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Although it probably started out as a harvest festival, Shavuot in Jewish 
tradition has come to commemorate the giving of the Torah on Mount Sinai. 
This event, which is traditionally viewed as a central moment in the history 
and consciousness of the Jewish people, stands at the midpoint of a classic 
structuring of Judaism: Creation-Revelation-Redemption. Although like 

other religious systems, Judaism understands time as cyclical — built on the rhythms of 
the seasons and repeating key events in the biblical story — it also introduced a linear 
concept, in which human history moves from a meaningful creation to the revelation 
of God’s word, with the goal of the redemption of both the Jewish people and all of 
humankind. History, in this view, is always moving forward, always forging a path toward 
resolution of the troubles of this world, especially Exile.

So, Shavuot celebrates one of the most important steps on the Jewish journey. But the 
Sinai event is portrayed in different ways depending on the source. The Torah has two 
takes (and vocabulary) on this moment, one in Exodus and one in Deuteronomy. As for 
the rest of the Bible, Sinai barely appears again, which is quite surprising. Most strikingly, 
the Rabbis, through Midrash, elevated the revelation in the desert to very high status, 
spending a good deal of time and effort in expounding on details and elaborating on 
some of the themes they find there.

Let’s look at the texts themselves. The first, very full description of the Sinai revelation 
appears in Exodus 19-20:

Chapter 19: 
1. In the third month after the going out of the Children of Israel from the land of Egypt, 
    on that day, 
    they came to the Wilderness of Sinai. 
2. They moved on from Refidim and came to the Wilderness of Sinai, 
    and encamped in the wilderness. 
    There Israel encamped, opposite the mountain. 
3. Now Moshe went up to God, 
    and YHWH called out to him from the mountain, 
    saying: 
    Say thus to the House of Yaakov, 
    tell the Children of Israel: 
4, You yourselves have seen 
    what I did to Egypt, 
    how I bore you on eagles’ wings  
    and brought you to me 
5.  So now, 
    if you will hearken, hearken to my voice 
    and keep my covenant, 
    you shall be to me a special-treasure from among all peoples. 
    Indeed, all the earth is mine, 
6. but you, you shall be to me 
     a kingdom of priests, 
    a holy nation. 
    These are the words that you are to speak to the Children of Israel.
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7. Moshe came, and had the elders of the people called, 
    and he set before them these words, with which YHWH had commanded him. 
8.  And all the people answered together, they said: 
    All that YHWH has spoken, we will do! 
    And Moshe reported the words of the people to YHWH. 
9. YHWH said to Moshe: 
    Here, I am coming to you in a thick cloud, 
    so that the people may hear when I speak with you, 
    and also so that they may have trust in you forever. 
    And Moshe told the words of the people to YHWH. 
10. YHWH said to Moshe: 
    Go to the people, 
    make them holy, today and tomorrow; 
    let them scrub their clothes, 
11. that they may be ready for the third day, 
    for on the third day 
    YHWH will come down before the eyes of all the people, upon Mount Sinai. 
12. Fix-boundaries for the people all around, saying: 
    Take you care against going up the mountain or against touching its border! 
    Whoever touches the mountain is to be put to death, yes, death; 
13.  no hand is to touch him, 
    but he is to be stoned, yes, stoned, or shot, yes, shot —  
    whether beast or man, he is not to live! 
    When the ram’s horn is drawn out, they may go up on the mountain 
14. Moshe went down from the mountain to the people; 
    he made the people holy, and they scrubbed their clothes. 
15. Then he said to the people: 
    Be ready for three days; do not approach a woman! 
16. Now it was on the third day, when it was daybreak: 
    there were thunder-sounds and lightning, 
    a heavy cloud on the mountain 
    and an exceedingly strong shofar sound.  
    And all the people who were in the camp trembled. 
17. Moshe brought the people out toward God from the camp, 
    and they stationed themselves beneath the mountain. 
18. Now Mount Sinai emitted-smoke all over, 
    since YHWH had come down upon it in fire; 
    its smoke went up like the smoke of a furnace, 
    and all of the mountain trembled exceedingly. 
19. Now the shofar sound was growing exceedingly stronger, 
    —Moshe kept speaking, 
    while God kept answering him in the sound [of a voice]— 
20. and YHWH came down upon Mount Sinai, to the top of the mountain. 
    YHWH called Moshe to the top of the mountain, 
    and Moshe went up….

 
Chapter 20: 
14. Now all of the people were seeing 
     the thunder-sounds, 
    the flashing-torches, 
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    the shofar sound, 
    and the mountain emitting-smoke; 
    the people saw, 
    and they faltered 
    and stood far off. 
15. They said to Moshe: 
    You speak with us, and we will hearken, 
    but let not God speak with us, lest we die! 
16. Moshe said to the people: 
    Do not be afraid! 
    For it is to test you that God has come, 
    to have his awe be upon you, 
    so that you do not sin. 
17. The people stood far off, 
    while Moshe approached the fog where God was.              
  [translation: E. Fox, The Five Books of Moses (New York: Schocken Books, 1997), revised]

    Now when I analyze a biblical text, I always look closely  
    at the vocabulary and the repeating words —  
    at the way in which the ideas are expressed. 

Now when I analyze a biblical text, I always look closely at the vocabulary and the repeating words — at the way in which the ideas 
are expressed. The passages above fit the bill nicely. The main repeated word is represented by the Hebrew root d-b-r, which I 
translate as either “word” or “speak.” Despite the impressive backdrop of the mountain and other natural wonders, the Sinai story 
concentrates on what is being said by God to Moses and to the people. Similarly, “hear”/“hearken,” often paired here with “voice,” 
stresses the auditory aspect of the event. All these terms point to the all-important one, “covenant,” the agreement between God 
and Israel, which is what is at stake at Sinai.

Also central to the account is the issue of boundaries: the prohibition against approaching the mountain and the penalty (death) 
for breaking that rule (this continues in vv. 21-24, which I have not included here). “Far off” appears several times to hammer in the 
importance of boundaries. Another aspect of distance concerns the many movements in the story, especially Moses going up and 
going down the mountain, as well as God coming down.

Finally, there are multiple uses of the number three, to describe the elapsed time after the Exodus and then the waiting, purification 
period of days before the actual revelation. As in other ancient cultures, three was often used in the Bible to indicate something 
significant.

From all this wording emerges a picture of great care in preparing for the divine approach and the experience of hearing the divine 
words. Even “seeing” here refers not to a visual phenomenon, but to simply experiencing the awesome event.

The narrative quoted above is bracketed by the “sealing” of the covenant, with the elders’ participation and the people’s assent, in 
Ex. 24, after the giving of the Ten Commandments and the enumeration of laws in chapters 21-23:

Chapter 24:  
1. to Moshe he said: 
    Go up to YHWH, 
    you and Aharon, Nadav and Avihu, and seventy of the elders of Israel, 
    and bow down from far off;
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2. Moshe alone is to approach YHWH, 
    but they, they are not to approach, 
    while as for the people, they [too] are not to go up with him. 
3. So Moshe came 
    and recounted to the people all the words of YHWH and all the regulations. 
    And all the people answered in one voice, they said:  
    All the words that YHWH has spoken, we will do! 
4. And Moshe wrote down all the words of YHWH. 
    He started-early in the morning 
    and built an altar beneath the mountain 
    and twelve standing-stones for the twelve tribes of Israel. 
5. Then he sent the serving-lads of the Children of Israel, 
    that they should offer up offerings-up and sacrifice sacrifices of shalom for YHWH — bulls.  
6. Moshe took half of the blood and put it in craters, 
    and half of the blood he tossed against the altar. 
7. Then he took the record of the covenant 
    and read it in the hearing of the people. 
    They said: 
    All that YHWH has spoken, we will do and we will hearken! 
8. Moshe took the blood, he tossed it on the people 
    and said: 
    Here is the blood of the covenant 
    which YHWH has cut with you 
    by means of all these words. 
9. Then they went up, 
    Moshe and Aharon, Nadav and Avihu, and seventy of the elders of Israel, 
10. and they saw  
    the God of Israel: now beneath his feet, 
    [something] like work of sapphire tiles, 
    [something] like the substance of the heavens in purity. 
11. Yet against the Pillars of the Children of Israel, he did not stretch forth his hand; 
    they beheld Godhood 
    and ate and drank.   
12. YHWH said to Moshe: 
    Go up to me on the mountain 
    and remain there, 
    that I may give you tablets of stone: 
    the Instruction and the Command 
    that I have written down, to instruct them. 
13. Moshe arose, and Yehoshua his attendant, 
    and Moshe went up to the mountain of God. 
14. Now to the elders he said: 
    Stay here for us, until we return to you; 
    here, Aharon and Hur are with you — 
    whoever has a legal-matter may approach them. 
15. So Moshe went up the mountain, 
    and the cloud covered the mountain; 
16. the Glory of YHWH took up dwelling on Mount Sinai. 
    The cloud covered it for six days, 
    and he called to Moshe on the seventh day from amid the cloud.
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17. And the sight of the Glory of YHWH 
    was like a consuming fire on top of the mountain 
    in the eyes of the Children of Israel. 
18. Moshe came into the mist of the cloud  
    and he went up the mountain. 
    And Moshe was on the mountain 
    for forty days and forty nights.

Again, we have an emphasis on covenant words, although once the words have ceased, the elders do “see” God in some fashion, 
followed by the people’s seeing God’s glory atop the mountain. The covenant is made — first by the people’s agreeing (“All the words 
that YHWH has spoken, we will do!...we will do and we will hearken!”), and then by another formal step: a covenantal meal with the 
elders.

Lastly, the text of Deuteronomy, in chapters 4-5, reiterates the Sinai event, with a few wrinkles of its own:

Chapter 4: 
11. You came near, you stood beneath the mountain: 
    now the mountain was burning with fire, 
    up to the heart of the heavens, 
    in darkness, cloud and gloom. 
12. And YHWH spoke to you from the midst of the fire: 
    a voice of words you heard, 
    a form you did not see, 
    only a voice! 
13. He announced to you his covenant 
    which he commanded you to observe, 
    the Ten Words, 
    and he wrote them down on two tablets of stone. 
    ….

Chapter 5: 
4. Face to face did YHWH speak with you on the mountain from the midst of the fire 
5. —I myself was standing between YHWH and you at that time, 
    to report to you the word of YHWH, 
    for you were afraid of the fire 
    and would not go up onto the mountain — 
    …

18. These words YHWH spoke to your entire assembly at the mountain 
    from the midst of the fire, the cloud, and the gloom, 
    in a great voice, adding no more; 
    and he wrote them on two tablets of stone 
    and gave them to me. 
19. And it was, when you heard the voice from the midst of the darkness 
    and the mountain was burning with fire, 
    that you came near to me, all the heads of your tribes and your elders 
20. and you said: 
    Here, YHWH our God has let us see all his Glory and his greatness, 
    and his voice we have heard from the midst of the fire. 
    This day we have seen that God can speak to humans and they can remain alive! 
21. But now, for what [reason] should we die?  
    For it will consume us, this great fire;
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    if we continue to hear the voice of YHWH our God any more, 
    we will die! 
22.  For who is there among all flesh 
    that has ever heard the voice of the Living God speaking from the midst of the fire, as we have, 
    and remained alive? 
23. You go near and hear all that YHWH our God says; 
    and you speak to us all that YHWH our God speaks to you, 
    we will hearken and we will observe [it]. 
24. And YHWH hearkened to the voice of your words when you spoke to me, 
    YHWH said to me: 
    I have heard the voice of this people’s words that they have spoken to you; 
    it is well, all that they have spoken!

Here there has been a shift from, or perhaps I should say an intensification of, what came before. Some of the earlier motifs recur — 
words, hearing/hearkening to the Voice, being careful of the mountain’s boundaries as a life-and-death matter. But a new element 
has been added: fire. While Exodus 20:16 had described thunder and lightning, as well as the mountain shaking, the Deuteronomy 
passages emphasize fire, eight times in twelve verses! We recall that fire was a key element of the revelation at the Burning Bush; 
God is described elsewhere as a “devouring fire” (Deuteronomy 4:24). Yet fire is also transformative, both in nature and in folklore 
(see Greek myth, where Prometheus steals fire from the gods and bestows it on humans, and Norse and other mythologies, a god 
or creature of fire is portrayed as a trickster, a transformer). But its presence in Deuteronomy’s description of the Sinai event — or 
rather, in Moses’s speech about the Sinai event — has the function of serving to impress the Israelites, to warn them about violating 
physical and covenantal boundaries, and to indicate the great change wrought by God’s revelation.

   Much more significant from the text’s point of view are the  
   redemption from Egyptian bondage and the miraculous wandering  
   in the wilderness, both directed by God. It is these events that are  
   constantly harped on in the Bible. They form the basis for Israel’s life  
   as a holy people...
As I indicated above, the revelation at Sinai almost disappears in the rest of the Bible. There is a brief echo in the Elijah stories (I Kings 
19), where the prophet flees from Queen Jezebel to the mountain of God. But this is less an allusion to the giving of the Torah and 
more an attempt to portray Elijah as a kind of second Moses. A few references to the “mountain of YHWH” appear in various places, 
most of them referring to the Temple Mount in Jerusalem. The only direct reference to the Sinai event occurs in a later description of 
Solomon’s Temple, I Kings 8:9:

There was nothing in the Coffer  
save the two tablets that Moshe had put there at Horev, 
when YHWH cut [a covenant] with the Children of Israel, at their going out from the  land of Egypt. 
  [translation: E. Fox, The Early Prophets (New York: Schocken Books, 2014)

In other words, despite the long description of preparations for YHWH’s descending on the mountain, the scary painting of the 
shaking mountain when that occurred, Moses’ trips up and down, with the Israelites backing off, and finally, the people’s agreement 
to the terms of the covenant — namely, all the rich if sometimes confusing narratives about the Sinai event — the rest of the Hebrew 
Bible barely mentions it. Much more significant from the text’s point of view are the redemption from Egyptian bondage and the 
miraculous wandering in the wilderness, both directed by God. It is these events that are constantly harped on in the Bible. They 
form the basis for Israel’s life as a holy people, namely, I took you out of slavery; therefore, you should obey my commandments.

