his actions and of the environment. He has no active awareness of control
but is simply not worried by the possibility of lack of control. Later, in
thinking back on the experience, he will usually conclude that, for the duration of the flow episode, his skills were adequate for meeting environmental
demands; and this reflection might become an important component of a
positive self-concept.
A dancer expresses well this paradoxical feeling of simultaneously being
in control and being merged with the environment:
“If I have enough space, I am in control. I feel I can radiate an energy into
the atmosphere. It’s not always necessary that another human being be
there to catch that energy. I can dance for walls, I can dance for floors.... I
don’t know if it’s usually a control of the atmosphere. I become one with
the atmosphere.”
Another dancer says: “A strong relaxation and calmness comes over me. I
have no worries of failure. What a powerful and warm feeling it is! I want to
expand, hug the world. I feel enormous power to effect something of grace
and beauty.”
In chess, basketball, and other competitive activities the feeling of control comes both from one’s own performance and from the ability to outperform the opponent. Here are a few chess players:
“I get a tyrannical sense of power. I feel immensely strong, as though I
have the fate of another human in my grasp. I want to kill!”
“I like getting lost in an external situation and forgetting about personal
crap—I like being in control.”
“Although I am not aware of specific things, I have a general feeling of
well-being, and that I am in complete control of my world.”
In nonflow states, such a feeling of control is difficult to sustain for any
length of time. There are too many imponderables. Personal relationships,

            

career obstacles, health problems- -not to mention death and taxes—are
always to a certain extent beyond control.
Even when the sense of control comes from defeating another person,
the player often sees it as a victory over his own limitations, rather than
over the opponent. A basketball player says: “I feel in control. Sure. I’ve practiced and have a good feeling for the shots I can make.... I don’t feel in control of the other player—even if he’s bad and I know where to beat him. It’s
me and not him that I’m working on.”
An ace handball player also stresses this notion of control over self:
“Well, I have found myself at times when I have super concentration in a
game whereby nothing else exists—nothing exists except the act of participating and swinging the ball. [The other player must] be there to play
the game, but I’m not concerned with him. I’m not competing with him
at that point. I’m attempting to place the ball in the perfect spot, and it
has no bearing on winning or losing.”
Flow experiences occur in activities where one can cope, at least theoretically, with all the demands for action. In a chess game, for instance, everything is potentially controllable. A player need not fear that the opponent’s
move will produce any threats except those allowed by the rules.
The feeling of control and the resulting absence of worry are present
even in flow situations where “objectively” the dangers to the actor are
quite real. The famous British rock climber Chris Bonington describes the
experience very well:
“At the start of any big climb I feel afraid, dread the discomfort and danger I shall have to undergo. It’s like standing on the edge of a cold swimming pool trying to nerve yourself to take the plunge; yet once [you are]
in, it’s not nearly as bad as you have feared; in fact, it’s enjoyable.... Once
I start climbing, all my misgivings are forgotten. The very harshness of
the surroundings, the treacherous layer of verglas covering every hold,
even the high-pitched whine of falling stones, all help build up the tension and excitement that are ingredients of mountaineering” (Quoted in
Unsworth, 1969; italics added).
A lthough the dangers in rock climbing and similar activities are genuine,
they are foreseeable and hence predictable and manageable; a person can
work up to mastering them. Practically every climber says that driving a car
is more dangerous than the incredible acrobatic feats on the rock, and in a
sense it may be true: when one is driving a car, the elements outside his control are more numerous and dangerous than in climbing. In any case, a sense
of control is definitely one of the most important components of the flow
experience, whether or not an “objective” assessment justifies such feeling.
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Another quality of the flow experience is that it usually contains coherent, noncontradictory demands for action and provides clear, unambiguous
feedback to a person’s actions. These components of flow, like the preceding
ones, are made possible because one’s awareness is limited to a restricted
field of possibilities. In the artificially reduced reality of a flow episode, one
clearly knows what is “good” and what is “bad.” Goals and means are logically ordered. A person is not expected to do incompatible things, as he is in
real life. He or she knows what the results of various possible actions will be.
A climber describes it as follows:
“I think it’s one of the few sorts of activities in which you don’t feel you
have all sorts of different kinds of demands, often conflicting, upon
you.... You aren’t really the master, but are moving with something else.
That’s part of where the really good feeling comes from. You are moving
in harmony with something else, the piece of rock as well as the weather
and scenery. You’re part of it and thus lose some of the feeling of individual separation.”
In this description several elements of flow are combined: noncontradictory demands for the activity, the issue of control, and the feeling of
egolessness.
But in flow, one does not stop to evaluate the feedback; action and reaction have become so well practiced as to be automatic. The person is too
involved with the experience to reflect on it. Here is the clear account of a
basketball player:
“I play my best games almost by accident. I go out and play on the court
and I can tell if I’m shooting okayO.K. or if I’m not—so I know if I’m
playing good or like shit—but if I’m having a super game I can’t tell until
after the game.... Guys make fun of me because I can lose track of the
score and I’ll ask Russell what the score is and he’ll tell me and sometimes it breaks people up—they think `That kid must be real dumb.’ “
In other words, the flow experience differs from awareness in everyday
reality because it contains ordered rules which make action and the evaluation of action automatic and hence unproblematic. When contradictory
actions are made possible (for instance, when cheating is introduced into a
game), the self reappears to negotiate between the conflicting definitions
of what needs to be done, and the flow is interrupted.
A final characteristic of the flow experience is its “autotelic” nature. In
other words, it appears to need no goals or rewards external to itself.
Practically every writer who has dealt with play (for instance, Huizinga,
[1939], 1950; Piaget, -1I951, 1965; Callois, 1-I958) has remarked on the
autotelic nature of this activity. In the Bhagavad Gita, Lord Krishna instructs
Arjuna to live his whole life according to this principle: “Let the motive be in

            

the deed and not in the event. Be not one whose motive for action is the
hope of reward.”
A young poet who is also a seasoned climber describes the autotelic
experience in words that would be difficult to improve on. It is from this
person’s interview that we borrowed the word “flow” to describe the
autotelic experience—a word which we noticed recurring spontaneously in
other respondents’ reports:
“The mystique of rock climbing is climbing; you get to the top of a rock
glad it’s over but really wish it would go forever. The justification of climbing is climbing, like the justification of poetry is writing; you don’t conquer
anything except things in yourself. . . .The act of writing justifies poetry.
Climbing is the same: recognizing that you are a flow. The purpose of the
flow is to keep on flowing, not looking for a peak or utopia but staying in
the flow. It is not a moving up but a continuous flowing; you move up
only to keep the flow going. There is no possible reason for climbing
except the climbing itself; it is a self-communication.”
A top woman chess player in the United States, although she receives a
certain amount of fame and money, is still motivated primarily by the experience itself rather than by the extrinsic rewards:
“The most rewarding thing is the competition, the satisfaction of pitting
your mental prowess against someone else. . . . I’ve won . . . trophies and
money . . . but considering expenses of entry fees, chess associations, et
cetera, I’m usually on the losing side financially.”
A medical doctor who has participated in many expeditions to the highest mountains on earth reflects on the need for extrinsic rewards: “
The world has to look for a star, the whole time. . . . You don’t look at the
Milwaukee Bucks, you look at Jabbar, which is so wrong. It’s so understandable, it’s so childlike. It seems to me that an expedition should be
totally beyond that. If I had my way, all expeditions would go secretly and
come back secretly, and no one would ever know. Then that would have a
sort of perfection about it, perhaps, or be more near to perfection.”
A famous composer explains why he composes (after a long and hearty
laugh at the “inanity of the question”): “
One doesn’t do it for money. One does it for, perhaps, the satisfaction it
gives. I think the great composers, all the great artists, work for themselves, period. They don’t give a damn for anybody else. They primarily
satisfy themselves. . . . If you get any fame out of it, it’s when you are
dead and buried, so what the hell’s the good of i. . . . This is what I tell my
students. Don’t expect to make money, don’t expect fame or a pat on the
back, don’t expect a damn thing. Do it because you love it.”
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As the quoted statements show, the various elements of the flow experience are linked together and dependent on each other. By limiting the stimulus field, a flow activity allows people to concentrate their actions and
ignore distractions. As a result, they feel in potential control of the environment. Because the flow activity has clear and noncontradictory rules, people who perform in it can temporarily forget their identity and its problems.
The result of all these conditions is that one finds the process intrinsically
rewarding.
Some people can start a flow episode just by directing their awareness to
conform with the requirements of flow, like limiting the stimulus field so as
to allow the merging of action and awareness. But most people rely on
external cues for getting into flow states, so we might speak of flow activities, those structured systems of action which usually help to produce flow
experiences. Although one can enter flow while. engaged in any activity,
some situations (such as games, art, an rituals) appear to be designed
almost exclusively to provide the experience of flow. It is therefore useful to
begin a form analysis that will answer the question: How do some activities
make possible the experience of flow?
Despite vast differences among them, flow activities seem to share certain characteristics. More specifically, activities that reliably produce flow
experiences are similar in that they provide opportunities for action which
a person can act upon with- out being bored or worried. A more formal way
of presenting this idea is illustrated in Figure l. The model is based on the
axiom that, at any given moment, people are aware of a finite number of
opportunities which challenge them to act; at the same time, they are aware
also of their skills—that is, of their capacity to cope with the demands
imposed by the environment. When a person is bombarded with demands
which he or she feels unable to meet, a state of anxiety ensues. When the
demands for action are fewer, but still more than what the person feels
capable of handling, the state of experience is one of worry. Flow is experienced when people perceive opportunities for action as being evenly
matched by their capabilities. If, however, skills are greater than the opportunities for using them, boredom will follow. And finally, a person with
great skills and few opportunities for applying them will pass from the state
of boredom again into that of anxiety. It follows that a flow activity is one
which provides optimal challenges in relation to the actor’s skills.
From an empirical point of view, there are some clear limitations to the
model. The problem is that a state of flow does not depend entirely on the
objective nature of the challenges present or on the objective level of skills;
in fact, whether one is in flow or not depends entirely on one’s perception
of what the challenges and skills are. With the same “objective” level of
action opportunities, a person might feel anxious one moment, bored the
next, and in a state of flow immediately afterward. In a given situation,
therefore, it is impossible to predict with complete assurance whether a per-

            

son will be bored or anxious or in a state of flow. Before the flow model can
be empirically applied, then, we will have to identify those personality characteristics which make people underestimate or overestimate their own
skills as well as the “objective” demands for action in the environment. In
other words, we will have to acquire an understanding of the autotelic personality makeup, which we still lack. For a preliminary understanding of
the flow experience, however, it is enough to consider the “objective” structure of the situation.
An example of one such situation is shown in Figure 2. In rock climbing,
the challenge consists in the difficulties of the rock face—or pitch—which
one is about to climb. Each climb, and each move in a climb, can be reliably
rated in terms of the objective difficulties it presents. The generally adopted
system of ratings ranges from F1 (a scramble) to F11 (the limits of human
potential). A climber’s skills can also be rated on the same continuum,
depending on the difficulty of the hardest climb he has completed. If the
hardest climb a person ever did is rated F6, skill level can also be expressed
as F6 . In this case, we have fairly “objective” assessments of both coordinates. Figure 2 suggests some of the predictions one might make about the
experiential state of a climber if one knows the rating of both the rock and
the climber.
It should be stressed again that the prediction will be accurate only if the
individuals involved perceive the difficulties and their own capabilities
“objectively.” Although this is never completely the case, it is a useful
assumption. For instance, as Figure 2 suggests, F4 climbers on an F7 pitch
will tend to be worried; on an F 10 pitch they will be anxious. Similarly, people with F 10 skills will be bored climbing an F7 pitch-unless they decide to
raise its challenges by adopting some tacit rule such as using only one arm,
doing the climb without protection, or focusing their attention on new
action possibilities (for instance, teaching a novice how to climb).
Rock climbing is a good flow activity because no single individual can
master all the F 11 pitches in the world and because even the same climb
can be rendered more challenging by weather conditions or self-imposed
handicaps. Athletics in general have theoretically unreachable ceilings,
although recordbreaking performances are nearing the asymptote. Other
flow activities—such as art, creativity, and religious ecstasy—also have
infinite ceilings and thus allow an indefinite increase in the development of
skills or in the ability to organize experience.
Another type of flow activity is the game of chess. The skill of chess players is objectively measured by the United States Chess Federation ratings
which each person earns as a result of performing in tournaments and
championships. Chess, unlike rock climbing, is a competitive activity. In a
chess game, therefore, the challenges a person faces do not originate in
some material obstacle, like the difficulty of a rock face, but mainly in the
skill of the opponent. A player with a USCF rating of 2000 when matched
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against one rated 2150 will be confronted with action opportunities in
excess of capabilities of the order of 7.5 percent. Whether such a discrepancy in the challenge/skill ratio is enough to make the weaker player worried
and the stronger one bored is, of course, impossible to tell in advance. Since
each individual undoubtedly has his own threshold for entering and leaving
the state of flow, the bands that delimit the state of flow from those of
boredom and worry. For certain activities and for certain persons the band
might be much narrower or much wider. The diagrams show only the direction of relationships, not the precise limits. The transition points remain to
be determined empirically.
People in a state of worry can return to flow through an almost infinite
combination of two basic vector processes: decreasing challenges or increasing skills. If they choose the latter, the resulting flow state will be more complex because it will involve more opportunities and a higher level of capabilities. Conversely, if one is bored one can return to flow either by finding a
means to increase environmental challenges or by handicapping oneself
and reducing the level of skills. The second choice is then less complex than
the first.
It is to be stressed again that whether a person will experience flow at all
and, if he does, whether it will be at a complex or at a simple level depends
only in part on the objective conditions in the environment or the concrete
structure of the activity. What counts even more is the person’s ability to
restructure the environment so that it will allow flow to occur. Artists, poets,
religious visionaries, and scientists are among those who have learned to use
cognitive techniques to order symbols so that they can “play” with them any
time and anywhere, to a certain extent regardless of environmental conditions. Ideally, anyone could learn to carry inside himself the tools of enjoyment. But whether the structure is internal or external, the steps for experiencing flow are presumably the same; they involve the same process of delimiting reality, controlling some aspect of it, and responding to the feedback
with a concentration that excludes anything else as irrelevant.
In the present model, the experience of pleasure tends to be one of low
complexity, since it does not require the use of complex skills. One can
think of flow as a continuum, ranging from repetitive, almost automatic
acts (like doodling or chewing gum) to complex activities which require the
full use of a person’s physical and intellectual potential. Chapter Nine describes patterns of microflow, the simple unstructured activities that people perform throughout the day; these activities appear to give little positive enjoyment yet are indispensable for normal functioning. Chapters Five
through Eight present examples of microflow, the complex, structured
activities that produce full-fledged flow experiences.

            

The Gift That Keeps On Giving
Joel Lurie Grishaver
Joel Lurie Grishaver. “The Gift That Keeps On Giving,” And You Shall Be a Blessing.
Northvale, New Jersey: Jason Aronson, Inc., 1993. pp. 25-35

 
neeze in Israel, and people will say la-bri’ut, “to your health.” Do it in
Germany, and the response is Gesundheit, also “Good health.” In English
we say, “God bless you.” The truth is that all of these sneeze-response
brakhot really are a shorthand for “You have just sneezed, you may be getting sick, may God bless you with good health.”
The only blessing that is really part of our day-to-day life in North
America is the one that follows a sneeze. Go ahead, laugh, but after a sneeze
is one of the few times that most modern North American people (especially
Jews) will express positive feelings about God. In fact, it is one of the few
times when we ever hear the word “bless” outside of a synagogue or church.
Interestingly, and I don’t know how to fully explain it, “God bless you” is
also the language of street people. Living in downtown Los Angeles, I spend
a couple of dollars a day living up to Maimonides’ dictum that a Jew (1) should
never turn a beggar down and (2) should never give a beggar a significant
amount of money. The usual response to receiving alms today is not “Thank
you,” but “God bless you.” And as I have learned from my friend and teacher,
Trevor Farrel, the correct response is also, “God bless you, too.” “You’re welcome,” is never part of the experience. It is not that kind of transaction. I have
a hunch that this is what the Gemara is talking about in Bava Batra 10a:

S

Rabbi Eliezer would give a coin to a beggar and then begin to pray. He
would explain this practice by quoting Psalms 15:15: “Through tzedakah
shall I see Your face (God).”
In other words, the “God bless you” of the street may be an intuitive
response that this is a spiritual exchange, not a business transaction.
The interesting part of the “sneezing brakhah” is that it is really based on
a core biblical concept: God is the source of blessings, so when people give
blessings, they are really asking God to bless.
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Meet our guide to biblical brakhot: Abravanel. Sometimes it is helpful to
have someone lead you through the biblical text and point out relevant
points of interest. Abravanel will do that for us. Following his lead, we’ll see
that the Torah has three different meanings for the concept of brakhot.
Each of them will influence our vision of prayer.
Abravanel was a Spanish biblical commentator who lived from 1437 to
1508, around the time of Columbus. He served as a finance minister to the
kings of Portugal, Spain, and Naples. Exiled from Spain in 1492, he died
in Venice.
When he looked at this problem (relative to the priestly benediction,
Numbers 6:22-27), he explained biblical brakhot in this way:
Brakhah is a homonym (a word with three distinct meanings). It refers to:
a. the good provided by God to all God’s creatures (as demonstrated by
Genesis 24:1, “And Adonai blessed Abraham with all . . .“
b. the praise directed to God from people (as demonstrated by I
Chronicles 29:10, “And David Blessed Adonai . . .
c. brakhot given by one person to another—which should not be confused with the “gifts” provided by God, nor with statements of praise
voiced by God’s creatures, but rather as a request by the person speaking the blessing, that God provide for the person to be blessed.
Following Abrava1nel’s lead, we’ll examine these three types of biblical
brakhot.

  :   
This is what happened right after God created people:
God blessed them—God said to them:
“Be Fruitful, and become many, and fill the earth, and master it.”
When God speaks, things happen. The first significant lesson in the
Torah is that God creates through speaking. You know the pattern:
God said, “Let there be light.” And there was light.
What God says, comes to be. So, on the sixth day, when God immediately
blesses people (just as soon as they are created), we learn that a blessing
from God is a commitment, a promise that something will come to be. The
extra phrase, “God said to them,” proves it. If the text had just said, “God
blessed them,” it might just have been a wish. But once the Torah adds,
“God said to them,” there is no doubt—just like “Let there be light”-it must
come to be.

            

Similarly, Jewish history begins in Chapter 12 of Genesis when God
gives Abram this brakhah:
And I will make you a great nation And I will bless you
And I will make your name great. And you will be a blessing.
And I will bless those who bless you (and I will curse anyone who curses
you). All the families of the earth will be blessed through you.
The rest of the Torah is the story of the fulfillment of this and later
brakhot. Clearly, the things that Abram receives in this brakhah are gifts:
family, fame, power, prosperity, etc. In subsequent blessings he is promised
land. God, the Source of All Brakhah, is the Gift-Giver. And when the final
brakhah is given, Abraham makes a response of thanksgiving. The Torah
describes it in this way:
Adonai was seen by Abram.
Adonai Said:
“To your future-family I will give this land.” Abram built an altar
to Adonai Who is seen by him.
The lessons from this passage are twofold. First, when God gives a
brakhah, God makes a commitment. A brakhah is an obligation to make
something become true. Second, when Abram receives a brakhah, he says
“Thank you.”
From this first kind of brakhah, we learn two lessons:
a. “Saying” a brakhah is a commitment to make the wish it expresses
come true.
b. Receiving a brakhah comes with the obligation to give thanks.

