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HOT TOPIC: Should Jewish rituals be adapted to modernity? 

 
 
CREATIVE LIFE CYCLE RITUALS FOR THE TWENTY FIRST CENTURY 
by Cheryl Weiner 
 
 
What do we need to consider in teaching Jewish life cycle rituals when current 
demographics don’t reflect traditional Jewish communal norms? 
 
In a renewal community religious school, I was asked to teach life cycle rituals to fifth 
graders and their families. As I kept stumbling over sensitivities, I realized that educators 
and publishers need to reflect current demographics and sensibilities rather than 
traditional renditions of rituals and those expressed in school texts. We need to revise 
what we teach to deal with issues of inclusion and belonging. 
 
Circumcision:  
Educators should be prepared to address controversial issues that may come up with 
parents or older children. What are the legal issues related to banning male 
circumcision, both in the US and Europe? How do they relate to medical pros and cons 
as well as anti-Semitic and anti-Muslim politics? Does the absence of circumcision cause 
an issue in our particular educational environments, for example, in camp or in gym? 
Will this be of particular concern to an adopted boy or his parents? 
 
Creating New Ceremonies:  
The name of the male circumcision ceremony is Brit Milah, the covenant of 
circumcision. To adequately correspond in meaning and purpose, the name for the girl’s 
ceremony should include the Hebrew word for covenant as well, Brit Bat, the covenant 
of the daughter, and not be called, Simchat Bat, the joyous ceremony for a daughter, as 
it is in some communities and texts. When we create new rituals, it is important to 
infuse them with kavannah, intention. In this case, when we are creating a ritual 
specifically to create gender equity with a male ritual, we need to infuse it with the 
same kavannah. 
 
Creating Jewish Identity:  
Throughout the centuries, Jews have had both a secular and a Jewish or Hebrew name. 
The Hebrew name conveys the lineage of the person within the community. What 
happens in a Jewish classroom when the child has no Hebrew name and a school activity 
calls for it and the Bar/ Bat Mitzvah ceremony requires it? Because the Hebrew name 
includes the Hebrew name of the parents, this can be particularly painful for parents 
who are not Jewish themselves. Moreover, if the child is adopted and a relationship still 
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exists with the birth parents, there can be a great dilemma over whether the name 
should include the birth parents’ or adopted parents’ names.  
 
This can be further complicated if the policy of the rabbi or community is to use 
Abraham and Sarah as the parents of a converted child, a Jew by choice. Some people 
find that this naming is an immediate indication of conversion or not belonging. In 
addition, the difference in naming practices between Ashkenazi and Sephardic traditions 
can create misunderstandings about Jewish identity. Within the Sephardic community, 
children are often named after a living relative, which is misunderstood by Ashkenazi 
Jews as a “Christian” practice, because they name children only after someone who has 
died. 
 
Interfaith Bar/Bat Mitzvah Rituals:  
Rabbis and educators have to be particularly sensitive to exploring creative ways of 
dealing with aliyot if their congregation doesn’t recognize women or non-Jewish 
relatives as members of the community who can be on the bimah or celebrate an aliyah. 
Further complicating these concerns is when the Bar/Bat Mitzvah mother is not Jewish 
when matrilineal descent is required. Each community needs to construct its comfort 
zone in dealing with these issues. However, educators have to understand the nature of 
their communities when they discuss the ceremony. 
 
Diversity in Family Constellations and Gender Neutral Language:  
Jewish education reflects secular education in needing to address the larger issues of 
society. However, Jewish educators have a unique challenge in trying to address the 
needs of families who don’t fall into traditional categories of Jewish identity and life 
style. Same sex marriages, unions, commitment ceremonies, and expressions of GLBT 
life styles are not sanctioned in traditional Jewish texts and rituals. Moreover, gender 
issues are still prevalent in many communities, with women not being fully counted in 
minyanim and where gender neutral language and inclusion of the matriarchs is not part 
of the life cycle liturgy.  Many of our communities include GLBT members as well as 
gender and language sensitivities. 
 
Developing the Kavannah/ Intention of Inclusion:  
Jewish life cycle rituals are structured to sustain Jewish identity and to develop a sense 
of belonging in the community.  Given the need to enlarge our circle of inclusion, we 
need to adapt our rituals to meet the demands of our communities. Educational 
directors need to make sure that teachers are in sync with the community in terms of 
their understanding of the demographics and the issues that might be controversial. At 
religious school committee meetings, educators need to address potential stress points 
in the curriculum. They also need to make sure that educational policies reflect 
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synagogue policies and that the rabbis and lead educators are cognizant of issues with 
particular parents who have expressed concerns.  
 
Moreover, educators need to be aware that the textbooks that they have chosen may 
not reflect the values of their community in relation to life cycle issues and that they 
may have to compensate by substituting or supplementing texts as appropriate. Of 
particular concern beyond actual content is how values and rituals are depicted through 
illustrative Jewish texts and stories as well as pictures and photographs. Rarely are there 
visual representations of non-traditional inclusive families, such as racially mixed or 
same-sex parents or grandparents, extended families, or even ethnically diverse families 
from Ashkenazi, Sephardic or Mizrahi backgrounds. In addition, publishers have to 
reflect inclusiveness in their materials and their delivery.  Having both lessons and 
supplemental visual images of families, foods, and ethnic diversity available from 
websites can update images, so that the viability of content can be extended for a 
community that has limited resources to buy new texts. 
 
In any case, life cycle celebrations are living, breathing reflections of values, life style 
choices, and cultural diversity. So long as meaning is maintained, many creative ways of 
celebrating rituals can be observed. A wonderful website exists at www.ritualwell.org 
that offers new liturgies, ceremonies, and reflections and publishes free materials that 
can be downloaded and used as resources for educators and families. 
 
 
 
Rabbi Cheryl Weiner, PhD serves as a Chaplain and Senior Consultant for the Greater 
Miami Jewish Federation. Ordained by AJRCA, she served as educational director for two 
CA congregations creating values based Jewish programs K-Adult. She has been an 
award winning educational technology publisher, curriculum developer, author, and 
game designer 
cweinermh@aol.com. 
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