When we turn to Rabbinic traditions about Sinai that appear in the Talmud and Midrashic texts, a very different picture emerges. If 
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we recall that the Rabbis’ mission following the destruction of the Temple in 70 C. E. was to comfort the Jewish people, to convince 
them that God still loved them, and to establish values and practices that would enable Judaism and Jews to survive, it becomes 
clear that Sinai was in many ways more important to Rabbinic Jews than it was to biblical ones. The post-biblical legends and 
interpretations woven around the Sinai event stress the uniqueness both of that event and of the Jewish people themselves. First, 
the Midrash plays up a whole series of miracles said to have taken place: everyone afflicted with disease was instantly cured for 
life; all conflict and evil-doing among the Israelites ceased; no human or animal made a sound during the revelations; all Israelites 
received a “heavenly radiance” on their faces, along with a crown of fire; and everyone heard the words of God speaking in his own 
voice, to name just a few. Second, the physical description of Sinai, which appears in brief form in the Torah, is expanded in Midrashic 
treatment, with fearful portrayals of earthquake, fire and the like, resulting in all the kings of the world trembling. And the Rabbis 
imagine Mount Sinai rising into the sky, accompanied by tens of thousands of angels. Here are two of the Rabbinic portraits of what 
happened at the mountain, from Midrash Exodus Rabbah:

The Torah was given through seven voices. 
And the people saw the Master of the Universe revealed in each of these voices. 
That is the meaning of the verse “All the people saw the voices.” (Ex. 20:15) 
These voices were accompanied by sparks of fire 
and flashes of lightning in the shape of the letters of the Ten Commandments. 
They saw the fiery word pouring out from the mouth of the Almighty 
and watched as they were inscribed on the stone tablets, 
as it says, ‘The voice of God inscribes flames of fire’ (Ps 29:4). 
And when the people actually saw The-One-Who-Speaks-and-the-World-came-into-Being, they fainted away. 
Some say that their spirits left their bodies, 
while others say that they went into a prophetic trance. 
These visions brought them to trembling and shaking and a loss of the senses. 
Rabbi Yochanan said: 
When God’s voice came forth at Mt. Sinai, 
it divided itself into 70 human languages, 
so that the whole world might understand it… 
young and old, women, children, and infants, 
according to their ability to understand. (Ex. 19:19)….
Said Rabbi Abbahu in the name of Rabbi Yochanan: 
When the Holy One gave the Torah, 
no bird screeched, 
no fowl flew, 
no ox mooed, 
none of the angels flapped a wing, 
nor did the seraphim-angels chant, “Holy, Holy, Holy!” 
The sea did not roar, 
and none of the creatures uttered a sound. 
All through the whole world there was only a deafening silence 
as the Divine Voice went forth speaking: 
Anochi Adonai Elohecha (I am the Lord your God). 
  [translation adapted from www.sefaria.org]

In these portrayals, the Israelites are not only afraid, but also transformed. And the revelation affects not only those assembled at 
the mountain, but the entire world. The central Jewish event becomes a cosmic one.

Another theme that appears important to the Midrash is that of Israel accepting the Torah. On the one hand, the people are 
portrayed as willingly taking on the “yoke of the commandments” when all other nations rejected it, with a long description of how 
each nation could not bring itself to observe one of the Torah’s commandments. On the other hand, the Midrash has Israel accepting 
the Torah only after God lifts the mountain over them and threatens to drop it if they refuse it.
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The Torah does not offer much detail about Moses’s sojourn on Sinai for forty days and forty nights, other than to imply that he 
receives the laws from God. For the Rabbis, this is expanded into a detailed series of stories about Moses, whose journey goes 
beyond Sinai to heaven itself. Here he studies Torah — including the Oral Torah of the Rabbis! — and is even whisked into the future 
to the academy of Rabbi Akiba. One part of that story goes as follows:

Rabbi Yehudah said in the name of Rav: 
When Moses went to heaven he found God sitting and affixing crowns to the letters [of the Torah]. 
Moses said: “Master of the Universe, who stays your hand?” [I.e., why do you take so long to add these crowns to the letters?] 
God said to him: “A man will live at the end of many generations, 
and Akiva ben Yosef is his name. 
He will interpret on each and every stroke, heaps and heaps of laws.” 
He said to him: 
“Master of the Universe: Show him to me.” 
God said to him: “Turn around.” 
He went and sat at the end of the eighth row, but he did not understand the Torah they were teaching. 
Moses was very upset. 
At one point, his students said to [Rabbi Akiva]: “Teacher, how do you know this?” 
He replied: “It is halakha that was given to Moses at Mount Sinai.” 
So Moses was comforted. 
Moses then said to God, 
“Master of the Universe, 
you have a man of this caliber and yet you give the Torah through me?” 
God told him to be silent.

In this scene, Moses’s Midrashic journey reinforces the great authority, not only of himself as the great teacher, but of the Rabbis 
themselves, who thus are directly connected to Mount Sinai. And note that when Rabbinic discussions look for the firmest grounding 
for a law, they cite it as a “halakha of Moshe from Sinai,” making the event on the mountain part of their own process.
In other moments of his heavenly sojourn in the Midrash, Moses is shown the seven heavens and all the colors that will go into 
the construction of the Tabernacle. Most significantly, the Midrash portrays a long battle between Moses and the angels, who are 
threatened by the appearance of a mortal in their abode and who appear in fearful ways. They claim that the Torah should not be 
given to humans, who will corrupt it; God counters by making clear that the Torah addresses human concerns, such as idolatry, work, 
honoring parents, etc.

In the end, what Midrash enables the Rabbis to do is to expand the Sinai event to express eternal Jewish values: the uniqueness of 
the Torah and of the Jewish people; the willingness of the Israelites to take on the sacred task, and to pass it on to their children 
and children’s children; the importance of study; and the central role of the greatest Jewish “hero,” Moses, especially in his role as 
teacher. I have not included here discussion of the Ten Commandments themselves, which also receive a good deal of attention in 
the Midrash.

The Sinai revelation thus became one of the absolute key events in Jewish, if not biblical, history. So, it is not surprising that Shavuot, 
one of the three pilgrimage festivals (Passover and Sukkot being the other two) came to be connected to this event. Even the 
medieval development of Simhat Torah as a separate holiday could not displace the celebration of Sinai in the late spring, on the 
brief holiday we know as the Feast of Weeks,

I would recommend that for anyone interested in what Jewish tradition has to say about Sinai, the most useful English resources are 
the following anthologies: 
S. Y. Agnon, Present at Sinai: The Giving of the Law (Philadelphia: Jewish Publication Society, 2002). 
H. N. Bialik and Y. H. Ravnitsky, The Book of Legends/Sefer Ha-Aggadah (New York: Schocken Books, 1992). 
Louis Ginzberg, The Legends of the Jews (Philadelphia: Jewish Publication Society, 1969). 
Also: Midrash Rabbah (London: Soncino Press, 1992).
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R
uth’s famous plea to Naomi to let her come with her is one of the best-known 

parts of Megillat Ruth— we expect Naomi to be happy, to be touched by this 

moving speech and reach out to Ruth.... but what really happens next? In the 

text, we are told that Naomi’s response to Ruth is silence (Chapter 1, verse 18, 

Naomi “ceases from speaking” to her (ָוַתֶּחְדַּל לְדַבֵּר אֵלֶיה). 

In a session at a recent NewCAJE conference, participants engaged in philosophical 
inquiry around the concept of silence and its uses to explore Naomi’s silence. Was her 

silence a way of giving Ruth permission to come or was Naomi simply left speechless? 
Was it a way of stepping back and letting Ruth make up her own mind or did she then 
just ignore Ruth as each continued the journey in her own space (וַתֵּלַכְנָה שְׁתֵּיהֶם)? What 

else might it have meant? After exploring our own uses of silence, we returned to the 
text and explored what we thought Naomi’s silence meant as we looked at a range of 

traditional and modern commentaries, including seven different images of this moment 
portrayed in art and sculpture. Breaking into groups, we then created a “freeze frame” of 

this moment as we interpreted it. 

What is this approach to Jewish education?
The need for meaning-centered education: In an open world in which the next 

generation is faced with fluid choices about how to live, Jewish education needs to help 
our students develop both the capacity to construct meaningful Jewish identities and a 
sense of purpose that is: 

w Informed by the ongoing Jewish conversation.
w Lived in community.

w In dialogue with the world around them.

w Grounded in sound judgment.

Yet figuring out who we are and how we ought to live cannot be done in isolation from 
other people. That is to say, “thinking for myself” is not a solitary activity — it happens 
through engaging with the voices of others — both voices of other members of our own 

communities and the voices that make up the extended conversation of our traditions 
“over time,” voices within Jewish and Western culture with which we are able to engage 
through the written word and through the Arts. In helping our students develop their 
own identities and sense of purpose in community with others, we are also building 
their capacity to create vibrant Jewish communities engaged in the “Big Questions” 
concerning how we ought to live. 

Philosophical Inquiry in Jewish Education: Philosophy taps children’s natural curiosity 

and engages them in a search for meaning. Philosophy is the arena in which we make 

sense of our experience, figure ourselves out and develop a worldview. It awakens our 
puzzlement and curiosity, grabbing our attention and inviting a response. Abraham 
Joshua Heschel suggested that philosophy is “the art of asking the right questions,” 
questions such as
w What makes something fair?

w Is honoring someone and respecting him/her the same thing?
w What do we mean when we say something is a miracle?

Dr. Jen Glaser is founder and 
director of Engaging Texts, which 
offers professional development 
and a teacher network for Jewish 
educators seeking to explore big 
ideas in their classrooms and 
institutions. She consults with 
schools to help create and support 
educational environments that 
empower students to construct 
meaningful identities, a sense of 
purpose, and active engagement in 
Jewish life. 
glaserjen@gmail.com 

www.engagingtexts.com
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Questions, however, are the end of a thinking process, not the beginning of one. First, we are puzzled by something, something grabs 
our attention, bothers us or pulls us up short — forming a question that captures this puzzlement is itself hard work! Developing the 
capacity to find an interest and ask a question is critical to a meaning-centered education. It shifts the pedagogical moment from one 
of response/reaction to initiation/proaction. 

Philosophical Inquiry in Jewish Education combines rigorous exploration of meaning with community-building and rich, deep Jewish 
content knowledge through a pedagogy that enables students to think for themselves as members of a deliberative community. 
Group discussion is not only seen as a pedagogy but as how we name, make sense of, and evaluate our experience and our ideas. 

Through creating communities of inquiry, participants engage in collaborative meaning-making. Such deliberation maintains 
individual autonomy (I must still figure out for myself where I stand on the issues discussed), but places this thinking within a 
communal context that recognizes human interdependence. As a communal activity, cognitive work is thereby integrated with deep 
attention to building reflective, creative, and caring community.  

This approach to education is midrashic in nature, involving close reading of text, as well as playfulness and openness to 

interpretation, along with the understanding that interpretation happens in connection to the thinking of others (both those who 
have come before us and our contemporaries). 

     Philosophical Inquiry in Jewish Education combines rigorous  
   exploration of meaning with community-building and rich, deep  
   Jewish content knowledge through a pedagogy that enables students  
   to think for themselves as members of a deliberative community. 
Central to this approach is an interplay between the world of the child and the text. This happens through exploring the meaning of 

key concepts and language as they resonate in the child’s life alongside meanings contained in the interpretative tradition. Discussion 
plans are offered for this purpose. For example, exploring the concept “Miracle,” we might use a discussion plan that asks the 
students what the word “miracle” means when it is used in everyday contexts.        

Discuss what the term “miracle” means in each of these situation
1. “It was a miracle he survived the accident.”

2. “At Hanukah, we talk about the miracle of the oil,”

3. “06/29/16: When my baby brother was born, and I saw him for the first time, I thought ‘this is a miracle.’”
4. “The trapeze artist performed miraculous feats of daring.”
5. “My biology teacher talks about the miracle of life on earth.”

6. “It was a miracle that I got my homework done on time.”
7. “The magician pulled a rabbit out of the hat — it was a miracle!”
8. “I used to take butterflies for granted, but now that we have studied them, I think each one is a tiny miracle!”

The point here is not that there is a right or wrong answer, a true meaning or a false one. What we are tapping into in discussing 

these examples is the child’s existing understanding of what this term signifies. This allows students to reflect on and articulate the 
meaning of the term in their existing conceptual scheme.

Alongside this, students are introduced to different understandings of the meaning of “miracle” within our tradition (Ibn Ezra, 
Rashbam, Sforno, Maimonides, along with contemporary voices). By broadening the range of possible meanings available to them, 
we help them develop nuanced meaning — structures through which they can interpret their own lives. (My favorite anecdote is 

about a group of grade 3 students who were getting ready for a class trip. The teacher was hurrying them to the bus. One student 
turned to another and said, “What is this, an exodus?” The student had internalized the meaning of exodus and could draw on this 

meaning about their own life, even if in a somewhat wry manner!)
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Shavuot Session:

Naomi’s Silence “and she ceased from talking to her” ָוַתֶּחְדַּל לְדַבֵּר אֵלֶיה
This session explores the meaning of silence in general and Naomi’s silence in particular. Earlier, we said that “philosophy begins in 
wonder,” that it involves puzzlement or being “pulled up short” by something unexpected. That is what happens here. In a speech 

that has become famous, Ruth declares her loyalty and love to Naomi:

Do not plead with me to leave you, to return from following you, for wherever you go, I will go, and wherever you sleep, I 
will sleep; your people shall be my people and your God my God. Where you die, I will die, and there I will be buried. So, 
may Adonai do to me and so may [Adonai] continue, if anything but death separate me and you. 

What is Naomi’s response? We might imagine that Naomi now turns to her with an embrace. But that is not what happens. At the 

end of her declaration, we find something unexpected. We read: “And she [Naomi] saw that she [Ruth] was determined to go with 
her, and she stopped speaking to her.” Philosophy begins in wonder — “So, silence is her response? What kind of silence was it? What 

could such silence mean?”  Was her silence a way of giving Ruth permission to come or was Naomi simply left speechless? Was it a 
way of stepping back and letting Ruth make up her own mind or did she then just ignore Ruth as each continued the journey in their 
own space (וַתֵּלַכְנָה שְׁתֵּיהֶם)? What else might it have meant?

In the resources around Naomi’s silence, you will find discussion plans on the meaning of silence, along with interpretations of 
the meaning and uses of silence from the tradition (Rashi, Pirkei Avot, Baruch Spinoza, Martin Buber, Pamela Wax, and Wendy 
Amsellem), as well as artistic renditions of the relationship among the three women at this critical moment.

Resources: 
Link to teaching resources: http://engagingtexts.com/2017/11/5155/
w Text: Book of Ruth, Chapter 1, verses 8, 14-19 (one copy per person)

w US letter/standard page-sized prints of different works of art portraying the relationship among Naomi, Ruth, and Orpah (one  
    copy of each).

w Camera or phone to take pictures.

w Copies of the discussion plan “The Meaning of Silence” (one between two students  or one each)
w Copies of the secondary sources on silence. 

:

Lesson plan:
1. Read the text together (Chapter 1, verses 8, 14-19) leaving out 9-13 to focus on the part we are interested in more fully). 