  :   
The first prayer in the Torah wasn’t a brakhah; it was a straight request.
When God confronts Cain after the murder of his brother, Cain cries out to
God (Genesis 4:13):
My punishment is too great for me.
You have driven me out from the face of the land. From Your face
I shall be hidden.
I shall be a fugitive and a wanderer on the earth. Whoever finds
me may kill me . . .
When Abraham, Sarah, Isaac, Rebekah, Jacob, Rachel, Leah, and others
wanted to express their gratitude to God, sacrifice was their medium. Most
verbal exchanges between the patriarch/matriarchs and their God were
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petitions. One of the few specific biblical brakhot is found in 1 Chronicles
29:10. There, King David publicly blesses Adonai.
Blessed
are You, Adonai,
the God of Israel our father forever and ever.
You, Adonai, are the greatness, and power, and the glory, and victory,
and the majesty
for all that is in the heaven and the earth is Yours. . . .
The context here is that of a public assembly, a time when David is handing his kingdom over to his son Solomon. This public blessing is part of a
group liturgy that culminates in sacrifice. It is also, obviously, the sample
that the rabbis used as the model for the brakhot they authored.
We have already seen that the rabbinic brakhot formula contains three
elements: Barukh, Shem, and Malkhut. Those same three “theme” elements
can be found in David’s prayer, though with some variation (and a lot more
words):
Barukh = Praised
Shem = are You, Adonai, the God of Israel our father forever and ever.
Malkhut = You, Adonai, are the greatness, and power, and the glory, and
victory, and the majesty—for all that is in the heaven and the earth is
Yours. . . .
This second category of biblical brakhot teaches us that:
a. brakhot are responses to “gifts” that God has given to us. They are a
liturgical way of saying “Thank You.”
b. brakhot are both private and public expressions of gratitude. Both
the private “pleasure-brakhah” response and the public “worshipbrakhot” pattern have roots in biblical practice.
c. when the rabbis came to create the brakhah-system, they patterned
the brakhah formula and a biblical pattern, retaining the Barukh and
shortening the Shem section, while reworking the Malkhut.

  :   .
The last kind of brakhot pattern comes when people bless others, especially
their children. One of the prime examples happens when Isaac blesses
Jacob with a brakhot overtly intended for Esau (Genesis 27:27 ff):
See, the smell of my son is like the smell of a field that
Adonai has blessed.
May God give you from the dew of the sky and the richness
of the earth and much grain and new wine.

            

May nations serve you and may peoples bow to you. Be master over
your brother
and may the sons of your mother bow to you. Let those who curse
you be cursed.
Let those who bless you be blessed.
This blessing doesn’t remind us of ha-Motzi (over bread) or Kiddush (over
wine). It doesn’t resemble our usual human brakhot. When God blesses a
person, God is making promises about that person’s future. When God
gives a brakhah, God changes a person’s life. When people bless each other,
they wish for God’s brakhah. Isaac, here, uses the “sneeze-brakhah” concept
and asks God to bless his son.
Perhaps this is most clearly tested in the famous “priestly brakhot”
taught in Numbers 6:22-27.
Adonai spoke to Moses saying:
Speak to Aaron and to his sons, saying:
This is how you will bless the Families of Israel, saying:
“May Adonai bless you and keep you.
May Adonai make God’s face shine upon you and be kind to you.
May Adonai let God’s face turn to you and give you peace.”
And they shall put My name on the Families of Israel, and I will bless
them.
The last sentence, “And they shall put My name on the Families of Israel,
and I will bless them,” confused those who tried to explain this passage. The
standard question was, “If God is doing the blessing, why does God have the
priests put the Name on the people?” God shouldn’t need a “homing device”
to know who to bless (God’s brakhot should be “smart brakhot”—laser targeted). The problem gets solved in a number of different ways. Each solution suggests something else about the process of blessing.

 
In the Talmud, Hullin 48a, we find this solution.
“And I will bless them” refers to the sons of Aaron; the kohanim (priests)
bless Israel and The Holy-One-Who-Is-to-Be-Blessed blesses them.
Grammatically, the solution is elegant—however, theologically it creates
problems. It gives people the power to bless other people, rather than just
invoking God’s blessing.
The rabbis, however, offered other solutions.
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In Midrash Tanhuma, an early collection of midrashim, we find this passage:
The Families of Israel said to The Holy-One-Who-is-to-Be-Blessed, “The
Ruler-of-the-Cosmos, why did you order the kohanim to bless us? We need
only Your brakhah. Please look down from Your Holy habitation and bless
Your people.”
The Holy-One-Who-is-to-be-Blessed answered Israel: “Even though I
ordered the kohanim to bless you, I stand with them and together We
bless you.”
This solution offers a wonderful understanding. People can offer blessings,
and God can assure them. While a human brakhah cannot be a guarantee, a
perfect promise, it is still a wonderful gift. God wants us to have the opportunity to offer such gifts and to strive to enact their truthfulness.

 
Abravanel, the Spanish commentator whose explanation of this verse we
have used to organize this passage, takes the hardest line:
There are also brakhot given by one person to another—which should not
be confused with the “gifts” provided by God, nor with statements of
praise voiced by God’s creatures, but rather as a request by the person
speaking the blessing that God provide for the person to be blessed. The
priestly brakhot fall into this last category.
For Abravanel, humans have no role in the granting of brakhot-they can
only request them.’


The problem: What is the meaning of the verse, “And they (the kohanim) shall
put My name on the Families of Israel, and I (God) will bless them?” Who is
the “them?” Is God blessing the kohanim or the people? And, if God is blessing the people, what is the kohanim’s role and function? In other words, “Can
a person give a brakhah, or only ask for a brakhot?”
Solution 1 The Talmud, Hullin 48a: The kohanim have the power to bless
the people (and God in turn blesses the kohanim). Because Israel is “a
kingdom of kohanim,” Jews have the power to grant brakhot.
Solution 2 Midrash Tanh-uma: Jews have the power to grant blessings
with God’s help. God is disposed to help brakhot offered by Jews to
come true.
Solution 3 Abravanel: Brakhot are only requests. It is up to God to see
that they come true.

            


Some of you, dear readers, may wonder why there is this long diversion
through biblical exegesis. There are really two reasons. First, the more you
enter the world of the rabbis, the clearer the siddur’s pattern of ideas will
become. Second, and more importantly, we have actually built a solid foundation for our understanding of the spiritual process of saying a brakhah.
1. For God, brakhot are a commitment. When God gives a brakhah, God
insures that this brakhah will come true. Because we are created in
God’s image, striving to live up to that image, our brakhot should also be
commitments.
2. When people say a brakhah, it can and should be a statement of radical appreciation, an expression of gratitude and praise.
3. When people give a brakhah, it can also be a wish, a hope that something will become true.
4. If we read the Torah through the eyes of Midrash Tanh
- uma, this very
act of “wishing” a brakhah may well be the first step in its actualization.

These ideas teach us something about our saying brakhot. Brakhot for us
are clearly statements of radical appreciation. We acknowledge what God
has done for us. But, they are also wishes and commitments. As we read
the rabbinic material in the following chapter, we will see that, using the
biblical idea that people were created in God’s image, the rabbis had us
understand that when we said a brakhah and thanked God for giving us a
gift, we had a wish to be like God and a wish to give similar gifts to others.
Our saying the brakhah is a commitment to do everything we can to make
that wish come true.

Blessing of Children
Ron Wolfson. The Art of Jewish Living, The Shabbat Seder,
New York, The Federation of Jewish Men’s Clubs, 1985, pp. 123-128

 : I’ll say something about this and it always amazes me every
Shabbat, because we come into it sometimes with not the best feelings for
each other. But by the time I get to the blessing of the kids, there is never
any reticence from them to me and not really from me to them, either. It
seems like a very healing thing. It’s a healing process that goes on when you
take your child and it’s really on a one-to-one basis. There is something that
is really very special that happens.
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 : I do it in English and what I say is part of the traditional
blessing, “May God make you like Ephraim and Menasseh,” but then I say to
each one of them that I hope when they’re grown and married that one
Friday night a month we will be at Elisa’s house with her husband and her
children, and I hope that David and his wife and children will be there and
Matthew and his wife and children will be there, and another Friday night
we will be at David’s house. I say this every week to each of them, that we
hope to be in their homes having a Friday night service and a dinner when
they are grown.
 : Elisa goes to my mom. Matthew goes to my father and
everybody sits on everybody’s lap—and I’m all by myself. So they bless
them and then they switch, and I’m still all alone by myself. Then I go to
each one and get blessed, and they’re sitting there all alone by themselves.
 : I put my hands on their heads, and I hold them, and I bless
them, and I add in special things. I say it in Hebrew and English. Then I say
things like: ` “Jeremiah, you’ve been a good boy and you’ve been good in
school this week.” “Emil, Shlemil, man made of steel. You’re going to grow
up to be a strong boy. You’re not to fight with your brothers. You should
help the Jewish people with your strength. Play your music well, do your
studies well.” And this is a special time in which with each one I will try to
pick out something that is important to them. “Ariel, you did well in school,
your recital was good.” Whatever is relevant for that particular day or week.
 : It’s fun, especially when he says good things about me.
Sometimes, when he puts his hands down on my face, I push them away
and put them back on my head.
 : He says it first in Hebrew, then in English, and then he says
something like, “Good, you got an A on your test.” I feel very good.
 : He says all these words I can’t understand. Then, he calls me
“a man made of steel” and my brothers call me “a man made of cardboard.”
 : I feel that my husband blessing the children is a wonderful
thing to do because I think that when you are in the humdrum of living, you
don’t think a lot about praising your children for the things that they’ve
done and acknowledging that they are worthwhile, worthy, and have an
innate goodness. You might feel this about your children, but you don’t say
it. I think it’s a real good opportunity to remind your kids that you love
them and that they are special.

            

 : Our children are now 29, 27 and 25. They’re not babies anymore.
 : And you still bless them, even your 29 year old?
 : All three children, whenever they are here. And even telephonically—the one in Providence. And it seems to be important to them,
which is very interesting to me because I never thought it would be. Even
when my Dad used to join my mother around the table, not too many years
ago, I insisted that he bless me which he did rather willingly.

Eishet Chayil
 : I have mixed feelings about Eishet Hayil. I think it’s somewhat male chauvinistic. However, it is traditional and it basically has the
right idea. Some of the things it says I don’t know that I totally agree with,
but again, it’s a chance for your husband to say that he appreciates you and
you are special. He might not necessarily say that if you didn’t have an
organized way of doing it.
 : The Eishet Hayil. is a link with many, many generations of
celebrating Shabbes in which the woman was recognized for her central role
in keeping the Jewish family going. My mother always considered it her
reward. I start in Hebrew, say some words in English, some words I make a
joke about emphasizing some parts, like “She sneaks out and buys in the
field.” I think that’s very good, because I would like some more property.
And I like the part where it says, “She wakes up early and gets herself busy
with the household.” Things like that.
 : I love it when there are newcomers at the table and I recite it in English. Because it is an outdated prayer or blessing, whatever you
want to call it, but when it’s read and people start to listen to it, the comments are just precious. If it’s another couple, typically the woman looks at
the man and the man looks at the woman at certain parts and you hear this:
“Oh, sure!”
 : Once when Uncle Chuck came over, he goes, “Fairy tales.”
It says stuff like she goes out and makes her own fur coat from lambs and
gives it to her children.
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 : You don’t want a fur coat?
 : We don’t have any lambs.
 : I don’t get it read to me every week. When I do, it’s a
special treat.

            

Practical Questions & Answers
If the blessing for daughters refers to the ancestral mothers, why doesn’t
the blessing for sons refer to Abraham, Isaac and Jacob?

The blessing for the sons is actually recorded in the Bible. When Jacob
blesses Ephraim and Menasseh (Genesis 48:20), he states that future generations will use this very blessing.
Who is to be blessed first, the son(s) or the daughter(s)?

Since there are separate statements for sons and daughters, one necessarily
has to be first. You may find that choosing a pattern and staying with it—
for example, chronological order—may avoid weekly arguments. Or you
might consider alternating the order by gender every week—one week
daughters first, the next week sons first, etc.
Do I recite the individual blessing for each child and then the “Priestly
Benediction” for all the children, or should I repeat the “Priestly
Benediction” for each child?

Although it will take a bit longer, reciting both the individual statement and
the “Priestly Benediction” for each child gives that child your total attention. If the Hebrew is difficult for you, however, you might choose to recite
the individual blessing for each child first, followed by the recitation of the
“Priestly Benediction” for all. Some of the families we interviewed enjoy a
total family hug following the recitation of the priestly blessing.
What happens if I have more than one son or one daughter?

Again, a number of alternatives are available. You can bless each child
separately with the entire blessing or with just the appropriate individual
blessing. Or you might bless all the daughters individually, followed by a
collective “Priestly Benediction” for the girls, and then turn to the sons (or
vice versa). The main principle to keep in mind is to allow this part of the
ritual to provide you with a private moment of closeness with each of your
children.
Should my children get up and come to me or do I get up and go to them?

Most parents spend a good part of the week going to their children, trying
to meet their needs. Certainly, the parent(s) can stand up and go to their
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children to give them a blessing, particularly if they are very young or if having the children get up would be disruptive. Yet, there may be something
important, though subtle, about having the children come to their parent(s)
for this part of the ritual. As you think about this issue, consider this very
early account of the Blessing of Children ceremony from The Brautspiege, a
book by Moses Henochs, published in Basel, Switzerland, in 1602:
Before children can walk, they should be carried on Shabbatot and festivals to the father and mother to be blessed; after they are able to walk,
they shall go of their own accord with bowed head and shall incline their
head and receive the blessing.
Who should bless the children, the father or the mother or both?

Although it is traditional for the father to bless the children upon returning
from synagogue, the above quotation is just one of many indications that in
some settings both parents joined in blessing the children. Certainly, having
both parents bless the children is a powerful message to them. In a single
parent family, whoever is with the children would bless them, although it is
certainly possible that the other parent would want to bless the children,
perhaps in a pre-Shabbat call.
What if my children are not at home on Friday night?

In one interview we conducted, both parents individually telephone their
25-year-old graduate student every Friday afternoon before Shabbat in
order to perform this ritual. Talk about “reach out and touch someone!”
Do I really place my hands on the child’s head while saying the blessing?

Many parents do just that, imitating the ancient practice of bestowing
a blessing accompanied by physical touch. This is what Jacob did when he
blessed his children. Young children tend to love this part of the ritual,
while older kids may see it as corny and even refuse to let the parent do it.
As an alternative to hands-on-head, try putting your hands on the child’s
shoulders or just hug the child after the blessing is said. Obviously, you do
not want to embarrass the child to the point of his/her not wanting to participate. Some families even stand together in a circle, arms around shoulders, and recite the blessings together. Once again, use your judgment and
do what feels right.
What about visiting grandparents? Should they bless me, the parent?

Nothing could be more impressive at a Shabbat table than to see grandparents blessing their adult children, followed immediately by the adult chil-

            

dren, (you, the parent(s)) blessing your own children. This modeling of
behavior will reinforce what you are trying to establish in your own family
ritual. However, if your parents have never participated in this ritual, prepare them for it in advance. As with any of the blessings, if the Hebrew is
difficult, let them bless you using the English. Once they’ve placed their
hands upon your head and blessed you, you’ll probably see any resistance
from your own children quickly disappear.
How can I make this moment special?

Try to personalize the ancient formulae with your own words and gestures.
Some parents whisper a private wish or appreciation to each child after
reciting the blessing. Other parents publicly pronounce their thoughts. On
the other hand, if you feel uncomfortable embellishing the ritual form with
personal remarks, especially as you begin this practice, don’t feel you have
somehow missed out. The whole point of the ritual formulation is to allow
you to say things which you find difficult to say on your own. We have heard
of families where wishes are written out (before Shabbat) and placed in a
“Shabbat Wishes Box,” or others who use a special diary. In some families,
parents give their children a small Shabbat gift; for others, the best gift is a
hug and a kiss. Whatever you decide to do, make this a special private time
for you and your children. This is the stuff of which memories are made.
Who recites the Eishet H
_ ayil?

Traditionally, the husband recites the Eishet H
_ ayil to his wife. In some families, the children join in as well; in others, everyone, including the mother,
recites the prayer. Although the Hebrew is somewhat difficult to master,
some of the families have learned a simple tune for singing Eishet H
_ ayil.
Usually the family remains seated during this part of the Shabbat Seder.
Can we include a parallel prayer for the husband?

Many families have added Psalm 112, “Happy is the Man,” to their Shabbat
Seder. Others have substituted a comprehensive family prayer for both of
these, an example of which we have included entitled Birkat ha-Mishpahah.
Can we personalize this moment?

As with the blessing for children, this part of the Shabbat Seder invites the
personal touch. After reciting the traditional formulations, consider
exchanging a private word, glance, or hug with your spouse. A kiss would
also be very appropriate and probably appreciated. Again, here is an opportunity for a harried couple to share a significant moment of closeness.
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What if I am a single parent?

Since the traditional prayers are designed for saying to a spouse, you might
consider three alternatives: 1) skipping this passage, 2) having your children recite this specific prayer for you, or 3) substituting a family blessing
instead.

The Shema-Worship, Committment, & Study
Max Kadushin
Max Kadushin. “The Shema-Worship, Commitment, and Study” from Worship and
Ethics. Evanston, Ill.: Northwestern University Press, 1964. p. 78-89

e have thus far discussed berakot, the initial occasions for which are
phenomenal experiences. However, the occasion for a berakhah may
also be a more complex experience. Further, there is a liturgical act which is
at once worship, self-commitment, and study. These features of worship
and liturgy are to be found in the Keri’at Shema and its berakot.
Although the Shema is composed of two separate passages from Deuteronomy (6:4-9 and 11:13-21) and, following them, a third from Numbers
(15:37-41), the proper recitation of the Shema, Keri’at Shema, makes of those
three passages a unitary entity. When the Shema is recited, the several passages in their prescribed order convey certain logically related commitments
and so the passages constitute, in that respect, a logical unit. Doubtless
because the Shema was taken to be a logical unit, a person reciting it was not
permitted to reverse the order of the passages, according to the Tosefta. But
the Shema is a unitary entity not just by virtue of possessing an internal
unity. Preceded and followed by berakot, it is nevertheless, authorities say,
independent of these berakot. Despite its position in the liturgy, the Shema
is thus held to be a complete entity in its own right.
The first section of the Shema (Deut. 6:4-9) has to do with the acceptance upon oneself of the kingship of God, and the second section (Deut. 11:
13-21) with commitment to the mitzvot. In the sequence of these passages
as recited in the Keri’at Shema, R. Joshua b. Korhah sees a logical relationship: “So that a person shall first accept upon himself the yoke of the kingship of Heaven [God], and after that accept upon himself the yoke of
mitzvot.” Acceptance of the kingship of God takes place when reciting the
first verse of the first section: “Hear, O Israel, the Lord our God, the Lord is
One,” a verse which implies also the negation or exclusion of idolatry (‘abodah zarah); acceptance of “the yoke of mitzvot” takes place when reciting the
first verse of the second section: “And it shall come to pass if ye shall hearken
diligently unto My commandments which I command you this day.” Commit-
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ment to God’s commandments necessarily must follow, and not precede,
acceptance of God’s sovereignty. In the opinion of R. Simeon b. Yohai, the
sequence of the passages in the Shema is due to another series of commitments, again of a necessarily successive character, namely, commitments to
learn Torah, to teach it, and to practice it. According to the Talmud, R.
Simeon agrees with R. Joshua but merely offers an additional reason for the
sequence. The recitation of the Shema hence consists of accepting commitments which logically follow upon each other, the logical coherence of the
commitments making of the recitation a single act, a unitary entity.
Keri’at Shema is a liturgical act in which the acceptance of God’s kingship
is followed by the commitment to the mitzvot. The rabbis stress this conjunction between the two commitments not only with respect to Keri’at
Shema, however, but when interpreting several other biblical passages.
Thus, in an interpretation of the Ten Commandments, they emphasize the
successive character of the two commitments by a parable telling of a king
of flesh and blood who, upon entering a province, was advised by his attendants to issue decrees to the people but who refused to do so until the people should accept his kingship.
‘For if they will not accept my kingship they will not accept my decrees’.
Likewise, God said to Israel: ‘I am the Lord thy God, Who brought thee
out of the land of Egypt. . . . Thou shalt have no other gods.’ He said to
them, `I am He Whose kingship you accepted upon yourselves in Egypt’;
[and when] they said, ‘Yes,’ He continued, ‘Now just as you accepted My
kingship upon yourselves, accept [now] My decrees’- ‘Thou shalt have no
other gods before Me’” [Exod. 20:2-3].
Following upon this interpretation is a similar one by R. Simeon b. Yohai
on a different passage:
‘I am the Lord your God,’ which is said further on means: ‘I am He Whose
kingship you accepted upon yourselves at Sinai’; [and when] they said,
‘Yes, yes,’ He continued, ‘You have accepted My kingship, accept [now]
My decrees—’After the doings of the land of Egypt’, etc. [Lev. 18:2-3].
R. Simeon’s teaching here, incidentally, is patently at one with R. Joshua’s
teaching on the Shema.
Both malkut Shamayim, the kingship of God, and mitzvot, commandments of God, since they convey significance, are value concepts. Now, value
concepts have an organismic and not a logical coherence; a value concept
depends for its meaning upon the integrated value complex as a whole, and
its idea content expands and grows as it interweaves with the other value
concepts. Concepts that are logically related are defined concepts, whereas
abstract value concepts are indeterminate and merely connotative. To all this,
malkut Shamayim and mitzvot prove to be no real exception, notwithstanding
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the logical coherence of the passages of the Shema, for the two concepts are
not permanently interlocked. Each of them combines and interweaves with
the other value concepts so vividly, indeed, as to illustrate the very process
of organismic integration. True, there are occasions which exhibit a logical
relation between value concepts, but important as these occasions are, they
are too few to imperil the general organismic process.
To accept the kingship of God is to achieve a meditative experience of
God. A meditative religious experience, one that does not arise out of an
actual phenomenal occasion is, we recognized, achieved by most men only
with the aid of halakic rules or guides. Thus, after the first verse of the
Shema a response is inserted, an early practice surely, since in both the
Mishnah and the Tosefta it appears as the established rule. Evidently consisting originally of the phrase “Blessed is His glorious Name forever” (after
Ps. 72:19), Finkelstein has pointed out, the response was changed to “Blessed
is the Name of His glorious Kingship forever” in order, as Finkelstein says,
“to emphasize the Kingship of God.”
There are also instructions regarding the utterance of the first verse of
the Shema the declaration or affirmation of God’s kingship. The last word in
the affirmation, ‘ehad is to be lengthened so as to permit the utterance to
be a meditative experience, and a rule given by R. Hiyya bar ‘Abba indicates
the character of that experience. When R. Hiyya noticed that R. Jeremiah
greatly prolonged the word, he said, “When you have made Him King above
and below and in the four winds [i.e., directions] of heaven, you need do no
more.” In the Yerushalmi, the same incident is reported with R. Ze’ira in
place of R. Hiyya, and the rule there says that it is sufficient “to make Him
King in heaven and on earth and in the four winds of the world.”
Acceptance of malkut Shamayim, the kingship of God, is the end, the
rules being but helpful guides in achieving this experience. It was the custom of the men of Jericho to omit the response after saying the first verse
of the Shema, according to R. Judah, and the rabbis did not prohibit their
doing so. Had the acceptance of malkut Shamayim depended on the insertion of the response, it is inconceivable that the rabbis would have permitted them to omit it. Apparently the men of Jericho had been accustomed to
accept God’s kingship in Keri’at Shema, doubtless from early times, without
inserting the response, and the rabbis were aware of that. Similarly, R.
Jeremiah obviously had an approach of his own with respect to the meditative experience, different from that of R. Hiyya.
Experience of God is never raw experience but an experience mediated
by a concept. In the case of a berakhah, the mediating concept is usually middat rahamim, God’s love. Here the concept is malkut Shamayim, and its scope
is larger than that of middat rahamim. Whereas the concept of God’s love is
solely interpretive, endowing an event or occasion with significance, the
significance achieved in accepting malkut Shamayim goes beyond interpreta-

