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Jewish education is best served in a private setting, where the 
kehilla can organize the curriculum. Therefore, fundraising is 
a constant necessity to sustain even the basic financial needs. 
Music is understood as extracurricular and is rarely included 

in the budget. If there is music in education, it uses the skills of an already 
employed teacher who happens to be musical. That contributes to ruach 
in the school and at home, when students come home singing Jewish 
music. In the Chassidic world, singing and music-making is forbidden for 
girls. Thus, music education is never considered. 

I used to be a Chassidic housewife in an arranged marriage and dutifully 
gave birth to several children. In my early thirties, I decided that it was 
high time to pursue my passion and study music. Having no idea what 
the “dots” on the page were about, I passed an audition by singing “A 
Yiddisha Mama.” Only three weeks after learning what key signatures 
were, I composed my first piece, a piano trio based on a passage in 
Jeremiah. 

Responding to Music

Every human being deserves to be given the language to write a song that 
is trapped inside the heart. While I was in college and studying music, I 
found myself in a remote village more than 100 miles from the nearest 
Jewish community. Of course, nobody even knew what Yiddish was. I 
imagined them asking me, “Is that a food?” 

It was during that time that I frequented the nursing home every week, 
and absorbed myself in a healthy dose of Bikur Cholim. I played the piano, 
and then also went to individuals with my guitar to sing and play. The 
staff loved to observe how the residents initially seemed sleepy, but then 
independently fed themselves after my singing. The nurses knew me as 
the music girl who sings “Hava Nagila.” However, I knew myself as the 
nice Jewish girl who was singing and making music, and God hadn’t struck 
me down yet.

One day, I received a call from the president of the local temple, a 
congregation that struggles to gather a minyan on holidays. In the 
conversation, I was told that an elderly congregant was at the end of her 
life, and I was asked to sing for her. I was delighted to discover that the 
husband was a native Yiddish speaker. We kumzitzed for a long time, and 
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the husband was moved to see a very emotional reaction from his otherwise unresponsive wife. When words 
fail, music speaks.Three weeks later, I was asked to meet the same couple again at the nursing facility.

This time, it was to help explain to the husband in Yiddish how to request hospice care. Trusting me as one of 
his “own,” he understood the process and made the request. His wife passed away peacefully the next evening. 
It was a privilege to have met her in her last few months. If Jewish music was not such a vital part of their 
upbringing, I would not have had such a potent tool to connect with them at a time when this mattered most.

After I earned my music degree with honors, I returned to my home in a small Jewish community. Although 
there were numerous temples around, there was only one Hebrew Day School and one Jewish nursing home. 
I applied to all of the relevant places for work, but learned that there was no budget for any “recreational 
activities involving music.”  All across America, public school districts often require a student to pick an 
instrument and join the ensemble. Still, in our own Jewish world, music is seen as recreational and not needed.

Engaging with Music

In nursing homes, the budgeting decision is made by evaluating the medical response by the residents. If 
playing bingo gets them up from their wheelchairs, into the recreation hall, and engaged for 45 minutes, 
then the activity is deemed a success. Therefore, music activities are classified as entertainment. This is 
because the music is one-sided, as the musician performs from a pre-set repertoire from two generations ago. 
When seniors listen to music, they fall asleep. Rarely is there interaction, and, therefore, no medical value 
for insurance purposes. Enter the Jewish musicians, the chazzonim, and Klezmerim. When I sing in Yiddish, 
Hebrew, or familiar Eastern European languages, every person present perks up. The residents become fully 
engaged and then begin making song suggestions.

Currently, I teach piano to non-verbal autistic clients. I introduce familiar songs such as “Twinkle, Twinkle”, 
and replace some words with Hebrew. This promotes learning, since musical communication is possible for 
all humans, no matter their diagnosis. Music is a necessary tool for health, stability, learning, growth, and 
development. I hope that more Jewish programs can begin to incorporate them in their upcoming fiscal year.

Sight-singing, ear training, music theory and music history should be a staple of Jewish education. Historically, 
Jewish generations weakened in their ability to pass on the aural tradition. Our wise sages thought it necessary 
to write down the Jewish laws and traditions.

The Aural Tradition

Today, we have those sacred texts to guide us in our life. The music, though, has been eternalized only through 
the trope symbols. Although it is fascinating that the lilting chants have similar characteristics in many parts of 
the world, they still differ. This is because the trope is designed to allow creative interpretation by the cantor. 
That aural tradition offers the listeners the gift of the cantor’s interpretation only for as long as he is Thealive 
and chanting. The meaning of his chant choices remain a mystery if they have not been recorded and notated 
for analysis. Perhaps one can dare to learn trope by memorizing the sounds from classical notation. However, 
the rules change each time the word does. That is practically in every sentence. Therefore, a more meaningful 
study of the interpretation should be taught, so that it does not become the rote learning of a literal tradition. 
The beauty of trope can be lost in chanting that is quantified as a mathematical formula. Rather, qualitative 
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learning can enhance it to be a truly moving experience. 

Ultra-Orthodox boys and girls often do not have the opportunity to chant from the Torah at their Bar/
Bat Mitzvahs. This tradition of learning should not be given up in favor of mastering yet another page in 
the Talmud. Other religious groups have figured out how music education can contribute to the survival of 
tradition and values. Music as an art certainly has its aesthetic value. Music as a scientific study is deeply 
rooted in ancient history. In Mormon families, every member of the household is taught music in the classical 
tradition. Brigham Young University has a very prestigious reputation for its music program. In contrast, the 
Bar-Ilan Music Department was founded in 1970 to meet the demand of a diverse student public interested in 
musicology and ethnomusicology. 

More change is needed from the inside out, so that students can begin their music education from the earliest 
age. This education should be of a caliber that can be matched by their peers, rather than recreational in 
nature. I know how music education opened up the world to me. I suddenly was included in the ‘‘big boys 
club,” the world of cultured people who spoke of theory and analyzed ancient music. I feel passionately about 
empowering the youth of today in order to strengthen their music leadership for tomorrow. w