2. Introducing the problem: Read verse 18 again, focusing on the verb. Is this what we expected? What does it mean when the text  

     says “cease talking” at such a time? What meanings can the response of silence have?
3. As a group, complete the discussion plan on the meaning of silence. Take time to encourage the students to explain what they  
    mean as fully as they can. (“Can you say a little more about what you mean here?”) Encourage students to ask each other follow-  
    up questions. 
4. Explore together the meaning of Naomi’s silence — what kind of silence or ceasing from speech do they think it is?

5. Turn to some of the secondary sources. Read and discuss them. (You might also divide the students into pairs and give each pair a  

    different source and then have them come back together to share their sources and what they think they mean/say about silence  
    and its uses.)

6. Ask them what questions they now have about Naomi’s silence and write these on the board or on a flip chart (write the questions  
    in the words of the students and put their names after their questions). 
7. Take out the images of the relationship among the three women and put them at different points around the room. Divide  
    the students into groups of three and have them go around and look at each one. How has the artist interpreted Naomi and the  
    relationship among the three women? 
8. Have each group stand by the image that they found most interesting/spoke to them the most. Invite them to share why this one  
    spoke to them.

9. With the same groups of three, ask each group to create a “freeze frame” capturing their own interpretation of the relationship 
    among Naomi, Ruth, and Orpah at this critical moment. 
10. Ask each group to show their freeze frame. Take a picture of it. (This can be put up on the wall with an explanation or sent home  
    to the parents with an explanation of what the students did, etc.). 
 

http://engagingtexts.com/2017/11/5155/
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“Our group shows three very sad women, bereft of their husbands 
and lives and now having to move on to something new. Not 
always easy but necessary. I am so glad the book of Ruth made it 
into our Tanach.”

Chava (Cynthia) Lebowitz

 “I was in a group with Jen. She posed as Ruth, determined to 
join Naomi, support her, and share her destiny. I posed as Naomi, 
feeling torn between the desire to have Ruth accompany her, 
between the fear of Ruth’s future in Beit Lechem, and between 
the feeling of a selfish guilt, wanting Ruth by her side, without 
thinking about what’s best for Ruth.”

 Esti Ben David

“Our group (Louise, Rena & Aviv) chose the traditional 
interpretation - Ruth and Naomi hugging each other in support 
with Orpah leaving with somewhat mixed emotions.” 

Louise Riddell-Kaufman, 
Director of Education, Congregation Beth Israel, 

Carmel, CA

Exploring through art the relationship among the three women at 
this pivotal moment



NewCAJE                                                                                                                        Shavuot 2018/5778

THE JEWISH EDUCATOR 

Experience Shavuot and more through the “Edible Judaism” educational 
model. Flora and nature imagery permeate the Torah with over 100 plants 
mentioned by name. This program allows you to explore Shavuot and other 
holidays through the commentaries of our sages who, from Talmudic times 
to modern day, investigated the inclusion and the meaning of each plant in 

order to understand the purpose of the text. The flora of Jewish tradition provide rich 
metaphors, allegories, symbols, and parables, which can prompt Jewish learning for a 
wide range of audiences and settings – the garden, camp, classroom, and synagogue.

Shavuot:
• Observed on the 6th day and 7th day of the month of Sivan
• Known as “Feast of Weeks”
• Torah states that it is to be celebrated on the 50th day after the first day of Passover

Agricultural – Wheat Harvest in the Land of Israel:
• Known also as Hag Ha-Katzir (“feast of the harvest”)
• Known also as Yom Ha-Bikkurim (“day of the first fruits”)
• Known in the Mishnah and Talmud as Atzeret, as it serves as a concluding festival to  
   Pesach (as Shemeni Azteret does for the fruit harvest, Sukkot)
• Season of the Grain Harvest: seven weeks from Passover (barley) harvest to Shavuot  
   (wheat harvest); conclusion of the counting of the Omer (a measurement of barley),  
   which begins on second day of Passover and concludes on Shavuot
• One of three harvest Pilgrimage festivals, known as Shalosh Regalim, listed in Torah:   
   Passover, Shavuot, Sukkot
• During Temple times, an offering of two loaves of bread from the wheat harvest was  
   made on Shavuot. Offerings were also made from the first fruits, the Seven Species  
   of the Land of Israel (wheat, barley, grapes, dates, figs, olives, and pomegranates –  
          Deuteronomy 8:8
• Read the Book of Ruth (connected to harvest)

Text:
 You shall observe the feast of weeks, the first fruits of wheat harvest, and the  
 feast of ingathering at the turn of the year.      
       Exodus 34:22

 Six days you shall eat unleavened bread, and on the seventh day there shall  
 be a solemn assembly to the LORD your God; you shall do no work on it. Seven  
 shall you number weeks for yourself; you shall begin to count seven weeks 
 from the time you begin to put the sickle to the standing grain. Then you shall  
 celebrate the Feast of Weeks to the LORD your God with a tribute of a freewill 
 offering of your hand, which you shall give just as the LORD your God blesses  
 you;…            
       Deuteronomy 16: 8-10

Rabbi Bill Kaplan is the Executive 
Director of Shalom Institute 
in Malibu, CA, a year-round 
experiential Jewish education and 
retreat center in Southern California. 
Bill has a BA from Wesleyan 
University in Middletown, CT, and 
an MBA in Non-Profit Management 
and Jewish Communal Service from 
American Jewish University.  He was 
recently ordained at the Academy for 
Jewish Religion in Los Angeles.  
bill@shalominstitute.com

Bill Kaplan
Edible Judaism: Shavuot



NewCAJE                                                                                                                        Shavuot 2018/5778

THE JEWISH EDUCATOR 

 When you have entered the land the Lord your God is giving you as an inheritance and have taken possession of it and  
 settled in it, take some of the first fruits of all that you produce from the soil of the land the Lord your God is giving you and  
 put them in a basket. Then go to the place the Lord your God will choose as a dwelling for his Name and say to the priest in  
 office at the time, “I declare today to the Lord your God that I have come to the land the Lord swore to our ancestors to  
 give us.” The priest shall take the basket from your hands and set it down in front of the altar of the Lord your God. Then  
 you shall declare before the Lord your God: “My father was a wandering Aramean, and he went down into Egypt with a few  
 people and lived there and became a great nation, powerful and numerous. But the Egyptians mistreated us and made us 
 suffer, subjecting us to harsh labor. Then we cried out to the Lord, the God of our ancestors, and the Lord heard our voice 
 and saw our misery, toil and oppression. So the Lord brought us out of Egypt with a mighty hand and an outstretched arm, 
 with great terror and with signs and wonders. He brought us to this place and gave us this land, a land flowing with milk and 
 honey; and now behold I bring the first fruits of the soil that you, Lord, have given me.” Place the basket before the Lord  
 your God and bow down before him.  Then you and the Levites and the foreigners residing among you shall rejoice in all the  
 good things the Lord your God has given to you and your household.
            Deuteronomy 26:1-10
     
 When a farmer saw a beautiful fruit ripening on his trees, he tied a ribbon around it, setting it aside as an offering…In  
 accordance with the ordinance of Torah, he placed all the fruit in a basket and brought it to the Temple.     
          Mishnah Bikkurim 3:1-8

Rabbinic Interpretation:
• According to our sages, the Ten Commandments were given on the 6th of Sivan.
• Known as Zman Matan Torateinu- time of the giving of the Torah, a Feast of Revelation, celebrating the receiving of the Torah

Observance:
• Reading of the Ten Commandments, the Book of Ruth and the liturgical poem Akdamuth on the first day
• Studying Torah all night
• Plants and flowers, reflecting the slopes of Mount Sinai, decorate the synagogue
• Milk dishes are customary foods, symbolizing the Torah that is likened to milk, as in Shir HaShirim, Song of Songs: 
   “Honey and milk are under your tongue.”

Sources:
• Encyclopedia of Jewish Concepts, by Philip Birnbaum
• A Guide to Jewish Religious Practice, by Isaac Klein
• The Complete Book of Jewish Observance, by Leo Trepp
• Shavuot, Wikipedia
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INTRODUCTION

T
he mitzvah of Sefirat ha-Omer is found in Vayikra (23:15-16): “Now you are to 
number for yourselves, from the morrow of the Sabbath, from the day that 
you bring the elevated sheaf, seven Sabbaths of days, whole (weeks) are they 
to be; until the morrow of the seventh Sabbath you are to number — fifty 
days.” 

 
There are seven weeks (49 days) between the second night of Pesach and Shavuot. 
These 49 days take us from the mentality of being slaves in Egypt (Mitzrayim) to being 
ready to receive the Torah. 
 
The cycle of the Jewish holidays is not just a remembrance of something that happened 
in the past. The time in which these holidays took place holds the energy of that time 
each and every year. The Torah is not only a history book. It contains timeless spiritual 
and practical guidance. Mitzrayim is not only a physical place, Egypt; this counting is not 
just a remembrance of something that took place in the past.  

In Hebrew, Egypt is called Mitzrayim. According to the text on the Jewish mysticial text, 
the Zohar, the name is derived from “mi-tzarim,” meaning “narrow straits” (mi, “from” 
and tzar, “narrow” or “tight”). When God took us out of Mitzrayim, He extricated us 
from the place of constricted opportunities, tight control, and narrow-mindedness, 
where movement was severely limited.1 

We all have our personal Mitzrayim (the narrow places that we can become enslaved to 
and within which we become stuck). 
  
The mitzvah of counting the 49 days gives us time to refine ourselves and free ourselves 
from our stuck places. Each day is connected to a “Sefirah.” The Sefirot are seven 
emotional qualities that enable us to connect to the Godliness within us. 
 
Through the process of counting the days of the Omer and focusing on the quality 
connected to that day within that week, we are given a road map to transform ourselves 
and remove the dust from our inner souls so they can shine. 

WORkSHOp
Goals:  
• Give participants an experience through body, mind, and soul to help them connect to  
   the relevancy and power of the mitzvah of Sefirat ha-Omer (the counting of the  
   Omer). 
• Give participants a road map to experience the power of self-transformation in their  
   lives. 
 
Note: Halachically, the mitzvah is to count all 49 days after sunset. For the brachot and 
further information on the halacha (laws) for the mitzvah of Sefirat Ha-Omer, go to 
http://www.chabad.org/library/article_cdo/aid/2907734/jewish/Omer-Counter.htm.    
I highly recommend using the App, as it reminds you daily and keeps track of your 
progress. 

Helene Kates, lead singer and 

songwriter with The Baal Shem 

Tones, brings the art of songwriting, 
storytelling, and teaching seamlessly 

together. She has a B.A. from Beloit 

College, with a dual major in Musical 

Theater and Creative Dramatics.
Helene was ordained at NewCAJE 

2017 as a Maggid-Oman, and is 

studying toward investiture as a 
Cantor. 

helenek@mindspring.com 
www.baalshemtones.com

Helene Kates

Workshop on the Personal Power of Transformation  
Through the Mitzvah of Sefirat ha-Omer
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Room Set-up and Materials: 
The setup of the room is very important for this workshop. It provides a physical representation of the seven emotional qualities 
connected with the seven-week time period between the second night of Pesach and Shavuot. 
I. Attachment A: room set-up instructions 
II. Attachment B: chart of Sefirot and associated colors 
III. Attachment C: chart of Sefirot connected to the body 
IV. Attachment D: sample Sefirot card* (Chesed b’Chesed, with exercise for the day)  
V. Attachment E: 7 Sefirot Table Cards 
 
Important note: The copy with the exercise for the day on the sample Sefirot card is from Rabbi Simon Jacobson’s “A Spiritual 
Guide to Counting of the Omer.” These exercises are the heart and soul of this workshop and are available for purchase. 
To purchase Rabbi Jacobson’s book with corresponding exercises for all 49 days (insights, halacha, and brachot), go to
www.meaningfullife.com/product/spiritual-guide- to- counting-the-omer/ 
For further information from Rabbi Jacobson on counting, go to  
https://www.meaningfullife.com/category/torah/months-%20holidays/nisan/ 
 

STEpS fOR lEADINg THIS WORkSHOp:
I. Begin with Singing Niggun Shamil
   (This particular niggun’s melody conveys the story of the soul‘s struggle to live trapped within the body and reach to return to  
   God.) 
   See attachment F for chords.
   See attachment G for the story and meaning of Niggun Shamil, To hear the Niggun, listen to Track 8 found at   
   https://itunes.apple.com/us/album/untold-stories/397292743

II. Transition into Telling the Story “The Scratched Sapphire,” in order to open a personal, emotional, and spiritual connection to  
     the Power of Transformation 
   
(Note: keep the melody of the Niggun as a thread throughout the workshop to transition from step-to-step.)

The Scratched Sapphire
by Helene Kates
(Adapted from “The Scratched Diamond,” by Peninnah Schram from “A Tale from The Maggid of Dubno in The Hungry Clothes”)

The Maggid of Dubno was known for his parables. Whenever someone would come to the Maggid with a problem weighing heavily 
on his heart, the Dubner Maggid would tell a story…

One day, the Maggid was walking through the woods, and he heard this stirring niggun in the distance. He followed the voice and 
discovered his student Yoselle under a tree, singing through his tears.

“Yoselle,” asked the Maggid, “What is it that is troubling you so?”

“I have so many imperfections, so many faults,” replied the young man. “How can I ever change them so I can become a better 
person?”
 
“Ah, for that my dear Yoselle,” replied the Maggid, “Let me tell you a story…”

 Once there was a king.

 And the king had the most beautiful sparkling sapphire. It was glorious. It was perfect. It was flawless. And the king loved   
 his sapphire very much. Every morning, the king would take out his precious sapphire and gaze upon its perfection. He  
 would carry it with him and take it out to share its beauty with his entire kingdom.

 But one day when the king took out his sapphire, he noticed there was a scratch.

 His once-perfect sapphire had developed a flaw and was no longer perfect. The king was very distressed. He immediately  
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 called upon all the expert gem cutters to come to the palace at once and determine what could be done to return his gem  
 to its original perfect state.

 All the finest gem cutters travelled from far and wide to the king’s palace.

 Each inspected the gem and discussed what might be done to repair the king’s sapphire. They turned it this way and  
 that way to determine what must be done. What could be done to return the king’s sapphire to its original flawless state?

 And they all agreed…
 
 “There is nothing we can do to return your precious gem to its original perfect state, oh king. For in order to smooth out the  
 scratch, we must apply pressure. And if we apply pressure, the scratch may crack, and, if the scratch cracks, the king’s  
 sapphire may break into a million tiny pieces. We dare not even try…”

 But then, suddenly, a young man appeared before the king. He held his hands open and outstretched toward the king…

 “My king,” the young man began. “As all the finest gem cutters have said, I, too, cannot return your sapphire to its original  
 state, but I give you my word, dear king. I give you my word from the bottom of my heart and the depths of my soul, if you  
 entrust your precious gem to me, and allow me to take it from the palace, and give me time, give me time to work, I will  
 work very hard, I will work every day, and I will turn the king’s sapphire into the most beautiful gem it can possibly be.”