            

tion of this or that event to an interpretation of the world as a whole.
Acceptance of malkut Shamayim usually consists in making “Him King in
heaven and on earth and in the four directions of the world.” The individual
who accepts God’s kingship thus interprets the world itself to be a manifestation of that kingship. This interpretive act is also a commitment. The
individual commits himself to loyalty and obedience, loyalty implying a
negation of idolatry and obedience implying a readiness to observe the
mitzvot or commandments. In this entire experience, the individual acts
both on his own private behalf and, at the same time, as a representative of
the world.
Acceptance of mitzvot in this commitment is but implied. That is why
the rabbis teach that another commitment ought to follow in which there is
explicit acceptance of “the yoke of mitzvot.” In the priests’ service in the
Temple, the commitments were made still more explicit. Preceding the recitation of the three sections of the Shema was the recitation of the Ten Commandments, says a mishnah formulated toward the close of the Temple era;
and the Ten Commandments, in addition to representing the mitzvot in
their own right, also represent, in the tannaitic tradition, Israel’s acceptance
at that cataclysmic moment in their history of the same commitments as
those contained in the Shema.
It was felt, indeed, that the reading of the Ten Commandments together
with the Shema ought to be the daily practice of the people at large, and in
fact there were several attempts to establish such a practice during the
amoraic period in Babylon, one being as late as in the generation of R. ‘Ashi.
The desire not to seem to give support to sectarians prevailed, however, for
it was the ardent contention of sectarians that the Ten Commandments
alone were given to Moses on Sinai; later, this precedent prevailed, too,
against all the Babylonian attempts to attach the Ten Commandments to
the Shema. But the tradition that the Ten Commandments made explicit what
was implicit in the Shema was maintained, nevertheless. R. Ba’ declares in a
halakhic context that the Ten Commandments are integral to the Shema, containing the same theme; and R. Levi, interpreting the sections of the Shema
aggadically, shows how they contain (or hint at) every one of the Ten
Commandments.
Complete devotion of the mind and heart, unwavering focusing of attention, are required if the commitments of the Shema in all the richness of
their connotations are to be matters of genuine experience. Some authorities insist that the whole Shema be recited with this kind of sustained concentration, else it must be repeated. “He that reads the Shema must direct
his heart.” On the other hand, R. Me’ir, obviously reckoning with the powers of the ordinary man, declares that only the first verse of the Shema need
be recited with “direction of the heart,” and this rule became the final
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halakhah. Naturally, the rest of the Shema, too, even according to the least
demanding view, must not be read mechanically.
We have tried to suggest by words like “attention,” “devotion,” and “concentration” something of what the rabbis mean in this connection by the
term kavanah, a word just quoted both in verbal and nominal forms. In the
context here, kavanah, refers to the great commitments and inward experience in Keri’at Shema, and elsewhere it similarly refers to profound inward
experiences. But it also occurs in other discussions by the rabbis on the
Shema, and there it is used in a more limited sense, namely, in the sense of
one’s being aware during the recital of the Shema that he is observing a
mitzvah. The concept of kavanah, thus possesses at least two phases. We
shall accord it fuller consideration in due course.
The inward experience in Keri’at Shema is an experience of God. As in
manifestations of middat rahamim and middat ha-din, the experience of God
here, too, is brought to man through the medium of a concept, the concept
of malkut Shamayim. The concept does not intervene between God and
man; it merely canalizes the experience of God, enabling that experience
now to have the whole wide world for its setting and making the individual
himself conscious of a cosmic status and of a high, indeed the highest duty.
In other words, here the experience of God is at once man’s experience of
God’s kingship, his awareness of God’s kingdom, and his apperception of his
own role in that kingdom. All these things are accomplished when a man
“directs his heart” in reciting the Shema.
Keri’at Shema, like a berakhah, is worship; in fact, when the rabbis characterize Keri’at Shema as worship, they do so by employing the same verse
(Exod. 23:25) by which they characterize a berakhah as worship. In the case
of a berakhah we found that an experience of worship is a unitary entity in
which there is experience of God. These are also the characteristics of Keri’at
Shema. Acceptance of malkut Shamayim is an experience of God, and this
experience is achieved in the recital of discrete passages of the Bible that
in the Shema are felt to be logically related and sensed as elements of a unitary entity.
Besides being a liturgical act, Keri’at Shema is study of Torah, and this
function of Keri’at Shema is stressed no less than its liturgical function. The
term Keri’att Shema` itself indicates that the recital of the Shema is the
study or reading of Scripture, for the root K-R-A (koof-reish-alef) refers
specifically to scriptural study. By reciting the Shema a man fulfills the minimum that is required by the duty to study Torah. A man who does no more
than recite Keri’at Shema morning and evening, says R. Johanan in the
name of R. Simeon b. Yohai, already fulfills the charge, “This Book of the
Torah shall not depart out of thy mouth, but thou shalt meditate therein
day and night” (Josh. 1: 8). Because the study of Torah and Keri’at Shema are
thus of a piece—”one matter,” as Ginzberg puts it—the rabbis interpret

            

“and ye shall teach them [to] your children” to refer to Keri’at Shema. Again,
in another discussion, Keri’at Shema is not only identified as study of Torah
but both are put on the same plane, these ideas being needed to account for
R. Simeon b. Yohai’s practice of not interrupting his study even for Keri’at
Shema. This was a divergence from the general rule, but that rule itself
emphasizes Keri’at Shema as study of Torah. When the rabbis say that it is
an obligation upon each individual to recite the Shema “with his own mouth,”
the basis of that obligation is study of Torah.
The dual function of Keri’at Shema is an instance of organismic thought
in the Halakah. As a liturgical act, Keri’at Shema embodies the concept of
malkut Shamayim, whereas as recital of Scripture it embodies the concept of
talmud Torah. Neither function is an alternative function; that is why the
berakhah preceding and anticipating the Shema refers to both functions of
the Shema and embodies both concepts. Actually, Keri’at Shema itself embodies not only these concepts but others, among them the concept of
mitzvot, and is thus a halakic example of how a number of value concepts
may be combined in a single act. Elsewhere we saw that this feature of
organismic thought is typical of the Haggadah, and earlier in this chapter
we found it also to be a characteristic of all berakot (p. 68).
In organismic thought, the same situation may be interpreted in various
ways and this occurs when a situation is interpreted by different value concepts. Further, a situation embodying several value concepts may give rise
to various interpretations, the interpretation now depending upon the
emphasis placed on one rather than on another of these concepts. This
characteristic of organismic thought is not confined to Haggadah but is to
be found in Halakah as well. It is exhibited by halakic discussions or statements bearing on mishnaic rules with respect to the Shema, rules telling
when the period for recital begins in the evening and when in the morning.
In one such discussion, it is assumed that the Shema is recited because it is
study of Torah.
“Why are these two passages recited everyday?” asks the Yerushalmi.
Although referring to the Shema, the Yerushalmi poses the problem of “these
two passages” as if they were discrete passages and quite as if other passages might not be recited instead. The concept implicit here, therefore, is
not acceptance of malkut Shamayim, but study of Torah. R. Simon’s reply,
“Because they [the two passages] contain [speak of] ‘lying down’ and ‘rising
up,’ “likewise relates to study of Torah. The verses to which he points,
Deuteronomy 6:7 and 19, enjoin study of Torah, to be engaged in “when
thou liest down and when thou risest up,” that is, at night and at dawn,
every day. The time for reciting the Shema is, then, in this statement directly
associated with study of Torah. Other authorities, however, associate the
time for reciting the Shema in the morning with the acceptance of malkut
Shamayim. By saying the ‘Amidah after Keri’at Shema, they teach, a man thus
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first accepts God’s kingship and then stands in prayer, and thus also, since
the Shema is to be recited at dawn, the ‘Amidah will be said after dawn,
which is proper.
Emphasis on one concept rather than on another may, in Halakah, make
for divergence in practice. R. Simeon b. Yohai’s practice, already mentioned,
is a case in point. When he was engaged in study, he did not interrupt it
even for Keri’at Shema because, the explanation is, Keri’at Shema, too, is
study of Torah. The emphasis on Keri’at Shema as study of Torah made, in
this instance, for a divergence from the general practice.
Keri’at Shema has, then, a dual character, being both an act of worship
and study of Torah. It could not have this dual character were the proper
study of Torah in general solely an intellectual activity.
“Just as the ‘Abodah of the altar is called ‘abodah, so is Study [of Torah]
called ‘abodah.” 153 By characterizing study of Torah as ‘abodah, worship,
the rabbis are saying that the proper study of Torah is a mystical experience,
an experience wherein there is felt to be a manifestation of God in some
manner. What this experience ought to be is made explicit in a comment on
the words, “This day they came into the wilderness of Sinai [Exod. 19: 1]”
(emphasis supplied). “When you study Torah, do not regard them [the words
of the Torah] as old but as though [the] Torah were given you this day.”₁₅₅
Similarly: “ ‘All the statutes and the ordinances which I set before you this
day’ [Deut. i r : 32]—let them be as beloved of you as though you received
them from Mount Sinai this day, be as conversant with them as though you
heard them this day.”₁₅₆ These statements are not just exhortations. If
study of Torah is indeed ‘abodah, then the person who is studying the laws
of the Torah has an experience akin to that of hearing them from God here
and now, an experience as though he is receiving those laws “this very day.”
The phrase “this day” in Deuteronomy 6:6 again conveys to the rabbis the
same message. That verse—“and these words which I command thee this
day”—is interpreted to mean that they (“these words”) must not be regarded
as an old edict which no one minds, but as a new one which everyone is
eager to read. Since each edict or law is a unitary entity, the study of Torah
as an act of worship may consist of the study of one law or of many.
In study of Torah as worship, a dogma practically loses its character as
dogma and becomes, instead, a personal experience. The dogma is mattan
Torah, now so transformed that it can be referred to only by phrases like “as
though you received” or “as though you heard.” We called attention to such
transformations of dogma when we discussed the Birkat ha-Mazon, and we
shall take note of further instances in subsequent discussions.

            

Keri’at Shema is a call and a response whereby Israel can testify that God
alone is King. That is how “anah bi” in Micah 6:3 is interpreted in a midrash
at the beginning of a passage found in a number of sources. “ ‘O My people,
what have I done unto thee ? And wherein have I wearied thee? Testify for
Me [anah bi]’— said R. -’Aha’ : Testify for Me and receive reward, but if you
will not testify you will be punished.” Further on in the same passage is
another, closely related midrash on the same verse, Micah 6:3, in which
Keri’at Shema is designated as God’s edict.
‘And wherein have I wearied thee ?’-[It may be compared] to a king who
sent his edict to a province. What did the people of the province do? They
stood on their feet and uncovered their heads, and read it with awe and
with fear, with trembling and with agitation. [But] thus did the Holy One
blessed be He say to Israel: This Keri’at’ Shema is My edict. I did not cause
you to be wearied, and I did not tell you to read it standing on your feet and
with uncovered heads, but `when thou sittest in thy house, and when thou
walkest in the way’ [Deut. 6:7].
This midrash is quoted in Seder R. Amram Gaon, and the Gaon prefaced it
with the statement, “Every time a man recites the Shema he ought to regard
it as a new edict.” But in what sense can Keri’at Shema be characterized as an
edict? Furthermore, what are the words in Micah 6:3 which can be taken to
mean that the verse refers to Keri’at Shema? We need only continue with the
verse being interpreted, however, to recognize that the edict is “testify for
Me” and that it refers to the call in Keri’at Shema to testify to God’s kingship.
By the same token, the words “testify for Me” are taken to mean that the
verse refers to Keri’at Shema.
Study of Torah is itself an act of worship. Only if this is recognized can
the Keri’at Shema as an act of worship be accounted for. Only because the
Keri’at Shema is really a special instance of the study of Torah can the particular act of worship take place which constitutes compliance with the edict
contained in the Shema.
Several rabbinic sources indicate, it seems to us, that acceptance of
malkut Shamayim through study of Torah was not limited to Keri’at Shema.
A tannaitic source teaches that the words of the Torah as a whole can lead
the individual to accept upon himself the kingship of Heaven, if they are
studied and reflected upon. Commenting on Deuteronomy 32:29, the Sifre
says:
Had Israel reflected upon the words of the Torah that was given them,
no nation or kingdom would have had dominion over them. And what
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did it say to them? Accept upon yourselves the yoke of the kingship of
Heaven, and exceed one another in fear of Heaven, and act toward one
another with deeds of lovingkindness.164
All of the charges here are directed to the individual, as is evident specifically in the last two; all of them must represent ideals and reflect practices
of the rabbis’ own day. Now, how does the Torah admonish the individual to
be God-fearing and to engage in deeds of lovingkindness? Obviously
through the medium of its texts, which the individual is bidden to reflect
upon, that he may draw forth from them their full implication. This must
also be the way, therefore, in which the individual is to carry out the behest
to accept upon himself the yoke of the kingship of Heaven. He is to do so as
he recites a text which teaches or implies upon reflection acceptance of
malkut Shamayim. The scholars were, of course, better qualified and also
had more occasion to identify such texts than the folk in general. A passage
in praise of the learned links their acceptance of malkut Shamayim with
their daily study of Torah.
We saw above that, according to the rabbis, other scriptural passages
besides Keri’at Shema refer to the acceptance of malkut Shamayim and commitment to the mitzvot. These passages are the Ten Commandments (Exod.
20:2 ff.) and Leviticus 18:2 ff. Exodus 20:2-3 is interpreted as follows: “He
[God] said to them [Israel], ‘I am He Whose Kingship you accepted upon
yourselves in Egypt;’ [and when] they said, ‘Yes,’ He continued, ‘Now, just as
you accepted My Kingship upon yourselves, accept [now] My decrees.’
A very similar interpretation is given by R. Simeon b. Yohai to Leviticus
18:2-3. Most likely these interpretations are projections in Haggadah of the
daily acceptance of malkut Shamayim through Keri’at Shema; at the same
time, however, the scriptural passages so interpreted may well have taught
acceptance of malkut Shamayim and commitment to the mitzvot here and
now. Certainly the Ten Commandments carried such an implication. Coupling the first statement there—”I am the Lord thy God”—with the third
commandment, the rabbis teach that he who is accustomed to swear in vain
or falsely does not accept upon himself the full kingship of God , and he who
is not thus accustomed does accept upon himself the full kingship of God.
Indeed, the tradition persisted that the Ten Commandments contained the
same themes as the Keri’at Shema, a tradition probably going back to the
priests’ service in the Temple, where the Ten Commandments were recited
preceding the Keri’at Shema.
Not only the Shema and the Ten Commandments referred, in accordance
with rabbinic interpretation, to the acceptance of malkut Shamayim and
commitment to the mitzvot, but other scriptural texts as well. This is borne

            

out by R. Simeon b. Yohai’s interpretation of Leviticus 18:2-3. The Sifre
seems to indicate that the scholars, at least, sought out texts of that kind,
and that these texts, “when reflected upon,” gave them additional opportunities to accept malkut Shamayim and to commit themselves to the mitzvot.
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My friend Danny Siegel wrote this poem a long time ago. It appeared in an
issue of Response Magazine in 1972. I don’t think it’s ever been published
elsewhere, but it explains why a book on blessings is an important beginning of home Jewish education.
If the Torah were forgotten
(If? If? If?)
If no one knew a single line
I would start again this way—
Son,
when you finish urinating
wash your hands
and say the brakhah
For as our faith fades
in the presence of our own-made desolation
there remains a hope
that the towel
will liven your hands
and you will say
that feels fine
I feel good
Now let’s get down to work.
With a hand towel
and a blessing
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We will start again
somehow
as in the days of our Father Abraham
who left home
because
they would not
wash and sing

  
t is often said that parents are a child’s first and best teachers. Just think
of all the knowledge and skills you have helped your child master: locomotion, language, table manners, social skills—not to mention a whole repertoire of shared songs, stories and family tradition. Yet if someone told you,
“Okay, now it’s time for you to teach your child how to pray, you would probably react with some level of defensiveness and not a little anxiety. “Who,
me?” you might respond. “Isn’t that what the Rabbi and religious school are
supposed to do?”
The answer most simply put, is “No!” Schools can help students learn the
meaning of prayers. They can give students a place to talk about God and
develop the details of their own faith. Classrooms can be a good place to
gain the language skills needed to use Hebrew as a basis for Jewish religious
expression. But families are the only place to learn that saying brakhot is one
of the ways we celebrate being a Jewish family (it is part of how we spend
important moments together) and that praying is something that will give
meaning to your life. A brakhah shared over a favorite family dish, warm
from the oven, has a much more lasting impact than one recited over juice
and cookies.
Reciting the words of the Shema in the classroom may help a student to
pronounce the syllables correctly, and perhaps even to translate the words
accurately, but reciting the Shema, tucked under the covers with Mom or
Dad close by, sealing the last words with a kiss, can provide your child with
emotionally rich memories which can last a lifetime.
The prayers and blessings introduced in this activity book are not specially designed “Prayers for Children.” They are the backbone of Jewish spirituality, the framework around which both personal ritual life and the formal worship service have been built. By sharing these prayers and blessings
with your children, you will be guiding them on the first steps of their spiritual journey, just as you supported those tentative first steps across your
living room only a few short years ago.
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The particular prayers and brakhot are each only one sentence long.
They can be said in English (if necessary). They are prayers that are introduced in this book intended for special moments. And by Jewish thinking
(and, we believe, any good family thinking) bedtime and meals are always
potentially special moments. That is one of the lessons these brakhot teach.
We are asking you to join in a long tradition of good Jewish parenting, by
inserting one sentence of Jewish thinking and feeling into moments you
already consider important.

 
edtime is one of the great parenting moments. It is a time of honesty
and intimacy. It is a time of hugs and sharing. At the very end of the bedtime ritual (and you don’t need to change a thing up to this point) just add
the saying of the Shema together as your final words together. It doesn’t
even take any explanation. (Or if it does, some easy explanations follow.)
The Shema is the most famous Jewish prayer, yet it is not a prayer in the
ordinary sense of the word. It is a declaration of faith, a “pledge of allegiance,” and an affirmation of Jewish identity. The Shema is recited with
one’s last breath. It is said at home, upon awakening as well as before going
to sleep, and several times in the formal synagogue service as well. The
Shema is a thread woven through one’s daily life, as well as through the history of the Jewish people.The Shema verse is found in the Torah, Deuteronomy 6:4. It is often linked with the V’Ahavta, the paragraph which follows it
in the text (verses 5-9). The V’Ahavta, contains the instructions to recite the
Shema morning and evening, to teach the words to your children, and to
write the words both in a mezuzah attached to the doorposts of the house
and in t’fillin to be worn on one’s hand and head.
There is a beautiful midrash told to explain the origin of the Shema and
the response line which traditionally follows it (Barukh Shem K’vod Malkhuto
l’Olam Va-ed.): As Jacob lay dying, he expressed his concerns to the twelve
sons gathered around him, that they would forsake Adonai, the God of the
patriarchs, and pursue the multiple gods of idolatry. The sons answered
their father (whose name had been changed to Israel after that mysterious
wrestling match in Genesis) with the words: “Listen, Israel, Adonai is our
God, Adonai is the Only One.” Reassured, Jacob whispered, “Blessed be the
name of His Glorious Kingdom forever and ever.”
Thus, even perhaps in its very first utterance, the Shema was both a link
and a promise between generations. It can function that way for you and
your family as well.
What can the words of the Shema mean to a child? On a very basic level,
the Shema can provide both an anchor and a compass, a group identity and
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a direct line to The One Who Listens To Prayer. To the question, “Who am
I?” the Shema answers, “You are part of Israel, the Jewish people.” To the
query, “Who is God?” the response “Adonai is our God.” To the request, “Tell
me about God,” the Shema tells us, “There is only one God.”
In his book The Spiritual Life of Children, Robert Coles relates the spiritual quest which he found characterized the vast majority of the children
whom he interviewed. Almost every child he came to know was searching to
find answers to ultimate questions: “How did I come to be alive? What does
it mean to be good? How did the world get started?” By reciting the Shema
with our children, we help define the path along which they will search,
knowing that we, too, are voyagers along the same way.