 The king, having no other choice, placed the sapphire in the young man’s hand.

 This young man, who was barely more than an apprentice and had only recently set out on his own, now held the king’s  
 gem carefully in his hands. He took the king’s sapphire home with him and worked hard every day. Every day for seven  
 weeks, resting only on Shabbos. 

 And when he was done, he returned to the palace on the 49th day, and he held out his open hands to the king,

 And the king began to smile.

 For the sapphire still had the scratch.

 The young man had not removed the scratch at all. For the young man did not see the scratch as a flaw. He saw it as a stem
  and had etched leaves. The leaves etched on either side went up and up and up, higher up the stem, until, resting at the  
 very top, he had carved the most beautiful rose.

When the Maggid finished the story, he turned to his student, and said, “Yoselle, my dear student, you see, what you think are your 
flaws are opportunities to look within and turn and turn and find the way to grow into the person only you are meant to be.”

Yoselle was quiet for a few moments and then he began to sing. He began to sing the very same niggun, but somehow it sounded 
just a bit different now. The Maggid joined him in song as the two walked on together down the road.

Sing the Niggun Shamil together with participants to transition into Step III.

III. Connect the Story “The Scratched Sapphire” to the Mitzvah of Sefirat ha-Omer3

The root of the word Sefirat has three different connections
a. Mispar – number
b. Sipur – story
c. Sapir – sapphire or stone (some say diamond)

w On the level of Mispar, we count.
w On the level of Sipur, we focus on being watchful of our interactions and the story those interactions tell us about ourselves. We  
   focus on refining our interactions so we do not get trapped within our story, but can learn from our story and grow from it.
w On the level of Sapir, we uncover the jewel within us and see the path we can carve out to create a beautiful life. We are polishing 
   and shining our inner selves, our sapphire, and our soul.
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We begin counting on the second night of Pesach and count each night after sundown for seven weeks, for 49 days.

Each week is connected to a quality of God called a Sefirah. They are qualities we share with God, and it is our job to refine these 
qualities inside ourselves through how we interact in the world. 

There are three intellectual Sefirot and seven emotional Sefirot during the counting of the Omer. We focus on the seven emotional 
Sefirot for seven weeks.

Focusing on the emotional characteristic (Sefirah2) connected to each of the 49 days between Pesach (leaving Egypt, Mitzrayim) and 
Shavuot (receiving the Torah on Mount Sinai) gives us the opportunity to:
w See the scratches and cracks in our lives as opportunities for our essence to bloom and grow (as the young apprentice in the story  
   saw the scratch as a stem to etch the rose within the king’s sapphire).
w Release the bonds and leave our personal Mitzrayim (narrow places) and uncover our purpose in life as a guiding light in our  
   everyday steps through life.
w Transform the scratches in our lives into our unique and shining best selves.

IV. physically Walk through the Sefirot
• Stop by each high-top table in order of the seven Sefirot for each of the seven weeks
• Guide participants to embody each of the seven emotional qualities through Torah-inspired Interplay. (See attachment H: lead and 
   follow technique.)

V. Break-out Groups for Discussion
• Participants are guided to move to the Sefirah table that they believe is least like them naturally and requires time and effort to  
   improve and refine.
• Each participant picks up a card from the table they are standing by, which has all the Sefirat cards for that particular week.
Note: For example cards for Chesed of Chesed, Gevurah of Chesed, Tiferet of Chesed, etc., on the Chesed table and cards for Chesed 
of Gevurah, Gevurah of Gevurah, Tiferet of Gevurah, etc., on the Gevurah table. There will be seven cards for each of the seven days 
of the Sefirah of that particular week, with exercises on them to discuss and talk about in the break-out group.

VI. Torah-inspired InterPlay on the Characteristic of the Sefirot with Tiny Stories Exercise
Note: Depending on time available, you may need to limit which of the Sefirot you InterPlay on. If you can only do a few, I 
recommend Hod (humility), Netzach (Victory), and Malchut (Kingship), as these are more challenging to identify with than Chesed 
(kindness) and Gevurah (Judgment).

VI. Mirror Exercise with Partners (see attachment H for guiding InterPlay)
Divide into groups of four, eight, twelve, etc., until you join in one whole group circle.

VII. Closing Circle Blessings and Dance, Dayenu (see attachment J for circle directions)

Wishing you all success in all you do. May we continually grow together and be a source of blessing to help one another fulfill our 
purpose in life and bring light to the world.
Maggid-Oman Helene Kates

For further information on how to incorporate story and Torah InterPlay into lesson planning, go to 
http://www.reclaimingjudaism.com/maggid-educator
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AppENDIX A
Room Set-Up for Sefirat ha-Omer Workshop

• Two sets of 49 Sefirot Cards
• Seven high-top tables
• Seven table stands for high-tops for the seven Sefirot cards (Attachment E)
• Seven plastic tablecloths in seven different colors to match Sefirot colors

I. Set up tables according to the Sefirot chart (Attachment B).
   Put the associated colored tablecloths on each table.
   Put the Sefirot cards in the table stands and place on the seven tables 
 • Chesed, white card, white tablecloth
 • Gevurah, red card, red tablecloth 
 • Tiferet, green card, green tablecloth
 • Hod, dark pink card, dark pink tablecoth
 • Netzach, light pink card, light pink tablecloth
 • Yesod, orange/yellow card, orange/yellow tablecloth
 • Malchut, purple card, purple tablecloth

II. Place the individual cards for each week on the corresponding table.
 • All the Chesed cards (Chesed of Chesed, G’vurah of Chesed, Tiferet of Chesed, etc.) on the Chesed table
 • All the Gevurah cards (Chesed of Gevurah, Gevurah of Gevurah, Tiferet of Gevurah, etc., on the Gevurah table
 • All the Tiferet cards on the Tiferet table, etc.
 • Etc.

III. Set a semi-circle of chairs facing the section of the room with the high-top tables.
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AppENDIX B
Chart of Sefirot and Associated Colors
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AppENDIX C
Sefirot Body Chart

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

BINAH 
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AppENDIX D
Sefirot Card Sample
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AppENDIX E
7 Sefirot Table Cards

Rabbi Simon Jacobson

CHESED 

Rabbi Simon Jacobson

GEVURAH 

Rabbi Simon Jacobson

HOD

Rabbi Simon Jacobson

MALCHUT
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Rabbi Simon Jacobson

NETZACH

Rabbi Simon Jacobson

TIFERET

Rabbi Simon Jacobson

YESOD
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AppENDIX f
SHAMIl Chord Chart

Em (capo 7) 

Am / Am / Am / E

Em / B7 / Em / Em 

Am / Am / Am / E 

Em / B7 / Em / Em

Em / B7 / Em /Am 

Em / f / C / Am

g / C / Am / Am 

Am / Dm / Am / Am
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AppENDIX g
Shamil Niggun Story

Lubavitch Chassidic Story (on Shamil Niggun)

A story is told of a man named Shamil, a leader of assorted tribes that lived in Russia’s Caucasus Mountains over a century ago. The 
Russian army attacked these tribes, intending to deprive them of their freedom. Unable to vanquish the valiant warriors in battle, 
the Russian army leaders proposed a false peace treaty and thus succeeded in getting them to lay down their arms. Immediately 
afterwards, the Russians lured the Caucasian leader, Shamil, away from his stronghold and imprisoned him.

Staring out of the window of his small, narrow cell, Shamil reflected on his days of liberty in the past. In his current exile and 
helplessness, he bewailed his plight and yearned for his previous position of freedom and fortune. He consoled himself, however, 
with the knowledge that he would eventually be released from his imprisonment and return to his previous position, with even more 
power and glory. It is the above thought that he expressed in this melancholy, yearning melody.

The moral: The soul descends to this world from the heavens above, clothed in the earthly body of a human being. The soul’s 
physical vestments here are really its prison cell, for it constantly longs for spiritual, heavenly fulfillments. The soul strives to free 
itself from the “exile” of the human body and its earthly pleasures by directing its physical being into the illuminated and living paths 
of Torah and mitzvot.

While the composer is Shamil, the Lubavitcher Rebbe was imprisoned at the same time and, upon hearing Shamil singing in his cell, 
took the melody with him and shared it as a Niggun about the soul and its longing to reach to the heavens though imprisoned in the 
body. The melody reaches up and pulls back down, capturing the emotion of longing, reaching, falling, and reaching up yet again.
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AppENDIX H
Uncovering the wisdom in the body: Torah-Inspired InterPlay

Below is a description of InterPlay from the “New to InterPlay” page on the InterPlay website, www.interplay.org.

InterPlay is a powerful tool to change people’s lives.

It is an active, creative way to unlock the wisdom of the body.

But it is hard to describe. Once someone described it as “sneaky deep.” It can be both playful and profound. It uses forms associated 
with the arts — movement, storytelling, voice, and stillness — but does it in ways that don’t require particular skill or even nerve.

InterPlay is easy and incremental. The things that you might be asked to do are things that almost anyone can do. We don’t put 
people on the spot or intentionally make people do silly things. Of course, if you are already down with being silly — which is a 
wonderful version of openness — you will have plenty of opportunities to go for it.

InterPlay invites folks into the present. We learn to create alone and together on the spot. Why? We find that there is so much we 
can do without much planning. The simple and clear structures of InterPlay create a wonderful freedom. We are constantly looking 
for ease in life.

InterPlay celebrates and creates connection and community. Through this simple sort of play we learn more about each other and 
ourselves.
 
Torah-Inspired InterPlay

Torah-inspired InterPlay opens a window to the wisdom held in the cells of the body. My personal experience learning Torah-inspired 
Interplay through the Institute for Jewish Spiritual Education (JSE) Maggid Educator Program enabled me to access the knowing in my 
body without interference from my heart and brain, without all the noise. 

Is it easier to get to the soul of the matter – through the body itself?
 
Perhaps so. Perhaps that is why God gave us a body in the first place. Why take a piece of Himself and stick it inside the prison of the 
body if there is nothing to be gained for the soul by being in a body?

I have heard before the concept of using the body to elevate the world through mitzvot and to connect to God . I thought I had an 
understanding of this, but I wonder if there is more to it than I originally understood. I am thinking there is. I am thinking there is 
much more, and I am only scratching the very surface of the surface.

What if it is also for us – ourselves. Not only for elevating the world, but also to actually truly connect through the body to the 
wisdom held within it.

Perhaps it is through our bodies that we are able to find an even higher connection to God than when we were souls before being 
brought down to earth and housed in a body.

The body being a conduit rather than interference, perhaps that is why the body is also the thing that can easily push us into acting 
from the Yetzer ha-Ra, because it is so powerful in the wisdom it holds that it needs to be balanced with the actions of “the animal 
soul”.

Working with Torah-inspired InterPLay to unlock the Chesed, Gevurah, Tiferet, Hod, Netzach, and Yesod and reach Malchut gives us 
another tool to work with our characteristics and refine them as we move through the weeks between Pesach to Shavuot, moving 
from the slavery of narrow places (Mitzrayim) within us to the expansiveness of Godliness (Torah) within us.
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AppENDIX I
Mirror Exercises

1. While looking slowly in the eyes of your partner, move your arms and hands in whatever way comes to you. Mirror each other’s  
     movements, but neither of you should try to lead the other. Your movements should flow slowly, feel natural and instinctive to  
     both of you. Focus and concentrate so that your movements flow as one. Where your partner moves, you move. There is no  
     leader; you should both be following each other. You just need to focus and connect.

2. Once you have mastered moving the arms as if you are one being, you can try adding other movements with your head, feet, legs,  
     etc. Be sure to add only one part at a time and do it slowly. If something you add begins to distract you from the connection, let it 
     go. The goal is to stay connected and not break the flow.

3. Join another group of two to make a group of four by opening up and then have a group of four join another group of four to  
     become eight and so on… until one big circle is formed. (Important: keep contact in your movements as you open from two to four  
     to eight… to keep the connection going.)

4. Form a circle, holding hands, to include everyone in the group.

5. Once the circle is formed, close your eyes, breathe slowly, and feel the energy in the hands that you are holding.

6. Concentrate on your palms and picture a light and warmth flowing from your right hand into the left hand of the person next to  
     you.

7. Concentrate on your left hand and feel it receiving a light and warmth from the right hand of the person next to you.

8. Feel the energy in the circle increase and connect with added strength, moving counterclockwise in the circle, through you from  
     left to right.

9. Feel your contribution to the energy of the circle. As the energy passes through us, each of us refines and sanctifes it with our 
    personal holiness as a divine creation. Now we can use this group energy to assist us in connecting to Godliness within us, within  
    each other, in this space
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AppENDIX J
Closing Circle

What do you need? To come to 49th step — Malchut, Leadership — a state of being — Shabbat, all is done, complete, rest in 
wholeness, filled with energy to go where needed and to lead others.

Turn to the person to your right and, either in words or, if prefered, in movement without words, request what you need.

Turn to your partner to the left and request what you need.

In center, cup hands to hold and fill all the requests. And place them into the circle.

Pick up the blessings and bring them into your heart.

Dance Dayenu.

FOOTNOTES:
1. https://www.myjewishlearning.com/article/self-liberation/
2. “Sefirah (pl. sefirot) is a channel of Divine energy or life force. This most fundamental concept of Kabbalah is that in the process of 
creation an intermediate stage was emanated from God’s infinite light to create what we experience as finite reality. These channels 
are called the Ten Sefirot, Ten Divine Emanations, Ten Divine Radiances, Ten Divine Eluminices, or Ten Divine Powers, which are the 
basic terms and concepts of the inner wisdom of the Torah, which is called Kabbalah.”  
Rabbi Yitzchak Ginsburgh http://www.inner.org/sefirot/sefirot.htm.
3. www.meaningfullife.com/product/spiritual-guide- to- counting-the-omer/
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The rabbis tell us that in every generation each person should consider 
himself/herself as having personally received the Torah on Mount Sinai. What 
does that mean? What does it look like? This article is based on a session 
at NewCAJE8, where, using Jerusalem-based artist/educator Jo Milgrom‘s 
method of “handmade midrash,” participants explored the notion and 

illustrated relevant text.  Afer viewing a video of Jo taking us through an exhibition 
of her artwork, participants tried their own hands at exploring text by means of very 
simple construction – using torn paper and glue sticks.

Follow these steps to create a handmade midrash workshop of your own:
1. Watch the movie about Jo Milgram and her technique.
2. Pick a few verses from the Torah and have your participants study them carefully in  
     chavruta.
3. Hand out construction paper and glue sticks.
4. Each person creates his or her own interpretation of one of the verses by tearing and  
     pasting the construction paper.
5. The participants share their interpretations of the verses with each other.
6. With this new understanding, go back and look at the text again.
7. If you’d like, ask each participant to write his or her interpretation on a card and  
     display them for all to see or take photos to display.