 :       
ow many times a day do we stop and say, “Wow!” (Yes, we know the sixties are over...) Would you believe that the Rabbis of the Talmud (200 500 C.E.) recommended that a Jew find 100 opportunities daily to do just
that? Of course, the Rabbis were a bit more articulate. Each statement of
gratitude was required to begin with a standard formula: “Barukh Atah
Adonai Eloheinu Melekh ha-Olam. . . ” Whenever a Jew experienced something wonderful (food, drink, aroma, a beautiful sight, good news) or had
the opportunity to perform a mitzvah (one of the 613 commandments in
the Torah), he or she marked the occasion by the recitation of a brakhah specific to that action. This was “Jewish sensitivity training” at its finest.
Why were Jews encourage to say so many brakhot? The answer was not
to please or appease God (who does not need our blessings), but to change
ourselves. Each time we recite a brakhah, we become more aware of the
blessings we have received, and we strengthen our resolve to act as God’s
partners in extending these blessings to others. We become holy by creating
distinctions in time and behavior and by living lives imbued with Jewish
values.
And to think you can begin doing this with your child(ren) with just six
easy words!

H

Barukh Atah Adonai Eloheinu

            

 -     -
 : Once a week, on Friday night, add three sentences to your family’s life: one sentence to let the candles transform the evening into a special
time; one sentence to let wine make the evening holy; and this third sentence which says that eating together will be an important experience.
 : Every time you sit down to eat as a family, add this one sentence
of blessing at the beginning, as a way of defining every meal as an important family experience. It does make a difference.
Ha-Motzi Lehem Min ha-Aretz is literally the blessing over bread but it
serves to cover the entire meal.
Unlike the other brakhot, which mention God as the Creator of the various foods, Ha-Motzi emphasizes the partnership between God and people.
The blessing literally means “who brings bread out of the earth.” God doesn’t directly bring bread out of the ground. Rather, it is clear that it is the
action of people (and Little Red Hens) which transforms the grain into the
“staff of life.”
The great Jewish teacher, physician and philosopher Maimonides wrote,
“Whoever eats any food or enjoys anything without saying a brakhah is a
thief.” (Mishneh Torah)
RaMBaM (the acronym for Maimonides) was not one to mince words;
this statement can be interpreted to mean that one should take the time
and effort to acknowledge that we do not really own the earth and its produce, but are privileged to share in its bounty. When we say a brakhah, we
not only thank God for our blessings, we also remind ourselves that just as
God has provided for our own needs, we must share our resources with
those less fortunate than we are.

 
In North American circles, this one-line blessing over wine is often called
the “Short Kiddush.” While this is technically wrong (for reasons we won’t
go into here), adding the blessing over wine to a Shabbat or holiday meal
will make it a different night. In that sense even a one-line wine blessing
brings a little holiness.

 
Light the candles and say a brakhah. It is a very simple and easy way to begin
every Jewish holiday and to make every Friday night into a holiday and not
just the end of a week.
The Torah lists 248 positive mitzvot, or commandments, which traditionally are said to correspond to the 248 bones in the body (and this was
decided before the invention of x-rays and magnetic resonance imaging!).
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These mitzvot include lighting candles on Shabbat and Yom Tov, hearing
the shofar, dwelling in the sukkah, eating matzah and studying Torah.
Before performing any of these mitzvot, Jews say a brakhah with a clause
added to the basic formula: Asher Kidshanu b’Mitzvotav v’Tzvanu translated
as “who has made us holy with the mitzvot and has commanded us to. . . .”
By saying the brakhah, we transform a ritual act into a moment of connection among ourselves, God, and the Jewish people. We are not just
“going through the motions.” Instead we become conscious of the many
dimensions of our experience and the opportunity to enrich our lives with
sanctity and purpose. Through sharing these mitzvot with your children,
you invest in eternity.
As you add mitzvot to your family practice, you can add brakhot as well.


fter you sing “Happy Birthday,”add Sheheheyanu. It is just as simple as
that. With that as a beginning, other moments will keep on suggesting
themselves.
There are occasions we share with the entire Jewish people; there are
moments which are precious to our lives alone. While some blessings can
only be said at set times established by others, the brakhah known as the
Sheheheyanu is yours to use whenever the moment is right for you. While
the Hebrew words can be a challenge, their meaning is direct: We bless the
One who has given us life, kept us alive and who has enabled us to reach this
time. The Sheheheyanu is publicly recited by the family at major life cycle
events and at the incoming of every major festival, but is designed for more
private moments as well. Our friend, RaMBaM, suggests reciting this
brakhah, when a person has built a new home, bought new things, hears
good news, eats a fruit for the first time in a season, or sees a friend for the
first time in over 30 days. Feel free to add to the list; add any moment or
experience which you wish to cherish, any event which feels “like the very
first time.”
May you and your children turn to each other often and say, “This was
special. Let’s say the Sheheheyanu.”

A

            


For as our faith fades
in the presence of our own-made desolation
his is a period in history when parenting presents enormous challenges.
We seem to be lost in a quest for simple actions which can make profound difference. The regular saying of the four sentences found in this
book can transform your family’s life together. They are not ends, but
means to finding and building a sense of the holy.
Danny’s poem begins with urinating—one of the basic ongoing, normal
human acts—and suggests that it can be the key to restoring holiness to
our lives. While the image is nontraditional, the message is authentically
Jewish. Basic daily actions are the keys to holiness.
This book is a book about blessings. It is also a book about making bedtime a moment of connection, letting meals be times of communication and
learning, about building a once-a-week family space, and about letting celebrations be real celebrations. In each case, the recitation of one sentence of
Hebrew (or even English) is a self-reminder to maximize each of these
opportunities.

T

and you will say
that feels fine
I feel good
Now let’s get down to work.
With a hand towel
and a blessing
We will start again
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Our Lives as Torah: Finding God in our Own Stories
Carol Ochs.
“Introduction,” Our Lives as Torah: finding God in our own stories, San Francisco: JosseyBass, 2000, pp.1-15.

My daughter’s getting married. I’m a nervous wreck!
Don’t worry about it, I’m advised. There are books to help you, countdowns from the day of engagement to the wedding day, charts carefully listing each day’s task, such as finding a location, choosing a caterer, hiring a
band, selecting a florist, arranging for a photographer, Really, I’m told, it’s
no big deal.
Wrong—it’s the biggest deal there is! I’m not worried about throwing a
party or finding an outfit, but I’m awed by her entering into a covenant that
will give shape and meaning to her whole life As she takes her vows, she
stands again at Sinai, promising to make her life sacred by imbuing the
“ordinary” experiences of her future life with meaning and grandeur. She is
pledging to see her life as Torah. This Torah, at its most expansive, includes
not merely the Five Books of Moses, nor event the entire Hebrew Scriptures
together with all the oral and written commentaries since the revelation at
Sinai, but the entire story and culture of the Jewish people from the time of
Abraham to today.
Seeing our lives as part of this capacious view of Torah both explains
why we are awestruck at such life-cycle milestones and helps us get through
them. Understanding our lives, and our children’s lives, as Torah allows us
to see our experiences as meaningful and opens us to recognizing God’s
power in and through all that happens to us. We can release our children
even though they are stepping into uncharted waters, because we can see
the event partake in the unfolding story of God’s engagement with Creation.
When we see our children marry, we release them to form their own covenant. We may use the occasion to reflect on the way our own lives unfold
as a story that begins with Creation and takes in all the narratives in the
Tanakh, including Job, the Song of Songs, and the vision of Malachi: “Lo, I
will send the prophet Elijah to you before the coming of the awesome, fearful day of the Lord. He shall reconcile parents with children sand children
with their parents” (Mal. 3:24).
Seeing our children get married is one of the great life-cycle events. But
recognizing our lives as Torah is not reserved for special occasions—it is a
viewpoint that transforms each day’s experience and gives meaning and
coherence to our day-to-day life. Our lives are not a collection of random
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events, they are part of the Jewish people’s ongoing adventure, and we
learn over and over that the adventure need never end. Our lives include
countless incidents, some of which we barely notice, others we welcome,
and still others we see as thwarting our dreams. Torah is a gift we receive to
help us make sense of all these occurrences. By providing examples of fundamental categories such as holy, trial, and covenant, the Torah helps us
understand the text of our own lives, and, in turn, our lives help us understand the Torah. Our family experiences as children, siblings, lovers, spouses, and parents allows us to gain insight into the Torah stories. By dwelling
within the text, we discover that regardless of what we currently experience
we find that others have gone through the same events, so we feel we are
never alone
An all-encompassing conversation has been taking place since our people stood at Sinai. As we recognize that our lives are Torah, we see that we
have been invited to join this conversation not only to listen to respectful
or awed silence, but to add our voice to the many that take part. The truths
of our lives enflesh the Torah and make it relevant to the world of this historical period. The Torah stories didn’t all happen once, a long, long time
ago: they continue to happen, so now it is our turn to respond to the great
challenges they offer. We, like the characters that populate Genesis, must
learn how to reconcile with our siblings, venture forth to unknown places,
find presence in and through our wanderings, and try to live a life of faithfulness worthy of the dignity we gained by being created in the image of
God. Finding God’s presence and living a life of faithfulness is an unending
search for meaning, design, and purpose to life; it is, in effect, the search for
a coherent, working theology. If we are to arrive at a theology that will draw
out the full magnificence of our lives, we must first recognize that our lives
are sacred texts and that our lives and the Torah, read together, elicit the
deepest meaning of both.
We are meaning-seeking animals. We want to know who we are, what we
can know, what we can hope for, why we were born. We seek meaning in the
work we pursue, the relationships we forge, the homes we build, and the communities to which we belong. When we form congregations, participate in
demonstrations, or volunteer in soup kitchens, we are really seeking meaning. This quest for meaning may be explicitly religious: an attempt to find
meaning in life by looking to a traditional religion or by searching for a personal spirituality. But we may also look for meaning in a nonreligious setting,
through wonders, scientific knowledge, and even political involvement.
Whenever and however we seek meaning in life, whether in the religious
or secular world, the answer to the questions Who am I? and Why am I?
define a theology—a special theology that is our very own.

            

  
he term theology suggests that any answer to the question of who we are
has to connect us somehow with God, a conclusion too serious to arrive
at by definition alone. Who is God, and how do we relate to the holy? Could
there be a Jewish theology that does not include God? How can it be that
two books of the Bible, Esther and the Song of Songs, do not even mention
God? Perhaps we can discover God in the silence of the text and in what the
stories imply but don’t say explicitly.


T

As Sam was reading the biography of a medieval rabbi, he felt a growing
irritation. Though he thought that the book was worthwhile, the biographer kept invoking God in the text, and Sam felt these references were a
major obstacle to his understanding the rabbi’s life. He decided that
since he didn’t know what God meant, he would substitute X in his mind
whenever he came across the term, thereby reminding himself that he
didn’t know how the author was using the word. Finally, when he had
finished reading the book, he realized that only then did he know what
God meant to the author and to the rabbi. Maybe that’s why it says, “You
shall not take the name of Adonai your God in vain,” he thought; the word has
such a history of misuse, coercion and fanaticism that it takes an enormous
effort to suspend judgment and discover what it could mean to me.
Recognizing what we don’t know and can’t as yet define, we are still creatures trying to lie in deepening intimacy with our Creator. All our stories,
holidays, and practices are means to that end, and the end is out relationship with God. “All real being is meeting,” writes philosopher Martin Buber.
We aim to talk not about God but to God, not to analyze texts but to use
them to shape our longing. Our holidays are mnemonic devices that remind
us of this central relationship in our lives. Our practices set the stage for our
encounters in prayer, in consecrated action, and in shaping our awareness.
Theology stands in the service of spirituality. We are trying to open ourselves to the reality of God’s presence in our lives. Our deepest good is a
growing intimacy with God. The answer to the enormous question Who am
I? is not some chunk of our curriculum vitae, describing what we have done
but not who we are. Who are we? We are beings searching in love and loneliness for our Creator. We find God in and through nature, through other
people, and, on rare occasions, directly.
A useful exercise in spiritual guidance workshops begins with a reminder that we have been given the gift of story. The fact that Torah is in narrative form emphasizes the importance of the specific time, the location,
and—above all—the individuals in the story. The workshop members then
break up into chevrutot (pairs of partners). One of the pair relates a personal
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story to which the partner is asked to listen as though the story were sacred
scripture. After the first person has spoken, the listener may ask how God
was present in the narrative. The listener “hears” the narrator into realizing
the sacredness of the story. Finally, narrator and listener switch roles.
Next, we recall that when Moses asked to behold God’s presence, God
placed him in the cleft of a rock and shielded him until God had passed by.
Only then could Moses see—not the face of God, but just the back. The rabbis commenting on this text understand it to mean that we can discover
God in our lives in retrospect, but cannot see where God will be in the
future, or even where God is in the immediate present.
Through the workshop exercise, participants can discover God’s presence in their lives in the past. After the initial round, they redo the exercise,
recounting some event from the past twenty-four hours. Their earlier experience of being “heard” into recognizing the Torah in their own stories helps
them discover, in this second exercise, that God was present as recently as
yesterday.
We can discover that each of our lives is a cosmic drama—that we are
not bit players who must watch while all that is really significant happens to
stars and celebrities. We begin to accept that our own lives are as important
as any that have ever been lived on earth.
Finding God in our own stories is the beginning of our task. The next
step is to grow in relatedness, in love. Because the ways of love are strange
and unpredictable, and because they leave those touched by love unstable,
would-be lovers need structures of practice, of holidays, and of texts. The
test of a theology is the love that doesn’t merely move us but also shapes
our lives. So truth in theology is whatever launches, sustains, and stabilizes
us on the way of love.
We are seeking the transformation of our heart, soul, and spirit into
expectant lovers of God awaiting God’s presence. The formulation we want
need not be ingenious or even elegant, but it doesn’t come by itself: it comes
to us only when we are ready to receive it. When we expect visitors, we clean
the house, fix what is broken, and bring in needed supplies, all to make the
house as welcoming as possible. When we expect God’s presence, we clean
up our act and repair whatever aspects of our larger home we can.

     
his book can help us find God in and through the stories of our lives and
in and through our love, suffering, work, bodies, prayer, community,
and experiences of death. If we follow the examples of Jennifer, Tamar, and
Rose in this book, we begin with our story and then explore where love fits
in, all too aware that loving deeply opens us to suffering. We recognize our
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relationship to a larger community and seek to make our contribution
through work. We see that our work and suffering bring us face to face with
our bodies and with the reality that we are mortal. Thus we raise questions
that Mark and Ilana, whom we will meet shortly, had to answer in dealing
with suffering and death.
We look at what meaning we can give to our practice of prayer, and we
try, finally, to understand who we are and who God is for us. Each of these is
a step, but the progression is not strictly linear—we recognize a need to
return to some questions as we get further along in our thinking. So
although we may begin with love, we are soon struggling with questions
about our body and entangled in thoughts about death.
We need to keep all the balls in the air at once. That trick would be
beyond us if the various topics didn’t, independently, stick together: community connects us to love and to work and to all that we share with others,
such as being embodied. Death, in which we support one another through
community, leads us to the silence of prayer and to the question, God, who
are you and where are you as we face this final mystery? All along the background drone is a story, and central to all of these issues are love and trust.
Philosopher Basil Mitchell (1961) has given us a parable, summarized
here:
One night in a time of war in an occupied country, a member of the
resistance meets a stranger who deeply impresses him. The two spend
the night together in conversation. The stranger tells the partisan that
he himself is on the side of the resistance, indeed, that he is in command
of it, and urges the partisan to have faith in him no matter what happens to him. The partisan is utterly convinced of the stranger’s sincerity
and undertakes to trust him.
They never meet in conditions of intimacy again. But sometimes the
stranger is seen helping members of the resistance, and the partisan is
grateful and says to his friends, “He is on our side.” Sometimes he is seen
in the uniform of the police handing over patriots to the occupying
power. On these occasions, the partisan is berated by his friends, but he
still maintains “He is on our side.” He still believes that in spite of
appearances, the stranger did not deceive him.
Like the partisan, we recall those moments that formed the experimental basis of our trust in God. We have been experiencing God’s presence in
and through our loves, our work, our participation in community. Indeed,
our relationship to God is the central theme of our story. We can even find
God through both the wonder and the vicissitudes of our body. So in the
face of suffering and death, our prior essential experience of Presence gives
rise to love, trust, and hope.
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Forming a theology is intensely practical, shaping how we perceive the
world and choose to interact in it. We are born into a family, a tradition, a culture, and as we are raised, we tend to absorb a world view unconsciously. But
while the theology we receive from our tradition may give us the building
blocks, the language, and even the questions to be addressed, it cannot provide the answers. Just as no one can sense for us—hear, taste, smell, or, in
short, experience our life for us—no one can make sense for us by creating
our theology of what we have experienced and what our life has been about.
Only we can do that, adding to what we received and reshaping it as we live
through the many seasons of our lives,


tep one in molding our informal theology is shaping our story. We do so all
the time, in bits and pieces. We may tell what has happened today since we
awoke, or we may focus on one aspect of our story—what, for example, is
going on in our relationship with someone. But these fragments of a story
are merely episodes in the larger drama of our lives. Is our personal story a
romance? a mystery? a comedy? a tragedy? As we think of our life story, we
reach back in our memory and also project ahead in our imagination. Our culture offers us different story models: the journey of the hero or the rescue by
Prince Charming. For millennia, Judaism has been offering its own model,
with each individual’s story an instance of the larger story of our people. The
Hebrew Bible serves not only as the history of our people but also, as we saw
in the exercise on hearing someone’s story, as a tool we can use this very
moment, to make sense of our own lives.
Over the course of the twentieth century, contemporary culture has
employed the psychoanalytic story. First presented through the writings of
Sigmund Freud, psychology has become an important model for understanding ourselves. Freud described three tasks of adult life: love, or expanding
beyond the narrow boundaries of self to become part of a unit with another;
work, or contributing to the world; and communal life, or relating to our fellow humans. Each of these tasks is an arena in which we use our theology and
also develop it further, for our theology shapes our experience and in return
our experiences shape our theology.
The Jewish story, as we will see, begins with certain fundamental assumptions, among them the reality of Creation, and of God, the unfolding of revelation over time, and our having been created in the image of God. It continues with our enslavement, our liberation, our covenant with God, our receiving Torah, and our wandering, and it ends with our entry into the Promised
Land. Our story may emphasize some of these aspects over others, but to be
the Jewish story it must affirm meaning and the reality of this world, and it
cannot see us as essentially fallen and estranged from God.
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t has been said that at the end of life we will face an examination consisting of one question: What have we learned about love? The poetWilliam
Blake expressed the same sentiment:

I

And we are put on earth a little space.
That we may learn to bear the beams of love.
—Songs of Innocence

A fundamental belief of Judaism holds that the intimacy, commitment,
and trust we build with our human partner educates us for our relationship
with God. The idea that human relationships mirror and help us forge our
relationship with the divine is put forth by the prophets, especially Hosea
and Jeremiah, and, if we accept the traditional interpretation, by the Song
of Songs. Our experience of love and covenant is colored by Jewish folklore
that extols the desirability and even divinity of marriage. (Question: What
has God been doing since Creation? Answer: Arranging marriages.) But
along with familial love, the biblical texts exhorts us to love our neighbor
and to love even the stranger, “for you were strangers in the Land of
Egypt”(Deut. 10.19). Loving God enables us to love the stranger, because
thanks to our love of God, we can feel non-defensive, safe, and generous.
Loving God also leads us to love anyone God loves, however lowly (along the
lines of “love me, love my dog”). Our love for God allows us to discover God
in and through our finite human loves.


ove appears to open us to pain, Baruch Spinoza observed that “when a
thing is not loved, no quarrels will arise concerning it, no sadness will be
felt if it perishes, no envy if it is possessed by another, no fear, no hatred—
in short, no disturbance of the mind” (1883/1949 p. 5). But we challenge
sadness, envy, fear, and hatred by loving, knowing that the object of our
love may perish or leave us, and we thereby open ourselves to suffering.
“Suffering is man’s only biography,” according to the philosopher E. M.
Cioran (1955, p. 9) Judaism, by and large, sees little merit in suffering and
has never approved of asceticism.