Suggested text
Devarim 29, verses 9-14
9. You are all standing this day before the Lord, your God, the leaders of your tribes, your 
elders and your officers, every man of Israel,
 

 
10. your young children, your women, and your convert who is within your camp, from 
both your woodcutters to your water drawers,
 
 
11. that you may enter the covenant of the Lord, your God, and His oath, which the Lord, 
your God, is making with you this day,

12. in order to establish you this day as His people, and that He will be your God, as He 
spoke to you, and as He swore to your forefathers to Abraham, to Isaac, and to Jacob.

13. But not only with you am I making this covenant and this oath,

 

Nancy Katz is a bi-coastal artist 
and arts educator who has been 
working in, with, and for Jewish 
communities for decades. Her work 
is about color, light, and empowering 
others to embrace creativity. Nancy 
is committed to living life fully, 
acknowledging the power of both 
Source and community.  
nkatzart@aol.com

Nancy Katz

NOT Rock-Paper-Scissors,
It’s Sinai-Paper-NO Scissors



NewCAJE                                                                                                                        Shavuot 2018/5778

THE JEWISH EDUCATOR 

 



NewCAJE                                                                                                                        Shavuot 2018/5778

THE JEWISH EDUCATOR 

14. but with those standing here with us today before the Lord, our God, and [also] with those who are not here with us, this day.

The following hand-out was given to participants. It was written by Dr. Jo Milgram and it is important to read to understand her 
technique.         

In Judaism, the midrash (/ˈmɪdrɑːʃ/; Hebrew:                 ; pl.                  midrashim) is the genre of rabbinic literature that contains early 
interpretations and commentaries on the Written Torah and Oral Torah (spoken law and sermons), as well as non-legalistic rabbinic 
literature (aggadah) and occasionally the Jewish religious laws (halakha), which usually form a running commentary on specific 
passages in the Hebrew Scripture (Tanakh).
 
Handmade Midrash
Dr. Jo Milgrom
Creator and facilitator of the Handmade Midrash Workshop
January 8, 2012
 
The seed that became The Handmade Midrash workshop of the last twenty-five years germinated from a momentary flash of insight 
in a public school classroom in Richmond, Virginia, in 1963. My daughter was in the 6th  grade at Mary Munford School, ecstatic in 
her ancient history class. I had to see how Mrs. Smith was teaching ancient history in a way that could arouse such passion in an 
eleven-year-old child.  Mrs. Smith taught the history accompanied by the visual art and archaeology of the period. “Why not teach 
Bible this way?” I asked myself in a moment of wild inspiration.
 
In December 1964, Life Magazine published a double Christmas issue on Bible and Art, which I distributed to each of my students. 
Together, we learned how the artist could be a commentator on the Bible: Rembrandt in the 17th century could say something as 
valid as Bereishit Rabbah and Rashi in the Middle Ages and in late antiquity, six centuries earlier. And the students could follow in 
their footsteps and also become commentators on the Biblical text.
 
This started out as a Diaspora adventure. How was one to foster Jewish identity in teenage youth who were virtually illiterate in 
Jewish learning and uncommitted to Jewish life? This challenge is just as valid in Israel for the vast majority of Israelis.  Jewish 
learning, at least in the Hebrew language, is theoretically in the hands of all, but not necessarily the spiritual and symbolic aspects of 
the sacred books that can nourish the soul.
 

Soon after achieving academic status with a Ph.D. in Theology and the Arts, I learned that the 
academic study of Bible and Art was insufficient to capture the heart of the student. I needed a 
way to unify Head, Heart and Hand.The resultant experiments produced my book, Handmade 
Midrash, Exercises in Visual Theology, where study ceases to be only cognitive and academic 
and becomes personal, even intimate, as strangers in a group become known to one another 
through the expression of their individual concerns and dilemmas and as they recognize the 
commonality of the human condition.
 
There are no requirements to participate in a Handmade Midrash workshop, except the 
willingness to step out of old patterns of doing things.  New meanings emerge from making 
the familiar strange (not the other way around, making the strange familiar). The non-verbal 
imagination is disarmed by the “no right or wrong,” by the absence of expectations and the 
honoring of the ordinary materials of daily living.
 
“Don’t try to make something beautiful. The idea is to make thought visible. It can be an ugly 
blob. But what is its meaning for you? And don’t go out and buy expensive material. Find stuff 
in the house; fish in the drawers, in the basement, in the attic for the discarded shmates you 
almost threw out.”
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One of the goals is to help the interfering ego to step aside. Participants embark on an inner journey in search of what Erich 
Neumann calls  “the hidden treasure that in humble form conceals a fragment of the Godhead”. The idea is to give the hands 
autonomy, to be a child (childlike not childish), to allow the soul to play and make shapes that the rational mind may at first consider 
worthless. Once these forms find their voice, they can become powerful, personal metaphors resonating with the individual’s nature 
and embodying a deep personal experience of the text.
 
The Biblical text is studied prior to making the visual midrash and reviewed once more after discussing the handmade midrash. The 
art aspect is never detached from a relationship with the Biblical text. In the interim, one moves imaginatively far away from text 
before the return. The result can be dramatic. The words are not the same as before.  Neither is the student. Midrash is thus a two-
way avenue enlightening the maker and simultaneously deepening understanding of the Biblical text.
 
Who comes to such a workshop?  Handmade Midrash brings together groups of different religions, races, education, professions, 
trades, ages, and genders. Because the common element is a degree of life experience, Handmade Midrash workshops are successful 
in interfaith, interreligious, and intergenerational settings. Scholars, housekeepers, priests, rabbis, and policemen can sit together 
not intimidated by wealth, education, and social status and find a common language. The human commonality is all that matters, not 
unlike the Turkish bath where you don’t know whether you are sweating next to the Secretary of State or a bank clerk, nor does it 
matter.
 

An example follows: In one workshop a student struggled to make visual what it felt like to encounter God 
on Mount Sinai.  He tore black and white construction paper to create a visual metaphor for radiance and 
awe and placed a human figure within an eye. Was it God or Moses within the eye, he asked himself. He 
resolved the tension when he realized that the more centered he was, the greater his awareness that one 
perceives and reflects the Divine, both within and without.
 
The student did not know the surrealist painting by Salvador Dali, “Moses After Michelangelo,” in which 
an eye surrounds the head of Michelangelo’s radiant Moses in the Church of St. Peter in Chains. Dali was 
making a midrash on Michelangelo’s Moses, and the student was doing the same. Often student work 
can be directly related to an existing midrash or work of art giving evidence of the common reservoir of 
timeless human images and concerns.
 
The workshops are based on Carl Jung’s discovery that the psyche of an individual spontaneously produces 
images with a religious content, that the psyche is “by nature religious” and that many emotional 
disturbances spring from a disregard of its religious nature, particularly during the second half of life.
 
The process touches an integrative life principle that brings together the fragmented and opposing parts of 
the self. Handmade Midrash thinking is non-linear and associative, resulting in a holistic experience. Holistic 
incorporates the concept of holy, healing.

 
Dr. Jo Milgrom was a lecturer in the Judaism and the Arts M.A. program at the Schechter Institute of Jewish Studies in Jerusalem.
Jo is the subject of the 24-minute film “Torah Treasures and Curious Trash,” by Paula Weiman-Kelman
www.jomilgrom.com
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Exodus 20:21 The people stood at a distance and Moses approached ha-arafel — the 
thick darkness — because there is where the Elohim is.

 וַיַּעֲמֹד הָעָם מֵרָחֹק וּמֹשֶׁה נִגַּשׁ אֶל־הָֽעֲרָפֶל אֲשֶׁר־שָׁם הָאֱלֹהִֽים׃

Deuteronomy 4:11 They approached and stood under the mountain and the mountain 
was burning with fire unto the “heart of heaven (lev ha-shamayim), darkness (hoshech), 
cloud (anan), and fog (ve-arafel).

וַתִּקְרְבוּן וַתַּֽעַמְדוּן תַּחַת הָהָר וְהָהָר בֹּעֵר בָּאֵשׁ עַד־לֵב הַשָּׁמַיִם חֹשֶׁךְ עָנָן וַעֲרָפֶֽל׃

Isaiah 45: “And I will give you the treasures of darkness, and hidden riches of secret 
places, that you may know that I, Adonai, who call you by your name, am the God of 
Israel.

  וְנָתַתִּי לְךָ אֹוצְרֹות חֹשֶׁךְ וּמַטְמֻנֵי מִסְתָּרִים לְמַעַן תֵּדַע כִּֽי־אֲנִי יְהוָה הַקֹּורֵא בְשִׁמְךָ אֱלֹהֵי יִשְׂרָאֵֽל׃

Words for “darkness” occur over 170 times in the Torah, giving us hints that darkness 
is an important part of learning and living. The above verses are just a few intriguing 
examples.

This article will point you to some ideas about how these treasures can be 
found and developed for and within our students. This is so vital in our times. 
(A separate article on “Light,” beginning with the methods advocated by Reb 
Nachman of Breslov, is under development, as these are chapters for a next 
book on Jewish spiritual education.) Rates of isolation, depression, despair and 

suicide are at record levels across the full spectrum of Jewish practice, and our young 
people are even themselves trying to mobilize on this issue.1  One in twelve teens, Jews 
equally so, experience at least one bout of severe depression per year, up from 8.7% in 
2008.2  And suicide rates are up 24% since 1999.3

As Sarah and Hagar, and Isaac and Ishmael, and Jacob and Dina and Joseph were 
traumatized, and as our ancestors were traumatized so often throughout history, so, 
too, are we and our students at various points on the sine wave of life. Dark states and 
nights of the soul can become life threatening. These states are often caused by serious 
mistakes, unfortunate decisions, abuse at home, school, work, developments in society, 
or losses of either loved ones, jobs, engagements, divorce in the family and other broken 
commitments and dashed expectations, dealing with personal or loved ones’ serious 
illnesses, and more. 

For our students to survive and thrive, studying the perspectives, principles, sacred texts, 
and methods emerging from the field of Jewish spiritual education can make a hugely 
helpful difference. We have begun ordaining Maggid-Educators, because teachers in all 
Jewish learning settings have a complementary role to fulfill. 
 

Rabbi Dr. Goldie Milgram, 
MSW, is an award-winning 
innovator in the field of Jewish 
spiritual education. Among 
her nine published books are 
“Reclaiming Bar/Bat Mitzvah 
as a Spiritual Rite of Passage,” 
“Seeking and Soaring: Jewish 
Approaches to Spiritual Guidance 
and Development,” “Mitzvah 
Stories: Seeds for Inspiration 
and Learning,” and “Mitzvah 
Stories for the Whole Family.” 
As the Executive Director of the 
Reclaiming Judaism Institute for 
Jewish Spiritual Education and a 
professional Jewish storyteller, 
she also travels to communities 
half the year to offer programs, 
consultations, and in-service 
training. 
rebgoldie@gmail.com

Goldie Milgram

Jewish Spiritual Education: 
Preparing Ourselves and our Students for the 
Inevitable Experiences of Inner Darkness
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 “We should recognize depression, not as a stigma, but as… a [state] entailing specific spiritual and psychological needs….   
 To the depressed person, the well of human kindness seems to have hit dry rocks; there never seems to be enough love  
 available…. At the most unexpected moments it slips people its dark poison. One scarcely notices the initial sting. Slowly,  
 insidiously, the poison spreads until the victim finds herself cut off from life by a gray veil.”
             John H. Timmerman4  

For when someone has inner darkness, without the help of an educator trained in the skills of Jewish spiritual guidance and 
development, Eichah, Lamentations, gives their spiritual condition in relation to the divine as:  

Eichah 3:44: “You have covered yourself with a cloud,  so that no prayer can pass through.”
סַכֹּותָה בֶֽעָנָן לָךְ מֵעֲבֹור תְּפִלָּֽה

This is the mirror opposite of one of the goals of a spiritual life, such as we learn of Moses 
Exodus Rabbah 45:3: “It [the relationship of] Moses (mem shin hey) 
to HaShem (hey shin mem) 
can be compared to a cave situated by the seashore 
into which the sea once penetrated, 
and having filled it, never departed, 
but was always flowing in and out of it. 
So it was that God spoke to Moses and Moses to God.” 

IMPORTANT: When someone is dangerously depressed, of course you must make a referral to a mental health professional directly or 
through the family, and, long before that and during, there are so many important spiritual seeds and supports for Jewish educators 
to plant!

Do you know which of your students or their parents or friends are depressed and dwelling in darkness? Do the curricula you teach, 
from a young age, help to spiritually “drown-proof” your students from sinking into inner darkness to the point they can’t find the 
way out? Sending students to “the rabbi” isn’t the answer; often the primary relationship of trust a student has with a Jewish teacher 
and guide is you — the classroom teacher, or camp counselor, or JCC group worker, or Hillel or geriatric Jewish programs coordinator.

“Da lifnei mi at omedet — Know before whom/Whom you stand” — God and God’s image, each person you serve. When Jewish 
education is primarily inculcating skills and treating students like hard drives upon which all possible Jewish information must be 
inserted, the life of their soul doesn’t benefit nearly as much as when what you guide them in experiencing and learning touches 
their daily lives. And we’ve found that belief in God is not required for what you will learn below, because there is a way in which one 
comes to a sense of an interdependent “knowing of God intimately” (Hosea 2:20  וְאֵרַשְׂתִּיךְ לִי בֶּאֱמוּנָה וְיָדַעַתְּ אֶת־יְהוָֽה, I will betroth you 
to Me in faithfulness; and you shall know the Lord) through texts, stories, and approaches such as those below. 

So, how would you begin to address the different dimensions of darkness with a class or group? 

1. Let’s begin with our liturgy, where darkness appears in a very prominent daily prayer 
בָּרוּךְ אַתָּה יְיָ, אֱלֹהֵֽינוּ מֶֽלֶךְ הָעוֹלָם, יוֹצֵר אוֹר, וּבוֹרֵא חֹֽשֶךְ, עֹשֶׂה שָׁלוֹם וּבוֹרֵא אֶת הַכֹּל

Ideally, a class begins in a way that encourages a rich sense of physical aliveness, release of stress, prayerful celebration of creation 
and reality, and fullness of presence… something that brings the spirit of the group together — physically, emotionally, intellectually, 
and spiritually — and introduces the topic to be covered. The professional term for this is entrainment, a practice foundational to all 
ancient wisdom traditions.

A chant for the hatimah (closing blessing) of the Yotzer Or blessing combined with some form of movement is a good example of how 
a Maggid-Educator might begin such a class. 

These classic hand motions for the Yotzer Or are one way to approach the first step of a class on darkness:
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• At the word “or,” give a circular wave like painting a sun with your hand in front of your face.
• At the word “khoshekh,” rest your head on your hands or cover your eyes.
• At the word “shalom,” make the peace sign with your first and middle finger.
• At the word “ha-kol,” bring your arms from back to front together in a large circle, or up in a circle over your head.

Rabbis Geela Rayzel Raphael and Liz Bolton have created a melody5 for the Yotzer Or that works well for a dynamic beginning of a 
class, or within a service. And you can use their lyrics in full6 or just the Hebrew and simple English meaning of the verse: “Forming 
Light, Creating Darkness, Making Peace, Creating All” with their melody.

Our Maggid-Educator Program introduces several other deep approaches to achieving entrainment, including other approaches to 
sacred song, dance, InterPlay, Zikr, and more.

2. Now, move the session forward (adjust for age-appropriateness) by inviting some reflection on the verse. What surprises or 
interests the students about it? Bring the part of it we are focusing on in this article in the life of their souls by asking them to: 
• “Share a story of one seemingly dangerous time you’ve had in darkness, and also share about a wonderful time you have spent in 
   darkness.” 

3. The #1 Holiest Thing you can do as someone who works with students of any age is eliciting and listening deeply to their stories, 
feelings, and experiences. Raise questions to help them make personal connections to Torah and Jewish spiritual practices through 
the stories of experiences from their own lives. 

Please don’t leave a student’s story lying there like a lox, as my mother would say. Spirituality happens in what Buber called 
“the between,” when you reflect the story back accurately in order to validate the student’s experience. If teachers judge or 
shove, students tend resist or go backwards behaviorally. Their telling and your active listening (and eventually that of the other 
students) lets them hear themselves and each other and become members of a community that honestly knows each other. Be 
sure to encourage students to suggest corrections when you reflect back so they feel truly cared about. Ensure they commit to 
confidentiality within the classroom.

Feeling listened to, without being corrected in any way, validates a person, and his/her spirit is somewhat uplifted to have the light 
and dark stories of the soul’s journey made visible and respected for what is and was.7  As one of my teachers of Jewish spiritual 
guidance, the founder of Focusing,8 Dr. Eugene Gendlin z”l, taught me: “Be a good friend to your life’s stories; they remain alive in 
you and need your caring, focused, loving attention.” 

Self-compassion as awareness arises in the darkness and is one of the keys to surviving and thriving. You might do as Rabbi Zalman 
Schachter-Shalomi taught for dark or difficult behaviors and stories: have students rub their chests compassionately in a circle or 
spiral, as this helps things shift more profoundly than pounding on yourself.

One way teachers can enact the message on the doorpost of our houses — Shema and the ve-Ahavta (Listen so that you will Love) —
in our classrooms is through the power and professional quality of listening, and the healthy, divine love we can radiate for all of our 
students. Your soul, and your students’ souls giving caring, listening caring presence will be a light in the darkness for students when 
you do this form of listening — even when the lamp of one of their souls is almost too dim to discern. 

4. To go ever more deeply into this holy, vital place of connection with your students’ lives that shifts you from being a teacher to 
an educator, before the questions above, or now, you might next introduce a Midrash, or other Jewish story to begin to deepen and 
reveal the nuances of darkness in its surface and metaphorical meanings. 

For this purpose, Rabbi Sandy Sasso’s book Adam and Eve’s First Sunset: God’s First Day,9 which received the award for “top spiritual 
book” when it came out, is a great resource for young students. While there are many stories about what it must have been like 
to first experience darkness when the sun first went down, Adam and Eve are the Western cultural archetype for those having this 
experience. 
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Rabbi Sasso’s book is based on a Midrash found in Bereishit-Genesis Rabba 11:2, which includes the aspect of Adam thinking, as the 
first night of his life falls on the eve of the seventh day, that he must have caused the sun to go out! He fears the new and unknown 
— the darkness of night. In the Reclaiming Judaism Maggid-Educator Training and Ordination Program, you also would learn how 
to create an original telling and version of this Midrash of your own. Live, professional storytelling is the best possible way to help 
someone to be touched by Torah.

This Midrash is a good example of the beginnings of inner darkness, that sinking feeling and fear that comes from believing oneself 
to have done damage, to have done wrong and to suffer the fear of consequences. And it has a faith component, for as that first 
Shabbat ends, Adam will receive flints from God to kindle a light in the darkness.10  

Among the questions to consider at this point, in age-appropriate ways, in the peshat, more literal meaning of the text might be: 
• “When do you like being in the dark?” 
• “When is the dark scary for you?” 
• “Who has a warm and fuzzy, awesome, or perhaps a scary story to tell about an experience you’ve had of being in the dark?”
• “Has anyone here ever been lost (and with older students, has anyone here ever felt lost?)”  [The footnote takes you to a practical  
   article on preparing students for the eventuality of getting lost.]11

• “How did having the flints change life for Adam and Eve?”
• “What other things are here for us in creation to make our lives better?”
• “If your family lights Shabbat candles at home, does this change how you are feeling inside?” 

Notice how God gives them a tool for moving through the darkness. Here is an example of how a Jewish Spiritual Educator might 
approach a young person whose soul is in darkness: 
 A couple told us at the seder how profoundly Reb Zalman affected their son when he was just out of college. The young  
 man was unemployed at the time, a violinist with a music degree, and so deeply depressed that they brought him along lest  
 he be isolated while they were attending a spiritual retreat.

 It happened that Reb Zalman noticed him sitting in back of the room while he was teaching and the young man did not  
 appear particularly engaged. At the end of the session, Reb Zalman went over to meet him. Upon discovering the young  
 man’s training in violin and that he’d brought it with him, Reb Zalman asked if he would create the sound track for the part  
 of the Shavuot gathering where Reb Zalman and Eve would imagine aloud having been souls standing at Sinai. 

 And with a renewed inner radiance palpable in his playing, so he did, to the joy of his parents and delight of all present.12  

5. Also mitigate against depression and isolation by empowering your students to teach others — like you, they can become a light 
in the darkness. Studying and acting out this Midrash and their own interpretations works well with the middle grades and up. It’s 
helpful if they engage in “hiddur, embellishing” the mitzvah of Torah study by going into younger classrooms to offer their telling or 
production, and raise the questions they’ve answered and listening to their students. L’dor va’dor. 

I strongly commend to your attention a seminal article13 by Peninnah Schram, in which she cites key studies documenting the 
important neurobiological connective functions of storytelling and gives three Jewish stories, examples of how “nonlinear and 
nonthreatening teaching can integrate shared experiences and introduce children and adults to the deeper meaning of rituals and 
performance of mitzvot. From a spiritual perspective, she writes the transcendent point for humans is that “the sharing of stories 
becomes an interactive connection that goes beyond teaching.” 
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6. Now, in age-appropriate settings, advance the Text Study. The Yotzer Or prayer originates from the earlier verse of Isaiah 45:7, 
which reads slightly differently:

יֹוצֵר אֹור וּבֹורֵא חֹשֶׁךְ עֹשֶׂה שָׁלֹום וּבֹורֵא רָע אֲנִי יְהוָה עֹשֶׂה כָל־אֵֽלֶּה׃
Forming light, creating darkness, making peace and creating evil, I, YHVH, make of all these.

In our Maggid-Educator Training Program, Mindy Shapiro, a member of our Maggid-Educator Training faculty who also is the Director 
of Outreach and Madrich Development at the Center for Contemporary Mussar, teaches, much like this verse, that what comes 
across as “bad or evil” is really all part of the one same yetzer — formation of humans. Our yetzer, when witnessed dispassionately 
and taking in deeply with self-compassion — for we are created in the image of the God who self-describes as a “mashkhit 
(slaughterer),” who destroyed the world in a flood for not realizing that the yetzer of humans is inherently ra (evil) [Gen. 8:21] 

So it is only with self-compassion for being only human that the yetzer information helps us turn toward the light of the human 
purpose in the world, a mitzvah-centered life, i.e., the implementation of goodness. 

Guiding our Maggid-Educator students in the experience of self-compassion is deep and poignant, just as Reb Zalman guided me. For 
until we teachers experience our own spiritual guidance and development, there’s a limit to how much we can do for our students.

7. Think about your own life’s stories of metaphorically dark times. Have you survived a serious mishap in life, perhaps the painful 
processes of losing a job, a spouse, a parent or other dear one who was important to you; errors that led to your losing the position 
you’d wanted on a team or something like the student council; losing your breasts or a kidney to cancer; or horrific consequences 
of just one distracted moment while driving? Large and small, life is full of losses. Who prepared you? How? Was religious school 
sufficiently relevant to what you have faced so far in life, and yet likely will? 

Peninnah Schram and Miriam Oren, in A Tree in the Garden: A New Vision,14 point to the value of Jewish spiritual practices wrought 
from our wisdom tradition. Their version of the story of Eve, the snake, the tree, and the fruit is recast, providing a brilliant tale 
for introducing the importance of the kind of knowledge that helps us help our students make it through darkness and be able to 
steadily love life, respect life, and choose life.

 Isha approached the tree to examine its fruit and wondered if she would like its taste.  She wanted to know how this fruit  
 would change her.  Great-grandfather coiled himself between Isha and the tree and said, “Isha, I can tell from your eyes that  
 you have become intrigued by the hidden secret of the fruit.  But, before you decide to pick the fruit from this tree, I must  
 warn you that knowledge is not easy to obtain.  And once you have it, you have to know how to use it in good ways and not   
 in bad ways.”  

 Isha stood quietly for a moment deep in thought and wistfully asked. “How do I get this knowledge, and how will I learn to  
 use it in good ways and not in bad ways?”

 “That will be an important part of your journey.”

 Hesitantly, Isha asked.  “But, but . . . what about God?”

 Weaving his way around the exposed, gnarled roots of the tree, Great-grandfather approached the trunk, nodded toward  
 the shimmering sweet fruit and said, “Isha, God warned you about this tree for a reason.  God did not want you to taste   
 from the fruit of this tree without first thinking about what you were doing.  God wanted you to choose carefully the kind of  
 life you want to live.  Because, once you eat from this fruit, your mind will be awakened and you will no longer look at the  
 world with the innocence of a child.  You also need to know that the Garden can no longer be home to you.” 

 “How will I change and why do I have to go?  And, and where will I go to?” worriedly asked Isha.

 “You see, with knowledge comes understanding, which will give you the ability to reflect and the freedom to choose.  You  
 will see things differently and discover hidden secrets that will make it seem as if you have entered a new world.  The  
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 old Garden will seem as if you have left it a thousand paces behind.  And with passage of time you will learn that the quest  
 for knowledge is never-ending, and you will be on a journey exploring forever all of God’s wonderful creation.”

 Isha stood up stoically. “I want to have this knowledge,” said Isha decisively.  “I want to learn all that I can.  I want to be able  
 to make decisions and make God proud of me.”

 But Great-grandfather was not convinced that Isha understood the consequences of her choice, and he pleaded with  
 her, “Think one hundred and one times whether or not you really want this knowledge, and whether you are ready to  
 accept the consequences of your choice.” 

 He warned Isha, over and over again.  “Getting knowledge takes a lot of hard work, and sometimes it is difficult to choose  
 between what is good and what is bad.  However, if you choose knowledge, the rewards would be endless.”

 Leaning against a tree with her eyelids shut, Isha pondered about what Great-grandfather had said.  She understood that  
 in choosing knowledge, there would, at times, be pain and hard work, but something in her heart told her that the gift of  
 choice and the joy of knowledge were worth it.  Although she had been content with her life in the Garden, she was curious  
 about what lay beyond.  For the first time, Isha looked at the Tree of Knowledge as never before, thankful for having been  
 told the secret it held.  In her heart, Isha knew that the future was in her hands, and she was ready to accept the  
 consequences of her choice. 

 She whispered, “I have made up my mind.”

 Cautiously, Isha approached the bent branch, laden with the sweet, sunbathed fruit, and plucked one.  Carefully, she studied  
 its vibrant colors, her whole being filled with its sweet aroma.  She hesitated for just a moment and then slowly bit into it.   
 With the sweet juice dripping down her chin, Isha murmured, “I did not know that knowledge could be so delicious.”

A story for elders through B’nai Mitzvah age, perhaps younger in some cases, this story above facilitates the educator’s ability to take 
the all-important step of eliciting your students’ stories. In this case you might ask, with the promise that “what is shared in today’s 
class, stays in today’s class”: 

8. Having laid the ground work for a caring community, by this point it is safe to ask more metaphorical, ever deeper questions:

“Who can share a story about something you learned the hard way?” 
• “When did you first think to yourself that you aren’t a child anymore? When did you realize that your time in the Gan, the Garden  
   of Eden of childhood, has mostly ended and that you had become more of a responsible, wiser young adult. 
• “Who will share a personal story about when you decided to do something differently, and perhaps better the next time?”
• “When did knowledge of how to handle something better, applied to yourself in terms of hard work, first pay off in your life?”

9. Another session you can create is about the ninth plague — the plague of darkness. Brainstorm with your students and faculty 
how to create an experience of darkness sufficient to better appreciate what it was like for the Egyptians to experience that huge 
time-out they were given:

Exodus 10:21-23: “YHVH15 said to Moses, ‘Extend your hand toward the sky and it will become dark upon the land of Egypt, palpable 
darkness. Moses extended his hand toward the sky and it became densely dark throughout the land of Egypt for three days. No one 
could see their sibling, nor could any person rise from their place, for three days; with the exception of the children of Israel, there 
was light in all their dwellings.’”
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10:21: וַיֹּאמֶר יְהוָה אֶל־מֹשֶׁה  
נְטֵה יָֽדְךָ עַל־הַשָּׁמַיִם וִיהִי חֹשֶׁךְ עַל־אֶרֶץ מִצְרָיִם

                                                                            וְיָמֵשׁ חֹֽשֶׁךְ׃
  10:22: וַיֵּט מֹשֶׁה אֶת־יָדֹו עַל־הַשָּׁמָיִם וַיְהִי חֹֽשֶׁךְ־אֲפֵלָה בְּכָל־אֶרֶץ   מִצְרַיִם שְׁלֹשֶׁת יָמִֽים׃

10:23: לֹֽא־רָאוּ אִישׁ אֶת־אָחִיו וְלֹא־קָמוּ אִישׁ מִתַּחְתָּיו שְׁלֹשֶׁת יָמִים וּֽלְכָל־בְּנֵי יִשְׂרָאֵל הָיָה אֹור בְּמֹושְׁבֹתָֽם׃

Note that Rashi (10:22) cites Midrash Rabbah, Shemot 14:4 that the plague of darkness endured for two three-day periods. In the 
first, the Egyptians merely “could not see one another”; in the second, there was a “double darkness” of absolute immobility — 
those who sat could not stand, those who stood could not sit….

When the Egyptian forces pursue the Israelites into the sea and do not use the blanket of darkness for the kind of reflection that 
leads to teshuvah, the consequences set in further — hafokh — God turns the sea over onto them. When has the “sea of life” turned 
on you? Why? How did you get through?