L

One winter a young man came to a great rabbi and asked to be ordained
a rabbi himself. As the rabbi stood by the window looking out, the rabbinical candidate droned on with a glowing account of his piety and
learning.
“You see, Rabbi,” he said, “I always go dressed in spotless white like the
saes of old, I never drink any alcoholic beverages—only water ever passes
my lips. I have sharp-edged nails inside my shoes to mortify me. Even in
the coldest weather, I lie naked in the snow to torment my flesh. And
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daily, I have the shames (sexton) give me forty lashes on my bare back to
complete my perpetual penance.
As the young main spoke, a white horse was led to a water trough outside the window. After drinking, it rolled in the snow as horses sometimes do.
“Just look!” cried the rabbi. “That animal, too is dressed in white. It also
drinks nothing but water. It has nails in its shoes, and rolls naked in the
snow. And rest assured, it gets its daily ration of forty lashes on the
rump from its master. Now, I ask you, is it a saint, or is it a horse?” [after
Ausubel, 1948].
Even without seeking suffering, we have all too often experienced it and
our theology must help us make sense of it. Nevertheless we reject the view
that suffering is man’s only biography. We are much more than what is
done to us, though any theology has to give an account of our suffering and
the sense we make of it.


hen we become aware that we are part of a community—our family
at first, and later our people—we feel a need to contribute. This need
is already expressed by toddlers, who want to help their parents set the
table or sort the laundry. As we grow older, the desire to contribute is usually expressed in terms of our work. The Jewish view of work is also shaped
by biblicial and rabbinic texts. Paradise or no, Adam is directed to tend the
garden, because work is an essential aspect of the human role in Eden. We
read in Exodus that six days we must labor and the seventh is a day of rest.
Clearly, applying ourselves to our work and keeping the Sabbath are
mitzvot—religious obligations, or good deeds—that are equal in value.
From Abraham through the late prophets, some biblical personages feel
called to a vocation (the English word vocation comes from the Latin for
“call”). But despite its biblical origins, vocation is a concept Jews have largely ignored in theory but not in practice. Many Jews feel called, and reminding ourselves of biblical precedents allow us to name our own experience
this way. But if we are indeed called, is our destiny predetermined? Is there
a place for each one of us? If so, does God shape it?
No matter how insignificant we may feel, the work we do leaves the
world different for our having lived. Nomads and shepherds leave physical
evidence of having passed through by contributing a pebble to a cairn or pillar of stones that they build in the wilderness. Our work may leave magnificent monuments, but even the grandest of these eventually crumbles,
sometimes sooner than expected {think of Pennsylvania Station in New
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York City). The most enduring monuments are the lives of the people we
have touched in some significant way through the work of teaching, healing, or nurturing. Work is a two-way street: as we change the world through
our work, the world changes and molds us. As the rabbis teach us, the work
that Moses and David did as shepherds served to transform and train them
to shepherd the Children of Israel: Once a kid escaped from the flock, and
when Moses followed it, he saw that it stopped at all the streams, and he
said to it, “Poor kid, I didn’t know you were running after water. You must
be weary,” and he carried it back to the herd on his shoulder. Then God said,
“Since you have compassion with a flock belonging to a man of flesh and
blood, you shall pasture Israel, my flock” (after Ginzberg, 1968).


split between mind and body pervaded Western thought as far back as
the second century, when it was central to Gnostic teaching. The split
was reinforced in the writings of the French philosopher Rene Descartes.
By and large, we still feel split off from our bodies, and social attitudes feed
our ambivalence by insisting that our real selves are our mind. Also, because
our bodies are always changing, we notice the deterioration of our physical
selves long before memory loss raises the specter that our minds may be
every bit as vulnerable. Sigmund Freud challenged the view that mind and
body are independent; as a medical doctor, he knew that certain mental
states had a physiological basis and believed that the future would reveal
the neurological and biological bases of symptoms he treated by a talking
cure alone.

A



Shortly after the onset of adolescence, Janice suffered acute renal failure
and received a new kidney. She survived, in part by deciding that she
was not her body—which was in pain and was attached to various
machines that kept her alive—but was instead her mind, her ideas, and
her ability to dream. Her mind continued to function independently, she
told herself, even if her body required machines to monitor her heart,
regulate her breathing, and remove waste from her body.
After she was gradually weaned from all the equipment and restored to a
normal existence, the “lesson” she learned—that she was not her
body—remained with her. Though she took care of her physical needs,
watched her diet, and exercised regularly, she felt as though her body
belonged to someone other than herself, that it was not part of her own
identity. She developed a provisional theology that was as dualistic, or
split, as her own sense of self. Because she no longer trusted her body
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fully, she withdrew her engagement with the material world and became
unable to recognize the holy in and through the world.
As she thought back on being hooked up to a respirator, she recalled the
nurse attending to her during her return to consciousness—and her
onset of terror. The nurse calmed her and spoke to her throughout the
night, because Janice feared that going to sleep would mean dying. As
she continued to recall the nurse, whom she readily termed an angel, she
recognized that the nurse not only had her own body but used it to help
Janice recover. She easily remembered the touch of the nurse’s hand
waking her from a lengthy slumber that blocked all positive physical
memories so as not to deal with the acute pain she was suffering.
Just as Janice’s reclaiming her body brought about a new wholeness in
which her identity encompassed both her mind and her body, it also opened
her to the larger reality that the world itself comprises not only ideas but
also the physical reality of the earth.


any things bring us to prayer, but perhaps none so strongly as the
sense of our own or another’s vulnerability, In the horrors of a concentration camp, a group of inmates were passionately discussing the evil
surrounding them, even putting God on trial for not preventing the
unimaginable suffering they were undergoing. In the midst of the prosecutor’s summing up, one man interrupted to remind them that it was time for
Minchah (the afternoon service), so the trial was put on hold to allow the
participants to pray. Can we make sense of such a story?
What do we think happens when we pray? Why pray? Do we need to
believe in God in order to pray ? If we believe in God but don’t believe in
divine intervention, does it still make sense to pray?

M



Hirsch went off to synagogue for High Holy Day services. His wife,
Hannah, wanted to go too but decided to stay home with their sick daughter. All day long, Hirsch prayed fervently, and as evening approached and
long shadows filled the shul, Ne’ilah, the last service of the day, began.
Following the long blast of the shofar that marked the end of the service.
Hirsch walked home with a sense that he had never prayed with greater
focus or devotion. But God said to him, “You have prayed well, but not as
well as your wife.” When he came home, he asked his wife how she had
prayed. “Pray?” she asked. “I changed the coo1 compresses on Sarah’s

            

head, tried to get her to drink some broth, sang to her, held her. Who had
time to pray?” And Hirsch had to admit that, indeed, she had prayed better than he.

 
here cannot be an “I” without a “we.” Our communities not only bring
us forth, they nurture and shape us. Raised in the wild, we cannot
become human. Our communities reside around us, but they also live with
our consciousness. We think in the language of our community and are
shaped by its story and values. As Jews, we recognize that our community is
based on the biblical stories and language, on the teachings of the rabbis,
and on the tales, legends, and even humor that have coalesced to form a tradition. This heritage is constantly passed on and added to. When we consider the fundamental issues that our theology addresses—story, love, suffering, communal life, work, body, death, prayer, and God, we start with the,
language, examples, and stories of our people. So, we will see, not just any
story will do.
As we gradually develop our perspectives on these and related issues, we
may wonder how our own views relate to those formulated by others who
claim the same background. Can there be religious community? Doesn’t
religious community require that we accept a theology forged and refined
over many generations, rather than think these things through for ourselves? In a word, no. We are back to one of Judaism’s great strengths (well
captured in the expression “two, Jews, three opinions”). Judaism has no
credo that serves as the litmus test for who is or is not a Jew; rather, it
emphasizes a way of life.

T


o hang full-weight on the material world and on our own physical being
to confront death, life’s universal mystery, Our natural if defensive
response is to make a joke of it and thereby deflect our attention:

T

An oft-repeated story tells of three patients—a Catholic, a Protestant,
and a Jew—in an acute ward of a hospital. They are visited by a social
worker who informs each in turn that the doctor has determined that
death is imminent and inquires if there is anyone the patient wants to
see at this critical time. The Catholic replies, “I’d like to see my priest.”
The Protestant answers, “I’d like to see my family.” The Jew says, “I’d like
to see another doctor.”
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To paraphrase that old Jewish saying, “Two Jews, three opinions about
death.” Even though Judaism emphasizes life and generally refrains from
speculating about what happens to us after death, fear of death informs all
our views of life’s ends, as another story colorfully illustrates:
When Rabbi Nahman was at the point of death, Raba entered into a
compact with him to reveal the great secret of life and death after he
passed away. Rabbi Nahman keep his word and appeared before Raba in
a dream.
“Did you, suffer any anguish?” asked Raba.
The spirit of the dead man answered, “The Angel of Death drew my soul
away with as light a hand as one draws a hair out of a jug of milk.
Nevertheless, I wish to assure you that even if the Almighty were to
order me back upon earth to have life all over again, I would refuse
because of death” [Ausubell, 1948. pp. 513-515].
The Jewish emphasis that life is good should not be take to mean that
death is evil. Judaism encourages medical care to the extent that all religious obligations are lifted to save the life of another, but it also teaches
that a person on the verge of death should not be interfered with. Even
more significantly, Judaism teaches us to appreciate and celebrate the
material world and our own physical self, even when we might be tempted
to flee to some incorporeal and thus less vulnerable world.


ust as Sam had to wait until he finished reading about the medieval rabbi
before he could know who God was to that rabbi, we must think through
all our views about our own relationships to the world before we can begin
to understand who God is to us. There are essential difference between an
idea of God received from the authority of a teacher or a tradition, the idea
of God we arrive at from inference and speculation, and the experience of
God. Our theology may not keep pace with our experience, but it should be
based on the reality of God’s presence in our lives. Although God is much
more than we can ever hope to experience entirely, the experience we do
have of God is the foundation of our beliefs.

J
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Existentialists see life as absurd or as a series of meaningless tasks. In The
Myth of Sisyphus, the French philosopher and writer Albert Camus presents
a protagonist whom the gods have condemned to push a boulder to the top
of a mountain repeatedly, only to see it roll right back down. His punishment, in effect, is futile, hopeless labor, which Camus sees as the human
condition.
Most Jews, by contrast, do not share the existentialist belief that life is a
meaningless burden. We read in Genesis that God looked at Creation and
said that it was good, and our belief in that judgment helps shape our daily
actions in the world. But how can people who have survived exile, pogroms,
and even the Holocaust still claim that the world is good? Did this belief
help them survive? Jews display an enormous will to live, perhaps because
we experience life as a profound, meaningful gift to be celebrated joyously.
The fundamental Jewish toast is l’chayim—to life! So accustomed are we
to that sentiment that we don’t recognize the essential theological commitment it expresses. Many of the world’s religions hold that life is not real,
that it is an illusion from which we try to free ourselves. We may agree that
“things are seldom what they seem,” as Buttercup tells us in H.M.S. Pinafore,
but that does not keep us from valuing life and finding what is real in and
through what is merely apparent. Jews do not believe that life is a test and
people should accept finite suffering in exchange for infinite reward in
some afterlife. For Jews, life is neither an illusion nor a test. It is a gift.
The first thing we can say about a gift is that we don’t earn it. If we did, it
would not be a gift; it would be salary. We also recognize that the more we
know about our gift, the more we can benefit from it.
For her ninety-fourth birthday, a woman received an e-mail station as a
gift from her grandchildren. All her life, she had been a fine correspondent in the world of pens and ink and stamps, but her grandchildren
hoped to make it “easier” for her to keep in touch with them and vice
versa. They simply showed her how to reply to a message by hitting the
“reply” button, but they neglected to show her how to initiate a message.
The gift became welcome only after she learned, a week later, the finer
points of using it. Now she could e-mail one of her grandchildren who
had not sent her a message in the first place.
Gifts can reveal and create challenges to the recipient, whether it is a
grandmother being led into the information age or ourselves examining the
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gift of a talent we have and wondering if it implies some obligation. The
most important thing we know about a gift is that it fosters gratitude,
which is a fundamental stance in Jewish life. It is modeled for us by God’s
response to the six days of Creation, pronouncing it to be good, very good.
Gratitude fosters awareness of all the wonders around us. Recognizing how
gratitude deepens our appreciation of life, we can better understand the law
given to us at Sinai.
The Torah is a gift that allows us to be whole and healthy. Its rules foster
virtue, which is the healthy condition of the soul. We have been given the
gifts and tools of a text that opens us to wonder and gratitude, which is not
merely a feeling but a way of doing and expressing. Torah opens us to love.
Again, though love is certainly a feeling, it is also the shape of our lives. By
accepting our people’s story, we experience our kinship with the rest of
Creation and so avoid the deadening alienation that accompanies the philosophy of existentialism. We discover the grandeur of our own identity.
God has created and named us, and so we reject and attempt to categorize
or label us. We find strength and resources act be countercultural because
we have the perspective of being, created in God’s image.
Beginning with the gift of story, we add our own perspective and watch
it change as we grow in our relationship with God.
It has sometimes been fashionable to think that depressing nihilistic
philosophies are profound, but most Jews believe that joy is deeper even
than sorrow. Nor does Judaism say, as some Christians do, that life is a trial
to get through with clean hands, in order to achieve an eternal reward.
Judaism does not rule out eternal life in a world to come, but its focus is
on this life. Jewish folk images of an afterlife are simple amplifications of
the joys found on earth: increased study of the Torah and eating at a heavenly banquet.
Circumstances may hinder our ability to accept to accept this story and
this way of understanding our lives. If we examine them carefully, we may
well recognize how, instead, they can deepen our connectedness to God.

⁵

            

Reading Torah is Like Watching a Movie
Joel Lurie Grishaver
Joel Lurie Grishaver, “Reading Torah is Like Watching a Movie,” Parent and Teacher
Introduction: I Can Learn Torah, Torah Aura Productions, 1992

he Torah contains the oldest written prose in the world. Before there
was Torah, stories were told through poetry. All of Western fiction has
its roots in the original ways the Jewish people developed to preserve and
retell their most important stories. Shemaryahu Talmon, an important
Israeli Bible scholar, has suggested that Bible Narrative, the Torah’s storytelling style, was created as a unique and original art form to express a
unique Israelite belief in the one God.

T

The ancient Hebrew writers purposefully nurtured and developed prose
narration to take the place of the epic (poetic) genre which by its content
was intimately bound up with the world of paganism... In the process of
total rejection of the polytheistic religions and their ritual expressions in
the cult, epic songs and also the epic genre were purged from the repertoire of Hebrew authors.
When we study Torah stories from the text, we are reconnecting ourselves to an important Western literary tradition, but more importantly,
perhaps, we are actually touching the art form created to express the revolutionary idea of the One God.

       
or about ten years, I’ve found that whenever I teach Torah, in fact whenever I study Torah, I think about it as a movie. However, recently, as I
have been seeking ways to make my work more simple and accessible, I realized that movies are not just a metaphor I used, but a good model for
understanding the unique way the Torah tells its stories. Torah stories are
indeed a lot like movies. For example:
1. The Torah narrator provides stories which, like most movies, watch
people from the outside. There is almost no “voice-over” narration, all
we are given are descriptions of actions and transcriptions of dialogue.
We see and we hear what happens and that almost automatically compels us to use our empathy and imagination to think about how characters are feeling.
2. The Torah uses close-ups, montages of fine details to convey a larger
impression. Just like watching a film which has the camera freeze on
some object, we look at each of the facts the Torah shares and ask: “Why
is this important to the story?” Just as a movie will not zoom in or
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freeze action without a purpose, the Torah is just as communicative—
no fact is ever given out of carelessness. The Torah is the work of a
Great Filmmaker (or if you prefer, a series of terrific independent production companies).
3. The Torah leaves parts of the story out, making it into a mystery. Like
Sherlock Holmes, we gather clues and use deductive reasoning to find
the motive and the meaning.
4. Like lots of films, Torah stories leave us with powerful images which
haunt us. These images continue to speak to us and we find that we
interpret and understand them in many ways and at many different levels as we continue to live with them.

:   
-,    
few years ago we considered publishing a Jewish kids’ detective novel.
A ten-year-old friend of mine, Michael, read the novel and then said, “It
was okay, but it didn’t have any secret caves or great escapes.” In other
words—Indiana Jones it wasn’t. The same can be said of the Torah. Compared to fairy tales, Torah stories seem like dull stuff. No swords. No witches.
No dragons. Nothing for Steven Spielberg to sink his teeth into—nothing
requiring Industrial Light and Magic to provide great special effects. Of
course we do have a few really big miracles (and Cecil B. De Mille put most
of them in his movie). But despite first impressions, most of the Torah is
stories of mothers and sons, of sisters and brothers—of stuff that happens
at home.
In her book, The Boy Who Would Be A Helicopter, Vivian Gussin Paley tells
us, “Children’s own rites and images seem mainly concerned with the uses
of friendship and fantasy to avoid fear and loneliness and to establish a
comfortable relationship with people and events.” This is where the Torah
lives—and this is why it speaks so directly to children and to the child in
each of us. The Torah isn’t childish at all—rather it speaks primarily of our
most basic human fears and desires.
In his book, The Uses of Enchantment, which is a study of the important
of fairy tales, Bruno Bettelheim teaches the same lesson from the parents’
side.

A

These stories [about desertion] direct the child towards transcending his
immature dependence on his parents and reaching the next stage of
development... The child of school age cannot yet believe that he will
ever be able to meet the world without his parents; that is why he wishes
to hold on to them beyond the necessary point. He needs to learn to
trust that someday he will master the dangers of the world.

            

Fairy tales have classically been one way parents and other elders convey
that message.
What is profoundly interesting is that the stories that children grow from
within, and the stories that parents use to fertilize their growth—converge.
In a challenging article in Tikkun, Kay Sunstein Hymowitz notes that
Hollywood is coming to the same point—but with a scary warp in the
image. In a review, Reproduced and Abandoned: Hollywood’s New Orphans, she
contrasts Home Alone, Problem Child, (and other “orphan” films), as well as
all the parent/child identity-switching films (Big, Like Father Like Son, Vice
Versa, Little Man Tate, etc.) with Oliver Twist. She points out that abandonment is still a theme keyed to tug human heartstrings—but in the postmodern era, the “orphan” is no longer an innocent child, but in many ways a
cynical “street-wise” adult (in a short body). Oliver Twist is always wideeyed and amazed, Kevin (the Home Alone Kid) is consistently hip. She says,
thinking of Kevin: “Hollywood’s jaded, superconfident child, while a tonic
for ambivalent, preoccupied parents, thus reinforces the rootless independence so widely promoted in the technocratic consumer culture.” In other
words, Home Alone is teaching a child that he can stand on his or her own—
but ultimately that means buy things himself, instead of his parents buying
them. Here, shopping is the ultimate act of independence.
All of us will watch and laugh with our children at endless reruns of
Home Alone and its sequels and clones because it is part of who we all are—
and it would be pretentious to pretend that we could either completely transcend or censor it out of their lives. But, if we want our children to grow into
healthy adults, their lives must also have other stories to grow around.
Stories which speak more fully to the same fears and aspirations—but
which also model more complete and fulfilled human solutions. Both the
stories in the Bible and the stories which every Bible student can weave
around the text him or herself are wonderfully fertile.
The Torah’s stories are not overtly great stories. They aren’t bold epic
adventures. They aren’t tales of heroic men and women who cross seas, slay
dragons, outwit the gods, and then bring home a treasure. Rather, they are
the stories of a group of brothers who almost kill each other and then find
a way to live together. They are the stories of a husband and wife who have
different purposes and different values but who can still pass on a family
heritage.
In his book Sacred Discontent, Herbert Schneideau says, “Torah is the
birth of a new kind of historicized fiction, moving steadily away from the
motives and habits of the world of legend and myth.” Torah lives somewhere else. It isn’t about slaying dragons and finding treasures—it is a book
about how a family learns to live with each other. Other books will let you
enter into great adventures of discovery and conquest with your children;
Torah will let you share feelings about inner worlds of feeling and believing.
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In The Boy Who Would Be A Helicopter, Vivian Gussin Paley shares a young
boy’s story on the day a baby sister was born. It goes: “Once upon a time
there was a forest. And then there was a husband came. And a wife to the
husband. And a baby was there. And the baby had a gun. And when the baby
grew up the baby went hunting with the father.” As someone used to reading Biblical texts, the story is wonderfully clear. It sounds and reads like a
Bible text.
Zillah bore Tubal-Cain, who forged all tools of copper and iron. And the
sister of Tubal-Cain was Naamah. And Lamech said to his wives Adah
and Zilpah. . . . I have slain a man for wounding me and a lad for bruising
me. For if Cain is to be avenged seven times, then Lamech will be
avenged seventy-seven times.” (Genesis 4.22)
In the first story we want to know why the baby had a gun. How did it
grow up safely with the gun? And what is the meaning of father and child
hunting together—what kind of hunting? In the second story, we want to
know why and how Tubal-Cain was the one who forged metal. How was he
the one who forged “all” metal—why couldn’t someone else do it? What
happens with his tools—because something must have happened (like the
gun) if we are told about it? We need to know who Lamech killed—and
if there is a connection to copper and bronze “weapons” his son had made.
Here is the point. Young children can have a deep connection with the
biblical texts because they are told in much the same ways they tell their
own stories.

 :      
All Bible stories are told by an outside narrator; they are not narrated by
one of the characters; they are not told from God’s point of view. Even God
is described from the outside, as a character in these stories. The narrator
always seems to be a human being who is telling his or her story to another
human being. The human limitations of the human narrator become the
Torah’s first literary trick. Because the narrator is human, he can only
record what he sees and hears. He has no inner vision into the hearts or
minds of others, except when they speak their minds or show their feelings;
he knows no more than we do. He is not omniscient—and that forces us to
guess about lots of issues of motivation based on the facts the narrator is
able to give us.
Read a Bible story and you will notice that it consists of only two elements: description of action and dialogue. We are never given scenery—
and we are almost never taken inside a character to have his or her feelings
explained. When we do learn about feelings, we almost always learn about
them one of two ways. Either the narrator lets us know about feelings

            

because they are something we can see (e.g., we know that Cain is emotional when God rejects his sacrifice because the Torah tells us: “his face felt”).
Or, the narrator lets us listen to an internal dialogue, much the way a good
dramatist does. We sometimes hear a soliloquy, such as God’s thoughts
about sharing the plans for destroying Sodom with Abraham: “Adonai said,
“Should l hide what 1 am going to do from Abraham? Since Abraham is to become
a great and numerous nation, and all the nations of the world will be blessed
through him. . .” With a soliloquy, even when we are on the inside, we are
watching and listening from the outside.
The power of a narration which is always on the outside is that it makes
you guess. Once I was waiting for a bus. A mother and son pulled up to the
traffic light and stopped in front of me. The mother had been looking
straight ahead. When she was fully stopped, she turned and looked directly
at the son. From her expressions and the waving of her hands, I knew that
she was yelling in great anger. The son’s face turned to meet her, then
turned to stare blankly out the window. The light changed, the mother
turned back to front and drove off. I never heard a sound. That was twelve
years ago. I have never again seen either the mother nor the son. That
moment has remained with me, because of the mystery. I know some of
the visible emotions which I saw happening (they are universal) but I continue to want to understand much more of the inner dynamic. That experience was a lot like reading a biblical story. My empathy and imagination
lead me to wrap a lot of possibilities around those events in order to complete the story.
Reading Torah demands and then slowly trains empathy. In our minds,
when we hear and watch the action in these stories, we automatically wonder about and then guess at the feelings of the characters involved. We constantly ask ourselves: How would I feel if God promised me that I would be
the parent of a great nation when I was barren? How would I feel if my
brothers beat me up and threw me in a pit? How would l feel if my best
friend and I could no longer do things together? As we read biblical stories
we automatically use our sense of empathy, our ability to understand other
people’s feelings, to interpret the stories, and in doing so, our ability to
empathize grows stronger.

 : -
he Torah doesn’t do panorama. It isn’t written in cinemascope; the audience isn’t listening to THX. Rather, the Torah is an intimate story, a
series of fine, isolated details and close-ups. In the movies every close-up
and every freeze-frame is a clue. In the opening of a movie when the camera
pans the crowd and zooms in on or stops on someone’s face, we know there
is an important lesson to learn (and not that the camera operator thought
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that the little girl was cute or this guy had a great beard and was visually
interesting). Either we are meeting the leading characters, or we are understanding the make-up of the townspeople or we are seeing a reaction to an
important event which will color the rest of the story. In good film, all three
things may be done with one image. No shot is wasted. We see the hand buy
the poison. We see the hand pour it into the bucket of water. We see the
empty bottle in the garbage. We watch the horse start the race. The story of
the “fix” has been conveyed through a series of small precise images-closeups. The Torah is just the same.
Think of the beginning of the movie Back to the Future. It begins by panning the Professor’s workroom. We see all the clocks and inventions. We
know from this collection of close-ups that the professor will be half mad
scientist and half Pinocchio’s father.
In the same way, the story of the Tower of Babel gives us this one sentence. “Okay, let us make bricks and burn them hard. For them, bricks were
stones and tar was cement.” That one sentence is the same kind of opening
pan. We learn: (1) that people are cooperating and doing team work (“let
us”); (2) that they have advanced technology (burning bricks and not just
sun-hardening them); and (3) we are, in a sense, given a whole view of the
working process of the construction—we are baking bricks and preparing a
tar pitch—not building with huge stones. We are building a huge tower, a
skyscraper, out of small blocks of burnt mud.
When we read Torah stories to children or study them ourselves, as
adults, we need to train the children and train ourselves to notice the details
and not to become obsessed with just the plot. In doing this we learn that
God is everywhere.
I know that sounds like a big leap, but it’s not really so long. Let’s do it in
baby steps. God is everywhere. God is in everyone. The potential to live up
to being created in God’s image happens in every relationship and in every
human interaction. When we focus on the little things, we are building a
world where we care about everything and everyone-not just the grand
moments. That means that God is on Wednesday and not just Shabbat.
That means that God goes out on the basketball court and into the factory,
not just to the Hebrew school and the synagogue—that God lives in places
other than Jerusalem. Paying attention to detail, the little things, is a mindset, but it is more than that. It is a rejection of the epic and an affirmation
of One God and every person.

            

 : -
couple of years ago I was doing a presentation at a junior congregation
in St. Louis. It was Shabbat. I wasn’t allowed to write or draw. I had
done posters of the Torah portion-one cartoon and one verse per poster. I
was teaching the story of the Binding of Isaac, Genesis 22, where Abraham
almost sacrifices Isaac. I held up the poster which said: “Abraham sent out his
hand to take the knife to kill his son.” While I reached for the next poster, 300
eight-to ten-year-olds squealed in tension and concern. They hadn’t known
or remembered what happened next. They were really worried, like in a
Friday the 13th or Halloween movie, that blood was about to flow. It was
then that l learned something powerful, that Torah stories can be heard
for the first time-and that they are really powerful stories which invite a
lot of involvement. (P.S. The Binding of Isaac is a story we intentionally
didn’t include in I Can Learn Torah, though we will cover it in the parent
teacher’s guide.)
Cliff-hangers are very motivating. People always want to know the next
part of a story-you want to know who lives and who dies, who becomes rich,
who loses the girl, who is redeemed and who winds up on skid row. People
are like that. The Torah is filled with cliffhangers, places where if you stop
you want to know what happens next. When your imagination is challenged, when you don’t know the ending, you tend to project your own ending, you guess. I like to think of this as level-two empathy. In basic empathy
you learn how people feel. In level-two empathy you are challenged, based
on your understanding of how people feel, to project how they will act. This
is a higher degree of interpersonal understanding; a harder skill level. The
Torah regularly lifts us to this level.

A

 : ‘’
liff-hangers come at the high points, at moments of risk. Often the
Torah uses the same kind of process in the middle, or between stories.
Think of the example we used of close-ups.
We see the hand buy the poison. We see the hand pour it into the bucket
of water. We see the empty bottle in the garbage. We watch the horse start
the race.
Two things have happened here. First we have skipped the mundane and
useless stuff. We don’t see the hand call his or her mother, pick up the groceries, count the change. We’ve skipped the stuff which has nothing to do
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with the story. But, at the same time, we’ve left out one critical detail. The
detail: Who owns the hand? Who poisoned the horse? We have no interest
in the grocery shopping, but the need to know about the poisoning motivates our interest. The Torah uses the same technique—it has the same
kind of jump-edits.
If you know about animation, you know the word “tweening.” The animator never draws every frame of a cartoon. Rather, the animator draws all
the key position frames, leaving it to an assistant (or today, to a computer
program) to fill in all the frames which go “in between.” The Torah works
the same way, often calling on us to do the “tweening” and completing.
In chapter 11 of Genesis, we meet Terah and his family. Included are
Abram, Sarai, Haran, and Lot. We are told: “Haran died in the city of Ur.
Abram married Sarai, but they had no children. Terah took Abram, Lot, and
Sarai and started out for the Land of Canaan. But they stopped and then
stayed in the City of Haran. Terah died in Haran.” There are many more
questions here than answers-there is the need for a lot of “tweening.” The
famous midrash about Terah’s being an idol maker and Abram’s being the
first one to believe in one God—the son who smashes the idols—is a rabbinic version of “tweening.” It is a story, told between the words of a Torah
tale, to fill in the movement. In its long version, this midrash explains both
why Haran died and why the family had to leave Ur (in a hurry). just as in
the case of cliff-hangers, “tweening” calls for level-two empathy.
My teacher, Dr. William Cutter, taught us about closure. He explained
that in the early 1960’s a great deal of research was done in persistence of
vision. One of the conclusions reached was that a broken circle was one of
the images most readily perceived by the human eye. Ironically, the broken
circle could be perceived as it was flashed at rates far in excess of those at
which a complete circle could be perceived—and it was perceived as a whole
circle. Somehow, the act of completion aided the perception. It is our belief
that Torah texts work in much the same way. When we are forced to complete them, our perception of them has greater persistence. This is what
makes the experience more than just the basic story and more than the sum
of the phrases.

 :     
hese two tricks go together. We have already implied but not yet stated
that Torah study is a lot like detective work. Because you are on the outside of a behavior, you are regularly asking the questions, “What made him
do that?” “What was she feeling?” You are like a detective, using deductive
reasoning to figure out the motive. In this section we will understand how
that works.

T

            

In a good murder mystery—take Evil Under the Sun, for example—the
filmmaker lets you shadow the detective and outguess him. Early in the
movie, Hercule Poirot stands on the edge of a cliff and looks down at bodies
on the beach. He thinks out loud, “They are so far away, they could be anybody.” At first you think it is a comment about the height of the drop—a
fear of falling. At the end of the film, you realize that it was the key to the
murder: a body switch. But along the way you were given the clues to guess.
The Torah does the same thing.
In the story of the Tower of Babel (Genesis 5) God’s actions are clear. The
people build a tower and city, explaining themselves: “Let us build a city
and a tower . . . to keep us from being scattered over the face of the earth.”
God stops their construction and the Torah explains, “So the Lord scattered
them from there over the face of the earth and they stopped building the
city.” What they set out to do is undone. That much is clear. What is totally
unclear is the reason for God’s intervention. In the text, God explains the
action, “This is only the beginning of what they will do. From now on,
they will be able to do whatever they feel like doing." That verse is a big
problem. On the surface there seem to be only two possible explanations:
either God enjoys making people’s lives difficult and making them feel inadequate, or there is something evil about the act of building the tower.
Therefore, the story demands explanation. Because a reader working within
the Jewish context can’t settle for a God who enjoys pulling the legs off
spiders, we return to the text to find out what was wrong with building
a tower. Look carefully at the story and you will find three different right
answers.
For a number of years we tried an experiment. We asked hundreds of
children and adults to read the story and then to pick out the verse which
explained what the people had done wrong. We found that most adults
picked up on one of three verses and one of three explanations:
1. “Let us build a tower with its top in the sky,” meaning they wanted to
reach God.
2. “Let us make a name for ourselves,” meaning that they were only concerned with themselves, not others.
3 “To keep us from being scattered over the face of all the earth,” showing that they violated the commandment/blessing that God gave both
to Adam and Eve, and to Noah and his family, “Be fruitful, and multiply,
and fill the earth.” Interestingly enough, the rabbis who wrote the
Talmud and the Midrash came up with the same three answers:
a. In the Talmud, Sanhedrin 109a, we find two explanations that
“reaching heaven” is the problem. Rabbi Shila suggests that people
intended to cut a hole in the sky and cause a flood, just like God.
Similarly, Jeremiah ben Eleezer suggests that people wanted to
reach heaven and then fight with God. In both explanations,
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humanity misunderstands what it means to be “like God,” created
in God’s image. Both see “reaching heaven” as the beginning of acts
of violence.
b. In Pirke D’Rabbi Eleazer (in chapter 24), a midrashic collection,
Rabbi Pinchas suggests the explanation later popularized by Rashi.
Rooting himself in the phrase “make a name,” he portrays the
process of building the tower as one which abused the workers, making bricks more important than people.
c. Cassuto, a modern Italian Bible scholar, in Noah to Abraham, draws
on the literal command to “spread out and fill the earth.”
It is possible to see that all of these potential meanings are actually
embedded in the biblical text. The Torah has asked us to figure out “who
poisoned the horse” and then provided three different correct answers. It
asked us to learn something important from the destruction of Babel and
then gave us three lessons to choose from:
If we choose “reach the sky” we are saying that accepting God’s authority
is the most important value.
If we choose “make a name” we are saying that family and community
are more important than personal fame or power. It is an ends and means
thing.
And, if we choose “spread out and fill the earth” we are saying that God
wants you to “be all that you can be.” (And not to cave into peer pressure
and all that stuff.)
It is important to understand what is actually being resolved through
this text. The very question at stake here is a major theological issue—it is
literally earthshaking. We are not merely playing games with words; rather,
we are deciding what we believe God is like and what is most important to
God. All the answers here are “correct” and each is a good Torah insight, but
at any one time, only one will sing to you and move your heart. In making
the choice, you are deciding, organizing, clarifying, and expressing your
own beliefs.
In other words, the Torah is sprinkled with clues which let us figure out
what is behind the story—the so-called “rest of the story.”
Except, often, these clues lead us to more than one right answer. The
Torah teaches multiple truths through a single problem. In order to unlock
the Torah’s message we must: (1) pay attention to detail because the smallest element can reveal a secret, and (2) learn how to make small clues add
up to a great understanding. We also learn (because there is One God Who
has many different human perceptions) that (3) truth is something we need

            

to talk about, because each of us sees only a part of it. This is why the
Talmud taught, “the Torah can not be studied alone—it can only be studied
with friends.” And we can surely add, “with families.”

 :      
eading the Torah’s stories is an adventure. They require the reader to:
(1) empathize with the characters, (2) project their actions based on this
empathy, (3) notice small clues which reveal the character’s true feelings,
and (4) put these clues together to see a greater whole. All of these are basic
good reading skills, but they are more. We also know that (5) because Torah
is multifaceted (one midrash says the Torah has seventy faces, another says
it speaks in seventy languages), to open it up takes many eyes, many ears,
many insights, and much good conversation.
In reading the Torah as stories we must regularly ask four questions.
a. (Seeing and Hearing) How would a person in that situation feel?
b. (Cliff-hangers and “Tweening”) If I were feeling that way, how would I
act? Based on what we know about Sarah or Eve or Joseph or Moses,
how would they probably act?
c. (Small Clues) A character just said or did something unusual. Can
noticing this detail teach us something about them?
d. (Simultaneous Truths) What Torah truths can we share with each
other?
Even though these can open up very complex issues, they also offer us a
wonderful place to begin our study of Torah. We begin with the questions:
“How would I feel if that happened to me?” “What would I probably do
next?” “What can I expect someone else to do or feel?”

R

   
hen we put a book down on a table, we are exhibiting a belief in gravity and are putting it into action. When we lend money to a friend, we
are adhering to and acting out our concept of friendship (and our faith that
either the money will be returnedor that, even if the money is not returned,
that too will be good).
In his book, Stages of Faith, Dr. James Fowler describes faith as the way
“a person finds and makes meaning of life’s significant questions and
issues, adheres to this meaning, and acts it out in his or her life span.”
Simply put, everyone has faitheven though it may not be classically defined
religious faith. In other words, everyone believes in something.

W
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In order to live, in order to shape and formulate each and every action
and reaction we take, we need a set of assumptions about the nature of life.
Are people essentially good or evil? How are we rewarded or punished for
our actions? What is the highest good, the best pleasure, the most significant reward? (And are they the same?) What happens after you die? Does
prayer work? How? on you? The list of questions is long, and even if we are
not philosophical, even if we are not reflective and verbal in our statements
about reality, each of us is living out our assumptions about each of these
questions. Our children are doing the same thing.
Fowler teaches us three important lessons: (1) The more we are reflective about these questions and our answers to them, the more likely we are
to find inner peace; (2) the more consistent, well-organized, and well-tested
our world view, the more likely we are to succeed at living up to our own
expectations and to find meaning; and (3) making sense out of stories is
one of the best ways of clarifying, defining, testing, developing, and reinforcing our belief system. Simply put, reading and thinking about any great
literature helps to build faith. Torah is one the greatest literatures availableespecially for Jews.
When we complete a Torah story by “making a midrash,” we are applying
our empathy and our faith to a new situation. In many senses, it is a chance
to rehearse the way we feel and the way we will act in situations that might
happen in the future, or which might happen again in the future. We get a
chance to test our feelings and our assumptions. By “taking a leap of faith,”
and completing the arc of the story, we are rooting our lives in the Torah’s
frame, while testing and adapting it to the sense of meaning we are living.
We are bringing ourselves to Torah and allowing Torah to enter our lives.
Torah is a great way of evolving, testing, and renewing our sense of purpose. It is not the imposition of belief, but rather a spiritual Rorschach,
which lets us discover who we are. How much the more so for our children!

    
t the beginning of this essay we suggested that biblical narrative is the
art form of monotheism. In simple language, Torah tales are the first
way Jews taught their most essential religious message. Here is something
simple to think about:

A

Rabbi Nahman of Bratslav, a Chasidic teacher, taught that all people
reach in three directions: In to find themselves, out to find others, and
up to find God. The secret of creation is that finding and reaching in any
one direction is finding and reaching in all three.