Other relevant stories are that of Jacob fleeing after stealing the birthright and having a stone under his head for a pillow, a perfect 
tale for teaching the powerful role of metaphor in Torah, and for considering the “long dark night of the soul” that he experienced 
and his ascent upon the ladder to a broader perspective. 

Study of this story gives you the opportunity to invite stories from your students of when they had trouble sleeping because of 
something they’d done, or had happen to them, and how they, too, made it through to a new day and season of life.16 Another 
possibility is the story of Hagar and Ishmael being sent out by Sarah and abandoned in the wilderness by Abraham. 

A student, age 11, once asked about Avraham and Sarah, “I wonder whether either of them was able to sleep that that night? Did 
they realize how cruel what they’d done was?” Another student, in a role play of that story, chose to end it differently, with Sarah 
going out into desert to find Hagar to give her the gold bracelets from her arm, to bring them more food and water, to apologize and 
to hear that Hagar had heard from ha-Elohim in the darkness and learned of her son’s destiny to become the head of a great nation. 

These Torah stories will all help to confirm the Yotzer Or’s idea about u-vorei et ha-rah, in a Mussar kind of way, whereby putting 
the Egyptians into that profound kind of darkness is akin to a time-out, a higher power forcing reflection and the potential for the 
redirection of action.

10. Create another session to teach the wonderful spiritual principle: Yeridah le-Tzorekh Aliyah. There is a line in the Talmud that 
articulates what will evolve into an even more powerful spiritual principle coming to us through Hassidism:

 1. Babylonian Talmud Makkot 7b: ”Rabbi Abahu asked Rabbi Yochanan (regarding when to flee a City of Refuge): If while a  
 person is going up a ladder, a rung under him falls down and kills someone, how would this be taken? Would the death be  
 due to an upward or a downward movement? He replied: You have indeed laid your finger on a downward motion as a  
 prerequisite for an upward movement. [Yeridah le-Tzorekh aliyah] To this Rabbi Abahu objected.”
 2. Baal Shem Tov in Degel Mahane Ephraim: “Descent is for the sake of ascent…to reach a higher level [than the person even  
 was capable of appreciating and doing before].17 

 3. Shneur Zalman of Liadi: “It cannot be otherwise than this descent is for the purpose of ascent, to raise up the vital animal  
 soul”…the high peak is to the Godhead and the pit is earth and the sitra d’achra (shadow side of us all).
 4. And Jewish culture continues this wisdom in S. Ansky’s famous play “The Dybbuk,” which opens with voices behind the  
 curtain lamenting:

Al ma ve-lama yoredet han’shamah?
Mi’igra rama le-vira amikta [Aramaic]
yerida le-tzorekh aliya hi; 
yerida le-tzorekh aliya hi
Why oh why does the soul plummet from on high into the deepest pit?
This is the descent that enables the arising! 
This is the descent that enables the arising
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The music of Kobi Oz is also an important teaching resource here, for example the songs “Zalman” and “Prayer of the Secular,” 
and many more; these would be appropriate for B’nai Mitzvah age through elders.18  Another resource, which could be used for 
discussion with parents is the song video “This Too Shall Pass” from the Idan Raichel Project.19  

This principle of “yerida le-tzorekh aliyah” is a talisman for surviving our mistakes, wrongdoings, and losses. It is a perfect topic to 
create intergenerational sharing around the Passover table about the meytzarim — the narrow places those present, the dark pits, 
and dark nights of the soul that transform our awareness and, eventually, over the years, turn the pain of dark behavior and dark 
times into wisdom for greater goodness. The trend of keeping such stories behind the therapist’s closed door deprives generations 
of the wisdom of the many times we all go through the meytzar, birth canal, of rebirth after traumas. For birth begins our sacred 
narrative where Elohim is, in this primordial womb metaphor long before the waters of Egypt break and the Israelites are reborn into 
the Torah of Jewish civilization at Sinai.

The ability to sit with someone in a state of yerida, as they marinate in the pain of the decay of their sense of self, is part of the 
Haspa’ah component of becoming a Maggid-Educator. You are being a holy midwife, as we learn:
Genesis 1:2:  And the land was formless and empty and darkness was over the depths and the Ruach Elohim fluttered on the surface 
of the waters.

וְהָאָרֶץ הָיְתָה תֹהוּ וָבֹהוּ וְחֹשֶׁךְ עַל־פְּנֵי תְהֹום וְרוּחַ אֱלֹהִים מְרַחֶפֶת עַל־פְּנֵי הַמָּֽיִם׃

A core text for our topic is the following translation from page 207 of the most profound collection of brief sacred texts that I’ve ever 
encountered: Where Heaven and Earth Touch, by Danny Siegel (Jason Aronson 1989):

 Rav Chelbo became sick,
 so Rav Kahana went around announcing.
 “Rav Chelbo is sick.”
 But no one came to visit him.
 Rav Kahana then said [to the sages and the students]
 “Did it not once happen that one of Rabbi Akiva’s students became sick,
 and none of the sages came to visit him?
 So Rabbi Akiva went to visit,
 and because they swept and washed the floor, 
 the student recovered.
 Indeed, the student said,
 ‘My teacher, you have given me new life!’
 And right after that incident,
 Rabbi Akiva went out and taught,
 ‘Whoever does not perform the Mitzvah of visiting the sick--
 it is as though he spilled someone’s blood.’” –T. Nedarim 39b-40a

Online, it is easy to have very inexpensive plastic wrist bands made with the logo and name of your school or Jewish organization 
with the message: “You are not alone.” As you co-create a caring community with your students, this will become divinely true. This 
band — and the one I obtained at the United States Holocaust Museum “What you do matters” — are immeasurably important 
messages for our students.

You might invite your students to create an oneg flash dance for an appropriate parsha to some of the pieces about darkness, 
humility, the need for connection, and Jewish spirituality put together by contemporary songwriters such as the Idan Raichel Project, 
Kobi Oz, Emily Tummons, and Hana Spiro. Then, making sure the oneg is in a room where no light will shine in when you turn out 
the lights, explain that, for a few minutes to reflect the parsha, the room is going to darkness and everyone should stay where they 
are. Have your students take tiny flashlights and find each person in the room. Place the “You are not alone” bands onto everyone’s 
wrists, saying: “In our community, we care about each other. You are not alone! Shabbat shalom.”
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11. Through these explorations into the developmental nature of learning on life’s journey, we become increasingly aware that: 
 “The antidote to a darkness that is content with being dark is to peer into the dark and identify its divine root; to recognize  
 that the fact that a person at times is content to be without light is a reflection of the fact that our Creator transcends light.  
 During the second three days, while Egyptians remained trapped in the ‘place’ of contented darkness, the Jews peered  
 into dark hidden places and discovered ‘gold’ and ‘silver’ treasures. Gold and silver represent love for God. The Jews peered  
 into the darkness and discovered their love for its hidden divine roots.
  —derived from Zohar based on teachings of Ikutei Torah p. Haazinu P. 73a; Sefer HaMaamarim 5666;  
  Sefer Maamarim Melukat v. 2 p. 285. 
  See Lubavitcher Rebbe’s footnote to Shaar Hayichud V’haemunah ch. 10  

And as the Chernobyler Rebbe taught about that ha-Makom--The Place that is the “between” — the inseparable meeting place of 
our souls and Hashem’s as: 
“...the word Adonai shares a root with the words adanim or ednei, …usually translated as ‘ball-joints’ or ‘sockets,’ a mechanism for 
flexible connection. Just as the flexible adanim held the upper and lower sections of the Mishkan [travelling sanctuary] together, so 
too, Adonai holds the lower and higher worlds together.” (105-106).20 

Is there more you can do? Three years’ worth and more. Until then, also shaping your programs so that some of the lighter pro-
active components are present in addition to being prepared for darkness is also very important. Rabbi Debra Orenstein has posted a 
helpful collection of those from Reb Nachman of Breslov.21

In Conclusion: 
The opening quote from Isaiah in this article, when fully displayed, contains the deep frustration that Jewish spiritual education 
answers 
 “…Servants of Jacob and Israel, my chosen, I have called to you by your very name and you did not know me! I am YHVH,  
 there is no god other than me, I girded you, and you did not know me! So that you will know that the sun rises in the east  
 and [sets in] the west, that there is nothing other than me, I am YHVH, none other. Forming light, creating darkness, making  
 peace, creating evil, I am YHVH doing all of this. 

 Heavens, let down from above so that the skies pour down righteousness and salvation, together with righteousness  
 springing up, as I, YHVH, created it.”

So dear colleagues, may you be blessed to be the agents of such righteousness and salvation and, in the light of what Resh Lakish (BT 
Hagigah 12b) taught about night and darkness:
 “Whoever engages in Torah by night, the Holy One draws down upon that person a cord of loving-kindness by day, as it is  
 said ‘By day, YHVH commands [God’s own] loving-kindness’(Ps. 42:9). What is the reason? Because ‘And by night [God’s]  
 song [Torah] is with me’” The Talmud goes on to comment that some say that Resh Lakish elaborated and compared night to  
 this world, and day to the world to come. 

And in our Jewish Spiritual Education Mussar classes, we learn that the world to come is how it feels to engage in mitzvah-centered 
living and creating. So it was that four years ago, without compensation for their time, six leaders in the field of Jewish education 
came to my home to plan a two-year certification and three-year ordination training in the field of Jewish Spiritual Education — Batya 
Podos, Cassandra Sagan, Peninnah Schram, Cherie Karo Schwartz, Mindy Shapiro, and Danny Siegel. Peninnah now focuses on our 
alumni, and Judith Black has joined our teaching team.

We have titled the program Maggid-Educator training, and we weave methods and repertoire of storytelling wrapped around 
over fifty mitzvot and the eighteen Mussar Middot, and methods of curriculum development and Haspa’ah, spiritual guidance 
and development. Within a year, thanks to the opportunity to pilot sessions at NewCAJE and Limmud Boston, our first class filled. 
Between June and August of 2017, we ordained the first class of Maggid-Educators who are now serving congregational and day 
schools, new paradigm organizations, Hillels, JCCs, summer camps, geriatric settings, and beyond — all of whom are gainfully 
employed, experiencing deep respect for their accomplishment, and being welcomed across the spectrum of Jewish life as a needed 
evolution in the field of Jewish education. 
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Our next Maggid-Educator Certification and/or Ordination class begins with a required retreat week based at Camp Young Judaea 
near Austin, Texas, from August 9 to 16, 2018 and continues with weekly live video-conference learning, one-to-one story coaching 
and Jewish spiritual guidance and development for Jewish educators across the spectrum of settings and approaches to Jewish 
practice world-wide. For more information please visit www.reclaimingjudaism.org and for applications with queries, please contact 
our Dean, Batya Podos, batsongs@gmail.com. 

FOOTNOTES:
1. http://jewishweek.timesofisrael.com/once-shrouded-in-silence-now-young-jews-are-demanding-openness-about-mental-health- 
   disorders/; https://www.npr.org/sections/health-shots/2017/02/13/514353285/depression-strikes-todays-teen-girls-especially- 
   hard.
2. https://www.livescience.com/56899-depression-increasing-teens-united-states.html
3. https://www.cdc.gov/nchs/products/databriefs/db241.htm
4. https://www.religion-online.org/blog/article/shedding-light-on-the-darkness-of-depression/
5. https://www.ritualwell.org/sites/default/files/imce_uploads/rw4.mp3
6. https://www.ritualwell.org/ritual/yotzer-yotzeret-or-creating-light
7. In the Maggid-Educator Training Program, we draw from the approaches of Jewish spiritual guidance and development ,  
     Compassionate Listening,™ and FocusingTM because none of us are born knowing how to be a spiritual friend — a deep, great, 
     holy listener.
8. http://www.focusing.org/spirituality/judaism.html
9. https://www.amazon.com/Adam-Eves-First-Sunset-Gods/dp/1580231772
10. This midrash also teaches this moment of the two flints as the origin of the blessing over the Havdalah flames, for the gift of the  
     flints and ability to create the sparks comes as the first Shabbat ends.
11. This article on how to prepare children to respond well to being lost on a hike is well-done and idea-rich for educators: 
     http://abcnews.go.com/GMA/Travel/story?id=886376&page=1
12. Write to the author of this article, rebgoldie@gmail.com, for a list of such roles to help guide your work with students.
13. Peninnah Schram, “Storytelling and Spirituality: Sacred and Shared between the Generations,” CCAR Journal: The Reform Jewish 
     Quarterly, Winter 2011.
14. Miriam Oren and Peninnah Schram, A Tree in the Garden: A New Vision, NY: Nora House, 2004. Copies are available by emailing  
     peninnah1@aol.com.
15. From the Hebrew letters for is, was, and will be making a possible interpretive translation for this name, at least in my eyes, 
     “The Infinite Potential for Change,” which is a perfect name for study on this topic. 
16. While the story of Job might appeal here, I do not recommend it, as it’s too complex and time-consuming within this type of  
     lesson plan.
17. Similarly interpreted by the Maggid of Mezrich in Sefer Tzvaat Harivash.
18. Among many useful pieces for educators by Kobi Oz: Zalman: http://makomisrael.org/blog/album/mizmorei-nevuchim-psalms- 
     for-the-perplexed/ - zalman; Prayer of the Secular: http://makomisrael.org/blog/album/mizmorei-nevuchim-psalms-for-the- 
     perplexed/ - prayer-of-the-secular; and Yediday: http://makomisrael.org/blog/album/mizmorei-nevuchim-psalms-for-the- 
     perplexed/ - yediday-o-my-friend-ידידי
19. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=eLRRkyGHCPs
20. One might, then, imagine God somewhat like dark matter, holding the world/s of our souls together.
21. http://www.rabbidebra.com/quotes-on-joy.html
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Begin this program by distributing the mitzvah cards, one to each family or 
perhaps two families working together. This are available from Reclaiming 
Judaism. http://www.reclaimingjudaism.org/node/243.

Once you look at the cards consider whether it is a mitzvah that you currently 
perform, could consider adopting, or would never adopt. This mitzvah can be done in 
pantomime with the props you have gathered. Allow time to practice, then have each 
group present its pantomime for the others to guess what the mitzvah is. Have members 
of each group introduce themselves with a gesture.

Then study the text of the Sinai story using an age-appropriate story such as “The Ten 
Commandments” in Ruth Samuels, Bible Stories for Little Children (New York, Ktav, 1954), 
p.64); or through midrash (“When the Mountains Argued,” Appendix B).

Try out the Environmental Orchestra, which is the sixth activity suggested in the Ten 
Activities we describe below. 

Tell the New Torah story in Appendix C and adapt the ritual details to the practice of your 
congregation. 