            

That “mystical” (or perhaps “psychological”) teaching reveals a lot about
reading bible stories. When we read and guess at the feelings of others we are
learning about ourselves and about God. We are learning to be good people.
When we collect little details and bring them together to understand the big
picture, we are not only developing our thinking skills, but expanding our
faith. The act of explaining a story from a lot of little clues is a way of saying that One God is everywhere, and that we discover God through little
actions and insights which come together to form a big picture.
Good Torah study is an interactive conversation which is filled with
guessing, finding, imagining and sharing-and it is a path to great discovery.
Speed. Slate. Action. Amen.
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116 Practical Mitzvah Suggestions
(In No Particular Order of Importance)
Danny Siegel
Reprinted from Gym Shoes and Irisis, Book II. Town House Press, Spring Valley, NY.
Updated June 1999. Reprinted by permission.
1. Pick some immediately-solvable Tzedakah situation and solve it:

2.
3.

4.

5.
6.
7.
8.

9.

10.

11.

shoes, holiday meal, table and chairs for recently-arrived immigrant
family, space heater, large- print prayer book for synagogues. Get to
know the feeling that you have done something easy that makes a
difference. Flex your Mitzvah muscles.
Put a book sale rack for Jewish books in your synagogue or JCC
lobby. Overcharge for the books and give the difference to Tzedakah.
Learn some magic, clowning, and balloon-animal making and use
these skills in local institutions and for agencies such as Big Brother
and Big Sister programs. It is a great way to do the Mitzvah of Bikur
Cholim- Visiting the Sick-in pediatrics ward of hospitals. (Sweet
Pea and Buttercup— Mike and Sue Turk—are willing to offer help in
this area: 19 Mohawk Rd., Short Hills, NJ 07078, 201-376-2885).
Establish a Flower Committee to take leftover flowers from synagogue and other Jewish communal events to shelters, hospitals, or
residence for the elderly.
Plant trees in Israel in honor of friends for specific occasions (or in
memory of friends who have passed away.
Plant trees in Israel for others for no particular reason at all.
Open a separate checking account for Tzedakah and deposit a
portion of your income as soon it arrives.
Contribute to your local UJA-Federation campaign.
Take a tour of your local Tzedakah agencies, Federation-sponsored
and other private organizations. (Some communities, like San
Francisco, take contributors on a day-long bus tour.) Ask questions,
learn about the workings of the agency, and get involved.
Seek out the local Mitzvah heroes. Meet them, talk to them, invite
them to speak to community groups (particularly the religious
schools). Apprentice yourself to one of them.
Install a food barrel in your local synagogue or other Jewish communal building. Collect food and distribute to individuals in need, either
through local agencies or individual contacts. Have children and
adults decorate the food barrel together.
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12. Set up a Mitzvah crib to gather all kinds of items for infants and
young children: stuffed animals, toys, diapers, books, blankets,
strollers, other cribs, etc., and get them to agencies that will distribute them to people who need them.
13. Seek out unused Yiddish books in your library, in your friends’
libraries, and community libraries and send them to the National
Yiddish Book Center (48 Woodbridge Street, South Hadley, MA
01075, 413-535-1303, Fax: 413-535-1007). They have people
around the United States and Canada (“Zamlers”) who will help with
the shipping. (By consulting local Sefardi Jews, you might want to
help set up a similar project for books in Ladino.)
14. Make a homemade Tzedakah box (Pushka) for your home. When it
is full, have the entire family decide where the money should go.
15. Have your synagogue give a Tzedakah box to every bar and bat
mitzvah kid. Ideal synagogue gift for weddings, Chanukat Habayit
(moving into a new home), conversion, and other occasions. Get
residents of the local residence for the elderly to make the Tzedakah
boxes. (Contact Irvin Goldstein, The Temple, 5101 Brownsboro Rd.,
Louisville, KY 40241, 502-423-1818.)
16. Have the synagogue provide a Tzedakah box for every family unit. A
good time to distribute them is when people come to pick up their
High Holiday tickets.
17. At organizational programs and meetings, have each member give
$1.00 to a specific member. That person will become the Shaliach/
Shelichah-Messenger to distribute the money. At the next meeting,
he or she reports on the allocation, unless there is a need for secrecy
about the recipient.
18. Call your Rabbi and ask about his or her private Tzedakah discretionary fund. Indicate that you are willing to be “on call” if emergencies arise and extra assistance is needed. Rabbis know of an incredi
bly wide range of Tzedakah situations where secrecy is an absolute
must. This is a great way to be an anonymous miracle worker.
19. Pick one night of Chanukah when you will want relief from the
burden and craziness of giving gifts, and donate the money you
would have used for a gift to Tzedakah. Buy extra gifts and give
them to those who would not otherwise have Chanukah gifts.
(Contact Sharon Halper, 914-723-7727.)
20. Ask the finder of the Afikoman on Passover if he or she would be
willing to have the cost of the gift given to Tzedakah instead.
Contribute to that individual’s favorite Tzedakah.
21. Contribute the money you would have used for food on Yom Kippur
or other fast days to MAZON or other organizations helping to feed

            

22.

23.

24.

25.
26.

27.

28.
29.

the hungry. (Mazon-A Jewish Response to Hunger: 12401 Wilshire
Blvd., #303, Los Angeles, CA 90025, 310-442-0020, Irving Cramer,
Director.)
Tie in all kinds of personal celebrations with Tzedakah—birthdays,
promotions, graduations, anniversaries, etc.—by asking relatives
and friends to contribute to Tzedakah in your honor. Specify which
are your favorite Tzedakah projects.
At various celebrations, instead of floral centerpieces, have a card
noting that the cost of the flowers was contributed to Tzedakah. Or:
(a) Have a centerpiece made of books, to be contributed to a local
synagogue or Jewish communal library.
(b) Have trees planted in honor of the guests, with their certificates
on the tables.
(c) Have cans of food, to be donated after the celebration to a local
agency that will channel the food to hungry people.
(d) All of the above.
Encourage the synagogue to sell a Torah, prayer books, or other
items they may have more than enough of , and use the money from
the sale for Tzedakah. Jewish Law supports this practice: “We may
sell a synagogue, and , similarly all holy objects—even a Sefer
Torah—in order to provide for Torah students or to marry off
orphans with the money from the sales.” (Shulchan Aruch, Orach
Chaim 152:6.) There is always a need for Jewish education scholarships, and we may easily extend the meaning of “orphans” to include
some community members who may feel disadvantaged, lonely,
alienated, or in some way feel distanced from the community. Some
Mitzvah people I know would include latchkey kids, our elders,
single-parent families, singles, widows and widowers, people with
disabilities—any one of a number of people—in this group. (Contact
Naomi Eisenberger, 201-763-9396.)
Adopt “The Tzedakah Habit” of buying an extra item of food when
ever you go grocery shopping for distribution to hungry people.
Label one shelf of your food pantry “Tzedakah Food” so you, family,
and friends will remember which items have been set aside for
Tzedakah.
Encourage your local bakeries and grocery stores to channel day-old
and leftover foods for local pantries, soup kitchens, and shelters for
the homeless.
Put a Tzedakah Box by your washing machine to gather all of the
loose change you find in the pockets of your clothes.
At organizational meetings and programs, have people bring in a can
of food for the organization’s food barrel.
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30. Get a copy of your state’s or province’s Good Samaritan Law on food
donations, and find ways to take leftover food from Jewish communal affairs to appropriate recipients. Encourage local Jewish caterers
to get involved. (Call City Harvest, 212-349-4004 for details.)
31. Have your synagogue ask each member to bring a non-perishable
food item for the food barrel before Kol Nidre begins.
32. Before Passover, collect the Chametz you are removing from your
house, and, using the synagogue as a drop-off point, distribute it to a
local food pantry.
33. Have your synagogue and caterers contact the MAZON project
where 3% of the cost of an affair is donated to MAZON. The contributions are used by MAZON to support hunger programs around
the world. (See #21 for MAZON address.)
34. Do your own individualized holiday food project: buy provisions for a
family for Rosh Hashana, Purim, Chanukah, etc. Channel the provisions through an agency who will locate a family who would need the
food. (You won’t need to know the recipients, and they won’t know
you. There’s always a middle-person.)
35. Get involved in the local “Meals on Wheels” program.
36. Establish a food pantry in your synagogue.
37. Visit the shelters, food banks, and soup kitchens in your town and
locate Jewish street people. Organize a program in the Jewish community to provide services for them. (Contact: The Ark, 6450
California Avenue, Chicago, IL 60645, 312-973-1000.)
38. Establish a shelter for homeless people in your synagogue. (Contact:
Temple Israel, 1180 University Dr., NE, Atlanta, GA 30306,
404-873-3147 or Temple Israel, 1014 Dilworth Road, Charlotte, NC
28203, 704-376-2769.)
39. People involved in organizational Tzedakah work—Hadassah, ORT,
Sisterhoods, Federations, synagogue, youth groups: tell your family
and friends exactly what Mitzvah work you are doing and why you
are doing it. (I am shocked by how many children of involved
parents—and parents of involved children—have no idea why the
parent or child is always going to meetings, making phone calls,
doing mailings. The higher aspects of the Tzedakah work often get
lost in the organizational shuffle.)
40. Parents—inform your driving-age children that they are expected to
use the car a certain percentage of the time for Mitzvah work.
41. Organize a synagogue Tzedakah committee to cover very direct
Mitzvah work. (Contact: Marlboro, NJ, Jewish Center Tzedakah
Committee, POB 98, School Road West, Marlboro, NJ 07746,
201-536-3358.)

            

42. Computerize your organization’s mailing list to include the members’ occupations and special interests. Inquire as to what limit
merchants and professionals are willing to donate goods and
services for specific Mitzvah projects. (Do not exceed their expressed
limits. Respect the boundaries they set.)
43. Make your synagogue and Jewish communal buildings accessible to
people with disabilities....including the synagogue Bima.
44. Purchase large print and braille editions of the prayer book,
Chumash, Machzor, Megillot.
45. Establish a large print and braille section of your synagogue and
agency library. Ask visually impaired individuals which books they
might want. Publicize this service in the synagogue or agency bulletin and local newspapers. (For large print and braille books of
Jewish interest, contact: The Jewish Braille Institute of America,
110 E. 30th St., NY, NY 10016, 212-889-2525 and Jewish Book
Council, 15 E. 26th St., NY, NY 10010, 212-532-4949.)
46. Print some copies of your synagogue or agency bulletin and
announcements in large print.
47. Organize a Large Print Photocopy Committee to: (1) inquire which
books individuals with visual impairments would want to read; (2)
find someone with a photocopy machine that enlarges; (3) write the
publisher to ask for permission to reproduce the book in larger print
by photocopying it; (4) photocopy the book; (5) deliver to individuals, agencies and/or libraries.
48. Encourage Jewish book publishers to publish some, more, or all of
their books in large print. Specific publishers include: Jason,
Aronson, Jewish Publication Society, Jonathan David, United
Synagogue, UAHC, and Reconstructionist Presses.
49. Have your synagogue or library subscribe to the Large Print Edition
of the New York Times.
50. Install a special sound system (infrared, audio loop, etc.) in your synagogue and agency meeting rooms for people with hearing impairments. (Contact Dr. Mark Ross, 9 Thomas Drive, Storrs, CT 06268,
203-429-6688.)
51. Encourage synagogues and local agencies to purchase TTY’s (type
writers and modems connected to phone lines) which will allow the
community’s deaf members to use the phone system to allow them
to be tied into communal events. Price range: $275 and up.
52. Have synagogue services and communal events sign language inter
preted for the hearing impaired members of the community. Inquire
which members already know sign language. . . it is often a pleasant
surprise to know that such resource people are often already available.
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53. Set up courses to teach American Sign Language (ASL), or sign up
for an already-established course. Be sure to learn the contemporary
Jewish terms in ASL. (Contact: Rabbi Dan Grossman, Adath Israel
Congregation, 1958 Lawrenceville Rd., Lawrenceville, NJ 08648,
609-896-4977.)
A Basic Guide to ASL
Animated ASL Dictionary
54. Purchase prayer books, Chumashim, Machzorim, etc. with Russian,
Spanish, Ladino, Farsi, Yiddish, or other translations for synagogue
members who will appreciate services more with these translations
handy.
55. Establish a group home or group homes for Jewish retarded adults in
your community.
56. If there are already group homes in the community, make certain the
residents are part of synagogue, JCC, and community programs. Help
facilitate the transportation.
57. When you hear of protests against group homes in a neighborhood,
organize committees of people to show your support. Particularly
encourage the religious school students to take part in the process.
58. Contact local general group homes and institutions to locate Jewish
residents. Provide services for them (holiday celebrations, gettogethers, visits), and extend invitations to communal events.
59. Have the local special needs individuals participate in Super Sunday,
the UJA-Federation’s annual major phone-a-thon. Two or three of my
friends from different cities indicate that this has been extraordinarily
successful in their communities. Similarly, they should be invited to
other fund-raising events where their people-power may be needed.
Make sure to have TTY’s available (see #51) so members of the hearing impaired community may be reached.
60. Encourage synagogues and agencies to mention on stationery,
bulletins, newsletter, and publicity what accessibility there is for their
buildings and programs. (Holiday Inns and churches do it.)
61. Go to your local dry cleaners. Offer to distribute unclaimed items to
individuals in need.
62. Encourage all national synagogue organizations, National UJA,
Council of Jewish Federations, JWB, and other national organizations
to publish their directories with notations indicating which buildings
have what kind of access for people with disabilities.
63. Keep giving your money away to Tzedakah.
64. Downgrade a testimonial dinner to a dessert reception. Contribute
the difference in cost to Tzedakah.

            

65. Establish a Tzedakah-Newspaper-and-Magazine-Clipping
Committee to scan the papers and magazines for Tzedakah articles
to be shared with your group. Review at least one article before each
meeting or event. Compile a scrapbook and share it with religious
school children and members of the youth group.
66. Encourage your local newspaper, or synagogue or agency bulletin
to publish a regular “Be An Angel” column. Specific projects in need
of specific goods and services and contributions are described,
encouraging the readers to take part. (Contact: Denver’s Rocky
Mountain News, 303-892-5381.)
67. Conduct a clothing drive for local individuals in need.
68. When cleaning out the closet and selecting clothes to give away,
recite some formula such as “I am now about to perform the Mitzvah
of Halbashat Arumim— providing clothes for those in need of
them.” If you have children, make sure they are aware that this is a
specific and important Mitzvah stretching back many centuries in
Jewish tradition and not just a “something-or-other” we do now and
again. Also, it is important, on occasion, to give away clothes that we
would still use.
69. Organize drivers to insure that non-drivers, elderly, infirm,partiallyable, or all-alone members of the community can take part in community events.
70. Seek out your local Jewish interest-free loan society. If there is one,
find ways to make their work better known in the community. If
there isn’t, set one up. (Contact: Mark Meltzer, Jewish Free Loan
Association, 6505 Wilshire Blvd., Los Angeles, CA 90048,
213-655-6922.)
71. Get a computer whiz kid to computerize a series of projects—
volunteers, times, places, and other details....a good way to integrate
the youth into Mitzvah work, and a fine way to use a computer.
72. Set up a local Jewish Big Brother and/or Big Sister Program for the
benefit of latchkey children or any other children who might need
such a program.
73. Adopt a recently-arrived immigrant family. This is a major project in
many communities for Jews arriving from Eastern Europe.
74. Encourage your Jewish Community Center to make all facilities of
the building—gym, pool, day care, message service—available to
individuals presently seeking jobs through Jewish Vocational
Service, Jewish Family Service, or other agencies. During the tense,
often-depressing interim period between jobs, this can be a most
welcome contribution to the well-being of the unemployed person.
(Contact: Harry Nadler, c/o Jewish Federation, 615 N. Alabama St.,
#412, Indianapolis, IN 46204, 317-637-2473.)
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75. Start a Jewish hospice program in your community. (National
Institute for Jewish Hospice, 6363 Wilshire Blvd., #126, Los
Angeles, CA 90048, 213-653-0795.)
76. Start a program for Jewish alcoholics, chemically dependent individuals, and gamblers in your community. (Contact: JACS - Jewish
Alcoholics, Chemically Dependent Persons and Significant Others
Foundation, Inc., 10 E. 73rd St., NY, NY 10021, 212-879-8415.)
77. Help revive or stabilize a synagogue whose membership has moved
away (e.g., The Eldridge Street Synagogue on the Lower East Side of
New York, through the efforts of Project Ezra; The Tremont Street
Synagogue, Cambridge, MA, through the efforts of college and
graduate students and leftover Sixties people in Boston.)
78. Ask the principal of the religious school if you could come in and talk
to the pre-bar/bat mitzvah groups about giving some of their money
away to Tzedakah and or other Mitzvah projects they might tie in
with the celebration.
79. Build a Habitat for Humanity house.
80. Start a Bet Tzedek - a Jewish pro bono (free) legal service for people
in need. (Contact: Joy Rothenberg, 99 Pond Ave., #604, Brookline,
MA 02146, 617-277-6090.)
81. Encourage the bar/bat mitzvah families to invite members of the
elderly community to the event, from the old age residence or independent housing.
82. Establish a special “twinning” program with Jewish special education children and adults for the bar and bat mitzvah program. Match
up a bar and bat mitzvah kid with one of the special people to share
the day.
83. Encourage bar and bat mitzvah celebrations for individuals in
Jewish special education programs in the community.
84. Make sure your local old age home has pets. Remember: resident
animals are always better than a visiting pet program. Also, make
sure your local independent housing for Elders allows pets. (Contact:
Linda Hines, Delta Society, 289 Perimeter Rd. East, Renton, WA
98055, 1-800-869-6898, and Dr. William Thomas, Eden Alternative,
RR 1, Box 31B4, Sherburne, NY 13460, 607-674-5232.)
85. Ask if your zoo will bring pets to old age residences for programs.
Set up an inter-generational program with the religious school,
always an enjoyable and entertaining event. (The Utica Zoo, for
example, has such programs.)
86. Start an inter-generational choir, choral group, or band.
87. Locate the Jewish elders in non-Jewish old age residences and
provide for them.

            

88. Approach the mayor of your community and ask to set up a book
bindery. The books would be bound by the elderly. The books themselves: the schoolbooks of the school children. (This is how Life Line
for the Old got started in Jerusalem.)
89. Have your synagogue gift shop market the products of Life Line for
the Old.www.lifeline.org.il (Contact: Diane Lilly, 11050 Seven Hill
Lane, Potomac, MD 20854, 301-299-4521.)
90. Start your own mini-Life Line for the Old—independent workshops
where the elderly make products for sale. Through the synagogue,
JCC, home for the aged, or independent housing, start with one
workshop, a few elderly people and a few teenagers, making things
together: challah covers, matza covers, yarmulkas, Tzedakah boxes,
sweaters, anything. Begin, perhaps, with products that can be used
by various agencies (such as yarmulkas), to gain high visibility. (At
the Jewish Welfare Board Biennial Convention in Boston, 1984,
there were 500 yarmulkas, and challah covers for each Shabbat table,
made by the Boston Jewish elderly.)
91. Encourage your cantor, choir, singers, or just plain people with good
voices to sing at hospitals, institutions, and other places where this
will be appreciated. (Contact: Cantorial School, Jewish Theological
Seminary, 3080 Broadway, NY, NY 10017, 212-678-8000.)
92. Encourage your barber or hairdresser to cut and style the hair of
individuals in local old age residences and institutions free of charge.
Also a good project in local shelters. (If you cut hair yourself, volunteer to do it.)
93. If you are a merchant or a professional, sell some of your merchandise or give some of your services at a discount, asking the “discountee” to give the difference to Tzedakah. Set a reasonable limit on
how much you can handle, pick which friends you think will
respond, and encourage them to support your favorite projects.
94. Canvass audiologists, hospital hearing centers, old age residences,
and other likely sources, and collect hearing aids that are no longer
being used. Have a Tzedakah Messenger deliver them to Yad Sara in
Israel - they will repair them and lend them for free to people who
need them. Other supplies (glucometers, crutches, etc.) are very
much needed. (Contact: Yad Sara, ATTN: Uri Lupoliansky, 43
HaNevi’im St., Jerusalem, 02-244-242.)
95. Encourage local physicians, nurses, and other health care professionals to recycle equipment they no longer use, or to purchase new
items at cost, and have them taken to Yad Sara.
96. Encourage your dentist and dental technicians to do the same with
dental equipment for the dental clinics at Life Line for the Old or
Yad Ezra. (Dental Volunteers for Israel, ATTN: Trudi Birger, 29
Mekor Haim St., Jerusalem, phone: 02-783-144.)
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97. Encourage your plumber, electrician, carpenter, handypeople to
offer their services for free to agencies that will link them up with
individuals who need the repairs done, but cannot afford to pay. If
you, yourself, are such a handyperson, volunteer your own services.
98. Encourage attorneys, accountants, and investment counselors to do
pro bono work for: (a) Jewish communal agencies, and (b) individuals
these agencies might want to refer to them.
99. Conduct seminars for attorneys, accountants, and investment
counselors to study the ins and outs of encouraging people to give
more. (How far may one go when suggesting contributions—
arm-twisting, mild suggesting, strong urging, etc.?)
100. Using your local computer whiz, establish a Furniture-UtensilVehicle Committee which will keep track of people who no longer
need certain items, and who, on the other end, might need them.
The committee can serve as the intermediary for the transfer at no
cost, cost, minimal cost, or symbolic cost.
101. Hold a Mitzvah Day program, combining study about the Mitzvah
and specific Mitzvahs that can be done within the time frame. Eight
hours is a good start.
102. Gather friends for an evening of Tzedakah storytelling. Share the
stories and review together the insights gained from them. They
should be stories from your own life, or from what you have heard
or read.
103. Build up a private Tzedakah library: books, videos, slide shows,
tape-interviews with Mitzvah heroes, and newsletters from various
Tzedakah groups.
104. Hold an infant car seat drive. Gather car seats no one is using and get
them to agencies that will deliver them to people who need them.
105. Set up a seminar for high school seniors, informing them what kinds
of Tzedakah projects are available on college campuses. (Contact:
B’nai B’rith Hillel Foundations, 1640 Rhode Island Ave., NW,
Washington, DC 20036, 202-857-6560.)
106. If you are a grandparent, invite your grandchildren out for an after
noon when you can tell them Tzedakah stories from your own life
and that of your parents and grandparents, to give them a good
sense of the continuity of this Mitzvah through the generations.
107. Give blood.
108. With your Rabbi, research the issue of donating corneas and/or
other body organs.
109. Write an Ethical Will and put it in your safe deposit box. The docu
ment should contain your feelings about what values you consider
important as a Jew: caring, Tzedakah, kindness, decency, etc.
(Consult: Ethical Wills, Riemer and Stampfer, Schocken Books,
1983.)

            

110. Consult your Rabbi during the week, asking who is in the hospital,
and offer to make rounds. Establish a Bikur Cholim-Visiting the Sick
Committee. Similarly, consult the Rabbi concerning making a
Minyan for people sitting Shiva.
111. Establish a synagogue or community Hachnassat OrchimWelcoming Committee whose committee members visit people new
to the community, welcome them, and introduce them to the nature
and structure of the community. Congregation Beth Sholom of San
Francisco, at the end of services, asks new people in the congregation to stand up and introduce themselves so that members can
more easily welcome them. Other congregations have two different
color cups-usually one blue and the other white-at the Oneg
Shabbat. The Rabbi announces that guests and strangers should
please take the blue cups, so the members can come up afterwards
and welcome them.
112. Inquire about getting involved in your local Chevra Kaddisha-Burial
Society. Many cities need people to sit by the bodies during the night
before the funeral (Shemirat HaMet.) The movie, “A Plain Pine Box”
is an excellent introduction to this area of Mitzvah work. (Movie Adath Jeshurun Congregation, 10500 Hillside Ave., Minnetonka,
MN 55305, 612-545-2424.)
113. Organize a synagogue or community Mitzvah Trip to Israel, doing
part-time “regular” touring, and Mitzvah work the rest of the time.
(Contact: Rabbi Ron Hoffberg, c/o Temple Beth El, 338 Walnut Ave.,
Cranford, NJ 07016, 908-276-9231.)
114. On any trip to Israel, always take a larger suitcase than you originally
planned to take. Fill the extra space with Mitzvah items, e.g., medical
supplies for Yad Sara, clothes, etc. Bring back items from Life Line
for the Old.
115. Using the computer and computer whiz kid, keep track of which
groups and individuals are going to Israel and ask them to deliver
some of the Mitzvah items that have been collected. Ask them to
bring back items from Life Line for the Old to be sold in the synagogue gift shop.
116. Collect wedding dresses and have them delivered by
Mitzvah-Messenger to people in Jerusalem who will put them at the
disposal of brides who otherwise could not afford to purchase one.
One of the great, unique Mitzvahs. (In Jerusalem, The Rabbanit
Bracha Kapach, 12 Lod St., 624-9296.)
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Four Big Ideas
Joel Lurie Grishaver
© 2002 Joel Lurie Grishaver from an unpublished manuscript, Four Steps to
Menshlekhite: Jewish Tools for Raising Responsible, Kind and Caring Kids

n this chapter we will: (a) look at Jewish understandings of the power and
origin of evil, (b) get a Jewish vision of the nature children and the role of
parents, (c) understand the role of repentance in taming and training our
evil urges, and (d) look at the role of a family as an incubator for goodness
and wholeness. This chapter could be considered “theology” because we will
be speaking about the nature of God, the nature of people, and the nature of
the world.

I

 :    
Everyone can picture the cartoons that have a devil on one shoulder and an
angel on the other shoulder. Each of these “inner-voices” speaks to the
brain, trying to get the person to act in its direction. Judaism starts with
this experience of being pulled two ways at once as one truth. The innervoice that tugs us towards the good is called the Yetzer ha-Tov, the good inclination. The other voice, the one that urges us toward the bad, is called the
Yetzer ha-Ra, the evil inclination. Where Jewish thought differs from the
classic cartoons (and much popular thinking) is that for us, both of these
“inclinations” are gifts from God. There is no sense of a devil.
In an interesting passage in the midrash, the Rabbis teach that the Yetzer
ha-Ra (the evil urge) can be “very good.” The rabbis make it clear that everything God has given us is useful and necessary—and every thing can be
abused and misused. Anger can be constructive! Love can be toxic! What
matters is when a feeling is allowed to control our actions and how much of
a feeling is influencing our decisions at any given time. Every feeling and
every tendency can be useful. If they are in balance and in control they are
good. If they are out of balance and out of control, they become evil.
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There is a midrash that explains this with a very simple story. God once
got angry at the way people were acting, so God confiscated the Yetzer haRah (the evil one) and locked it away. All of a sudden, no more children were
born. God had to set the Yetzer ha-Ra free.
The lesson here is simple. Feelings like love of food, sexual desire, anger,
desire for control, ego, and the like—things that we usually consider the
source of problems—are also the needed sources of great and necessary
things. Our path towards goodness is not a question of purging parts of
ourselves; it is not a question of building walls around pieces of who we are.
Rather, it is a job of establishing equilibrium.
As parents we learn here that our job is to help our children find their
own inner-balance and help them find ways of limiting and controlling
many of their own urges. We are successful when our children learn to limit
their own appetites and learn when to act and when not to act on their
strong feelings.

 :    
hink of two-year olds. They own two words, “mine” and “no.” A person
with only “mine” and “no” is a pretty good definition of people who are
ruled by their Yetzer ha-Ra (dark side). While western culture has a romantic notion that children are born innocent, the Jewish tradition believes
just the opposite. The rabbis teach that children are born with their Yetzer
ha-Ra intact, while it takes thirteen years for them to grow and develop
their Yetzer ha-Tov (good side). That is why bar and bat mitzvah is placed at
thirteen. Our children are born masters of “mine” and “no”—it takes about
thirteen years of work on “sharing” and “compromise” and “I’m sorry” to
grow out their inherent capacity for good. Bar Mitzvah is when we take off
the training wheels, believing that our children now have the tools to balance their Yetzer ha-Ra with their Yetzer ha-Tov and begin to be responsible
for their own actions.
The understanding here is not that children are “born in sin,” rather it
suggests that it takes time to grow patience, compassion, sensitivity, and
the other skills that balance out the “mine” (that gives us a sense of self)
and the “no” (that protects us).
The big lesson we can learn here is that teaching our children to be good
is a lot like teaching them to ride a bicycle. We start slowly, guiding them,
but then we need to let go and stand around while they sway too far from
side to side and even fall down some, until they find their own balance. Just
like helping them learn to ride a bicycle, raising good children is a process of
slowly letting go while not going away.

T

            

 :    
The Yetzer ha-Ra and “free will” go together. If we did not have the capacity
to make the “wrong choices” then our actions would be controlled. Because
God wanted us free to act, God had to give us the capacity to be out of balance, to go the wrong way, to make really bad decisions. Otherwise, it would
be like driving at Autopia at Disneyland: we would have the illusion of driving but no real ability to chose a direction; we would have our own guide rail
hidden under the car.
As a parent, you already understand this, because your children’s behavior has proven this. While you believe in their goodness, you’ve seen them
make bad choices, be out of balance, and lack some of the self-control they
need. The metaphor of “evil” not being a tug away from the good, but an
inappropriate use of the necessary conforms to our experience when we
think about it.
One wonderful idea in the Talmud is that “God allows no disease before
there is the possibility of a cure.” It is a wonderful statement that everything can be fixed (although perhaps not a faith statement that we ourselves can affirm). There is never cause to give up. In this case, we are
taught that God created t’shuvah, the ability to make a “turning point” and
start over, as the antidote to the Yetzer ha-Ra. It works like this: In giving us
free will, God created the Yetzer ha-Ra. To keep the Yetzer ha-Rah from overwhelming us (and leading us to destroy the world) God created t’shuvah.
T’shuvah is the opportunity to learn from mistakes and grow ourselves in a
different direction. T’shuvah works through four steps (accord to a medieval
scholar named Isaac Arama): (1) We admit that we were wrong. (2) We apologize both to God and to the people we wronged. (3) We fix whatever can be
fixed. (4) We do the “inner-work” necessary to change our responses to
given stimuli. In other words, we make sure that if we are the same or similar situation, our actions will be different.
God aids in this situation through: (a) helping us to know when we are
wrong by providing a set of standards we can use as a ruler, (b) hearing our
apology, (c) giving us tools for reflecting and changing, and (d) lovingly promising to forgive us always—once we’ve done our part of the work. God can
also be the inspiration and provide the strength necessary to do this work.
The midrash makes it clear that parents are supposed to be God’s personal representatives to their children. In raising a child we act for God. Our
job, knowing that they will outgrow our control and go off on their own, is
to empower them to make good choices and act responsibility, kindly, caringly in the world. We know that our children have freedom, and there are
limits to the effectiveness of the boundaries we can set. Our powers decay
over time, so like God, we need to use t’shuvah, repentance, as our antidote.
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In this book we will speak of building a home discipline system that is
based on teaching our children how: (1) to be less-defensively wrong, (2) to
apologize for and fix the harm they do, and (3) to reflect, understand, and
change (from the inside) the way that they act. Our job is to help them build
tools that will allow them to accept more and more freedom while acting
more and more responsibly. And our job is to, like God, lovingly forgive
them once they have done their part of the work.

 :     
n one level, the Torah is not a very happy book—it is certainly not a
model for families.

O

• Cain kills his brother Abel.
• Abram, to protect himself, offers Sarah to Pharaoh. Then she, to cope

with her sense of inadequacy, offers her handmaiden, Hagar, to Abram.
This leads to a lot of struggle between them over their children.
• Abraham almost sacrifices his son Isaac. Isaac marries a woman,
Rebekkah, who the midrash clarifies, is also a victim of abuse from her
family. The two of them have two sons, Esau and Jacob who, each
backed by one of the parents, struggle with and even cheat each other.
• Jacob has two wives and twelve kids. The resulting conglomeration of
people generates a series of rivalries and struggles. This turns into the
deep struggles between Joseph, the favorite son, and the rest of the
brothers.
One could read the Torah as a “don’t try this at home” book. Through
negative examples the Torah teaches us how to be better families.
• From Cain and Abel we learn that we need to control our rivalry with

our siblings.
• From Abraham, Sarah, and Hagar, we learn that monogamy and faithfulness work better.
• From Rebekkah and Isaac we learn the importance of communication
between parents.
• From Jacob we learn that “playing favorites” can lead to huge family
problems.
But there is a deeper way of looking at these stories. When you read
these stories through the focus that the Rabbis articulated in the midrash,
you see something different. The midrash makes these apparently negative
stories into stories of healing and reconciliation. They become stories of the
ways that families fix problems.

            

• Abel is dead. Cain is in exile. But, that is not the end of Adam and Eve.

They have more children and they become better parents the next time.
• Abraham and Sarah work through the anger and resentments in their
relationships and draw back together. After Sarah dies, Abraham even
takes Hagar as his second wife.
• Rebekkah and Isaac actually knew their sons better than we first
thought. They actually worked together to create a situation where both
got what they needed.
• Joseph and his brothers have an ending that is a perfect family model.
They forgive each other and find strength in a reunited relationship.
Rabbi Nachman of Bratslav was a Hasidic Rabbi who lived about the
time of Abraham Lincoln. He puts these pieces together and teaches: (a)
Conflict within families is to be expected. In fact, (b) families are hothouses
for conflict. They are the places where people play out much of their craziness (that they hide from the outside world). (c) Besides families being
places of love and cooperation (and all that), they are also places where we
relax our guard and much of our worst stuff comes out. (d) That also makes
the family the perfect place for growth, because with the help of other family members we can face the parts of our behavior that cause problems and
(e) keep from imposing them on the rest of the world. That makes family,
like in the midrash, a place where we can grow and be healed.
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The Answer to “Exam Scam”
Asher Meir
Rabbi Dr. Asher Meir, 2002, The Jewish Ethicist, www.jewishethicist.com Copyright © The
Center for Business Ethics.

A. Cheating on an exam is certainly a serious ethical lapse. But you have to be
careful not to compound the problem by unnecessarily denigrating others.
This is a good time to review the criteria for talking about someone’s faults
or misdeeds. According to the classic work Chafetz Chaim, by Rabbi Yisrael
Meir HaCohen of Radin, there are five guidelines. Only if all five are met
may we speak negatively of someone. As an aid to memory, we can arrange
them according to the letters of the alphabet:
: it is forbidden to exaggerate or embellish
: revelation must be the only way to way to obtain some constructive benefit.
: we must be sure the information is reliable.
: the teller’s intention must be constructive, not vindictive.
: the revelation must not cause undeserved damage to the subject.
It’s not equitable to protect one person at the expense of another.
You’ve made a good start by having beneficial intentions and by wanting
only to transmit accurate information to the teacher. This takes care of
Desire and Accuracy. Equity is also served, since if they are caught cheating
there is nothing undeserved about having their exam scores disqualified, as
well as suffering some disciplinary consequences.
The certainty criterion is a little more problematic. You can’t be absolutely
sure your classmates cheated; the conversation you overheard is really too
vague to provide definite information. But the main problem here is benefit.
What constructive objective is achieved by telling on these youngsters? Let’s
consider some candidates:
  : If one student cheats, then in some cases this will
have a significant impact on grades of others. It may be permissible for
someone to protect his own grade by letting the teacher know that someone else’s grade is undeserved. But in your case this doesn’t seem applicable. The undeserved grades of these two students will probably have a
negligible effect on the grades of the rest of the class.
: Sometimes revealing someone’s misbehavior is doing him or
her a favor! Discipline from a teacher or parent, especially if it is provided
in an understanding way, may be just what a person needs in order to

            

motivate him or herself to improve behavior. But in your case the students involved are already discipline problems; it’s highly unlikely that
one more rebuke from the teacher or principal will really have an impact.
: It’s true that someone who cheats on the medical board exam is
defrauding any future patients by misrepresenting his or her qualifications, so it may be appropriate to report cheating of this nature. But a
routine quiz in middle school is not likely to result in an undeserved job
or even school admission for your classmates.
Here’s another consideration: If the teacher is unable to verify that
cheating took place, then certainly nothing is to be gained by telling on
these young people. Why should the teacher believe your story? Telling will
only create an atmosphere of ill will. The bottom line is that the Benefit criterion is not really fulfilled in your case, and it seems that there is nothing
to be gained by telling.
Maybe the next time there is an exam you can approach your classmates
and offer to help them study! That’s probably the most constructive thing
you can do to reduce the cheating problem, and it will contribute to an
atmosphere of cooperation, not of retaliation.


Chafetz Chaim, section I:10, II:10; Igrot Moshe Choshen Mishpat II:30
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Thirteen: The Age of Choices
Jeffrey K. Salkin
Putting God on Your Guest List, How to Claim the Spiritual Meaning of Your Bar or Bat
Mitzvah, Woodstock, Vermont, Jewish Lights Publishing, 1998, pp. 16-18

ou already know that you have to recite certain prayers and read certain
texts at the ceremony when you become bar or bat mitzvah. But in traditional Judaism, fathers have their own prayer to say. This is what it is:
Baruch she-petarani me-onsho shel zeh-”Blessed is the One Who has now
freed me from responsibility for this one.”
What does that prayer mean? It means that the father is no longer
responsible for his son’s sins.
But there is something deeper than that. Most prayers begin Baruch
attah Adonai, eloheynu melech ha-olam. The prayer above omits Adonai, eloheynu melech ha-olam. It omits any mention of God!
This is not a happy prayer. It is a sigh. It reminds us that there are limits
to what even good, committed parents can do with their children. The rest
is up to the child himself or herself. When parents say Baruch she-petarani,
they say, in effect, “Whatever this young person does now, he is legally and
morally responsible. Thank God, it’s not my responsibility.”
At that moment, every Jewish parent can become Isaac, who, upon looking at his sons Jacob and Esau, realized that he had done all that he could
for them. One son would worship God; the other would worship idols.
There are limits to every parent’s hopes and dreams, limits to every parent’s
ability to control and influence. The rest is up to faith, hope, and trust.
But there is another opinion about the meaning of Baruch she-petarani.
Maybe the parent doesn’t say this about the child. Maybe the child says this
about the parent! Maybe the prayer is said by the child at this transitional
moment as a way of stating, “I am my own person, and my parents are their
own people. We are no longer attached to each other. We are each responsible for ourselves.”
hirteen is the traditional age of spiritual and moral choices. At thirteen,
you become endowed with both the yetser hatov (the “good inclination”) and
the yetser hara (the “evil inclination”). These dueling forces are in each of us.
Now you can begin to ascend to the good and the holy. Thirteen is also the
traditional age of religious achievement. A thirteen year-old can help constitute a minyan (the quorum of ten adults traditionally needed for communal
prayer). Traditionally, only men were counted in a minyan, and this is still

Y
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the case in Orthodox and some Conservative communities. Reform, Reconstructionist, and the overwhelming majority of Conservative synagogues
count women as part of the minyan.
In addition, a thirteen year-old can also fast on Yom Kippur. A minor
tractate of the Talmud, Sofrim, mentions that in the era of the Second
Temple (approximately the first century of the Common Era) there was a
ceremony for twelve or thirteen year-olds who had completed their first
Yom Kippur fast. In the ceremony, the elders of the community blessed the
children on the occasion of completing this important mitzvah. Perhaps
this was the first real Jewish coming-of-age ceremony.
Historically, thirteen also became the age of a kind of legal maturity. The
Mishnah says that the vows of a boy aged thirteen plus one day are legally
binding. At thirteen, a youth could be a member of a bet din (a Jewish court)
and could buy and sell certain items of value.