Play the recording of the “Letter in the Torah” by Sam Glaser. We used the version 
covered by Josh Warshawsky in Stages, Disc 2, which is available from Behrman House. 

We suggest taking out a Torah scroll so that everyone can see the scroll up close (using 
a low table) and have each child and adult find a word that begins with the same letter 
as his or her Hebrew name. You also might want to describe how a Torah scroll is 
written, drawing on Eric Ray, Sofer: The Story of a Torah Scroll [Los Angeles, Torah Aura 
Productions, 1999.)

There are other activities that would be suitable for such an event. Please be aware that 
some of them are not suitable for Shabbat, except in liberal congregations.

Lynnie Mirvis is a storyteller, Jewish 
educator, and writer in Memphis, 
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Melton Adult Mini School and in 
Head-Start’s Wolf Trap Program for 
the Arts. Coordinator of the Exodus 
Project, an oral history project that 
connects middle schoolers with 
Soviet Jews, she is in the graduating 
class of Reclaiming Judaism‘s 
Jewish Spiritual Education Maggid 
Educator/Ordination Program. 
Lynnie_Mirvis@msn.com

Paul Solyn is an educator, storyteller, 
and writer. He received an M.J.Ed. 
and a family educator certifcate 
from Hebrew College, and is in 
Reclaiming Judaism‘s Jewish Spiritual 
Education Maggid Educator/
Ordination Program. He is executive 
director of the Jewish Center & 
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Lynnie Mirvis and Paul Solyn 
Standing At Sinai: Creating Shavuot Experiences for Young Families

http://www.reclaimingjudaism.org/node/243.
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Appendix A

TEN ACTIVITIES TO ENGAGE FAMILIES WITH YOUNG CHILDREN FOR TIKKUN LEIL SHAVUOT

1. Imagine you are traveling in the desert to Mount Sinai. Participants follow the leader on an imaginary journey through the desert 
— using movements and words to create their journey. Use the chant: “We’re walking in the desert, walking in the desert.” Leader 
taps head and says, “Feel the sun beating down, the sun beating down.” Hop up and down, and say, “Feel the sand between your 
toes, the sand between your toes.” Swish arms back and forth and say, “ Feel the cool breeze at night, the cool breeze at night. “ Add 
as many movements as you like and participants follow the leader.

2. The Midrash said all Jewish souls — past, present, and future — stood at Mount Sinai to receive the Torah. Who is standing with 
you at Sinai? (Deuteronomy 29:14) Each one heard a special message. What did you hear? Participants share answers around the 
circle.

3. Build your own edible Torah. Use large pretzel sticks for the poles (Atzei Chaim), fruit roll-ups for the parchment (klaf), and licorice 
string to tie it up.
Recipe 1
w Use two pretzel rods as dowels, or atzei chayim (trees of life).
w “Glue” on chocolate kisses on the ends of each pretzel for the finials, using chocolate or vanilla canned frosting as the glue.
w Unroll a fruit roll-up for the scroll (chill them before use so they are less sticky).

Recipe 2
Ingredients:
w 1 flat tortilla per child
w 2 pretzel rods per child
w Soft cheese spread
w 1 licorice string per child
Instructions: 
Cut the rounded edge off the top and bottom of the tortilla. Spread a soft cheese mixture over the tortilla. Put a pretzel rod on the 
left and right edge of the tortilla. Wrap the tortilla around the pretzel rods, starting at each side and meeting in the middle of the 
tortilla. Use the licorice string to tie around the “Torah.” Enjoy!

Recipe 3
w 2 pretzel rods per child
w Fruit roll-up for parchment
w Licorice string to tie it up. 

4. Make an edible Ten Commandments. Cut a banana in half, then cut in two parts long-wise. Lay on a graham cracker and push five 
raisins on each side — one for each of the commandments!

5. Act out the story When the Mountains Argued. Each family member can take the part of a mountain vying for the honor and 
come up with their own dialogue. (See story, Appendix B.)

6. Create an “environmental orchestra.” Leader divides group into different roles. Participants will make the sounds of the animals 
(dogs, cows, birds, angels, and the natural forces of wind, thunder, lightning — the sound of the shofar — at the giving of the 10 
Commandments. Orchestra leader conducts by raising or lowering his/her hands. When the leader’s hands raise up, the sounds get 
louder. The leader can point to one group (e.g., dogs) and they will chime in, etc. When the leader’s hands are lowered, the sounds 
grow softer, until it is silent. Silence comes when God speaks the First Commandment (“I am the Lord”). Feel the presence of the 
silence during the giving of the Torah! (See Midrash Shemot Rabbah 29:9, and Louis Ginzberg, The Legends of the Jews, vol. III. p. 97). 
Take turns being the orchestra leader.

7. The Midrash says Mount Sinai bloomed with flowers when God gave the 10 Commandments. Use colored pipe cleaners to 
fashion flowers. Little ones can bend and twist and wrap them around their fingers to make petals or whatever abstract shape they 
want, and adults can fold their creations onto a green pipe cleaner stem. Stick flowers in vases for your Shavuot centerpieces.
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8. Pick a mitzvah from Reclaiming Judaism’s Mitzvah card deck, and act out the Mitzvah! Everyone can guess what you are doing or 
make up your own song and dance to illustrate your mitzvah! Mitzvah Cards are available from Reclaiming Judaism, 
http://www.reclaimingjudaism.org/node/243.

9. Read the story The New Torah (see attached story). Open up a real sefer Torah and find your own letter in the Torah (that begins 
your Hebrew name). Sing or play Sam Glaser’s song “Letter in the Torah” and “Torah tziva lanu Moshe” in rounds.

10. It is a custom to have dairy on Shavuot. Have an ice cream party and create your own Sinai Sundae!

Appendix B

When the Mountains Argued
From a midrash; re-imagined by Lynnie Mirvis

A long time ago, all the mountains began to argue over who would be the mountain chosen to receive the Ten Commandments. Each 
mountain came before God!

Mount Tabor puffed herself up to her full height and exclaimed:

“I am Mount Tabor — I stand in the Lower Galilee—such a green, beautiful place, especially in winter when the winter wheat grows 
to its full height!

“Look how large I am! What a special mountain I am! (preening)

“I have so many trees, too — I would be the perfect mountain for the giving of the Ten Commandments to the Jewish people. 
Pleeeeeease… Choose me!!!!”

And God listened to what she said and didn’t say a thing.

Next, Mount Carmel stepped up and stood in front of Mount Tabor and blocked her from view.

“Let me speak!” she called out. “I am the best mountain to receive the Ten Commandments — Just look at how beautiful I am. (bats 
eyelashes)

“I have more green trees than anyone, and you can see the sea if you stand on my top.” (mimes waves and says whoosh)

“Pick me!! Pick me!!!!!”

And God listened to what she said and didn’t say a word.

Then Mount Hermon spoke up.

“Listen to me everyone — I am the top of the top — There’s always room at the top —my top. I’m the top.

“And I have something no one else does — na na na na na!!! It’s white, and it’s cold — and people can ski down my side — it’s 
SNOW!!! I have snow in the winter!

“So I need to be the chosen mountain.” 

And  God listened and didn’t say a word.

http://www.reclaimingjudaism.org/node/243
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One little mountain was listening to all that the other mountains said. She was so little and so quiet, and she raised her head very 
slowly. It was Mount Sinai — a very small mountain in the middle of the desert. She began to speak:

“All of the mountains are very important and have so much to give. Each would be a splendid place for the giving of the Ten 
Commandments.

“I wish I could be the chosen mountain, but I’m so little — and it’s such a big job!!” And a tear rolled down her face.

And God heard that small voice and said —

“Mountains — you all are special and have special jobs to do.

“For the giving of the Ten Commandments, I am choosing little Mount Sinai because even though she is small, she has a big heart 
because she listens to others.”

And so it was that Mount Sinai was chosen to receive the Ten Commandments.  She was so happy that she cried tears of joy, and, 
from those tears, flowers blossomed all around her waist. And the Jewish people gathered around her in joy and listened with open 
hearts as God spoke the first words of the Ten Commandments.

Appendix C

The New Torah
Based on an adaptation by Sylvia Rouss of “The Lucky Torah,” by Lillian S. Freehof

A new Torah was placed into the synagogue Ark.

“I hope I’m going to like it here,” the new Torah thought as she met the other Torahs in the Ark. There were three: Big Torah, Tall 
Torah, and Thin Torah. The new Torah was just average in size.

“We hope you’ll be happy living in this Ark with us,” said Big Torah and Tall Torah. Thin Torah said nothing. “She’s a little bit stuck-up 
because she’s skinny and because they read from her every Shabbat morning,” explained Big Torah, “but don’t worry. She’ll warm up.” 

New Torah nodded.

On Saturday morning, the four Torahs could hear the voices of people outside the Ark. Then the doors of the Ark began to open. 
“There’s the Rabbi!” whispered Thin Torah. “My turn! My turn”

“Today is Shabbat,” Big Torah explained. “The Rabbi will take Thin Torah out and read the week’s portion.”

The Rabbi reached in and gently picked up Thin Torah and took her out of the Ark. 

“He chooses Thin Torah every Shabbat,” said Tall Torah. 

“Oh how lucky she is!” said New Torah. “Do the rest of us ever get a turn?”

“Every Torah is just as good as any other Torah,” said Big Torah. “They usually choose me on the big holidays.”

Tall Torah added, “And they usually choose me when there are readings from two Torah scrolls. Once in a while, they read from three 
Torah scrolls. That’s very exciting and we all get a turn.”

“Do they ever read from four Torah scrolls?”
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“I don’t think so, but we’ve never had four Torah scrolls here before.” 

“Maybe the Rabbi will choose me on Sukkot,” said New Torah. 

“No,” said Big Torah. “Sukkot is past, and Purim is past. Pesach is next. That will be my turn for the first reading and Tall Torah’s turn 
for the second.”

“Oh,” thought New Torah sadly. “Maybe I’ll never be lucky.” 

The next Shabbat, Thin Torah was chosen again.

Then it was Passover. On the first morning of Pesach, Big Torah was taken out for the first reading and Tall Torah for the second. New 
Torah was happy for her friends. How lucky they were! She couldn’t help feeling a little sad that she had not yet been chosen for a 
service. Maybe she just wasn’t lucky.

It was the same on the last day of Pesach. Thin Torah saw that New Torah was sad, and teased her. “Na na na na na. You’ll never be 
chosen!”

Big Torah tried to comfort New Torah. “I’m sure that your chance will come. And your me’il, your cover, is very pretty.”

About six weeks later, all the Torahs were awakened early as the doors of the Ark were opened.

“What’s happening?” whispered New Torah.

“It’s almost time for Shavuot,” explained Big Torah. “Shavuot is a special holiday, and they will dress us all in our holiday clothes. We 
will all wear beautiful covers.” Each Torah was taken from the Ark and dressed in white velvet covers with gold braiding.

New Torah wondered which one of her friends would be the lucky Torah for the Shavuot service. Would it be Big Torah, as it had been 
on Pesach? “You all look so beautiful!” she exclaimed.

New Torah listened as the Shavuot service began. She could hear the sound of music through the doors of the Ark. She felt excited 
for her friends as she listened to the Rabbi open the doors of the Ark. Which one of them would be the lucky Torah?

The Rabbi reached in and New Torah saw him touch Big Torah. His hands gently passed from Big Torah to New Torah. New Torah felt 
herself being lifted into the Rabbi’s arms. 

“Look!” said Tall Torah. “The Rabbi has chosen New Torah to be the lucky Torah for Shavuot.”

The Rabbi turned to the congregation. “For Shavuot, when we celebrate receiving the Torah at Mount Sinai, we will read for the first 
time from the new Torah scroll that was given to us just this year.”

“Mazal tov,” whispered the other Torahs to New Torah.

The Rabbi spoke again. “And because our reading includes the Ten Commandments, I will ask everyone to stand when we reach 
those verses.”

“I am so lucky!” thought New Torah. 

“Happy Shavuot,” said Thin Torah.

“Happy Shavuot,” said Tall Torah. 

“Happy Shavuot,” said Big Torah.

“Happy Shavuot to all of you,” said the lucky New Torah.
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The Book of Ruth is read on Shavuot in the synagogue. Some people also study 
it as part of their night of study on Shavuot. This article suggests ways and 
provides materials that will allow you to conduct a discussion about the question 
of whether the Book of Ruth is a feminist work.

Materials: 
w Handout with the content below
w TaNaKh (or Book of Ruth – available from Sefaria.org)

Format:
Have participants sit in a circle so that they can see each other. Hand out the document 
and discuss the pieces briefly. Establish ground rules that include supportive listening, 
civility, open-mindedness, and suspension of previous interpretations.

Preview the handout and be sure that the terms are understood in both Tod Linafelt’s 
notes on Biblical Narrative (Appendix B) and Lois Tyson’s Feminist Literary Criticism 
(Appendix D), as they will be the lens through which the Book of Ruth will be viewed. 
Acknowledge that at the time the text was written, society had norms that conflict with 
modern feminist thinking; within that constraint, we are looking at the text to see to 
what extent we can call it feminist.

Have each person read aloud so that every voice is heard. It is important to read the 
entire text aloud as most people are familiar with the plot of the story, yet reading it 
aloud slows it down enough for participants to see dialogue or character’s actions in 
more detail. Encourage participants to “interrupt” the reading as they see connections 
between the text and the questions on the handout or to share new insights.

As comments are made, be sure to reflect the ideas back to the group and invite 
discussion. At the end of the session, invite a few participants to summarize what they 
heard in the group as an answer to the primary question of “is the Book of Ruth a 
feminist work?”

Appendix A
Handout for “Is the Book of Ruth a Feminist Work?”

Helen Mirren’s remarks as she sent the Tulane University class of 2017 into the world. 

Though the award-winning actress joked that she had very little practical advice for 
anyone who wasn’t “born in England, who decide to become Shakespearean actresses, 
and end up doing nude scenes in 10 films,” she used the speech to boost the merits of 
feminism while also admitting it was a label she didn’t come around to until recently. 

“No matter what sex you are or race, be a feminist,” she said. “In every country and 
culture that I have visited, from Sweden to Uganda, from Singapore to Mali, when 
women are given respect, and the ability and freedom to pursue their personal dreams 
and ambitions, life improves for everyone. I didn’t define myself as a feminist until quite 
recently, but I had always lived like a feminist and believed in the obvious: that women 
were as capable and as energetic and as inspiring as men.”
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NewCAJE                                                                                                                        Shavuot 2018/5778

THE JEWISH EDUCATOR 

Appendix B
Some helpful notes on Biblical narrative (Tod Linafelt)

1. Biblical narrative tends to be understated, laconic, and sparse. 
2. Dialogue is the primary means for advancing the plot.
3. Some characters grow and change, portraying lived lives, not just traits.
4. It is important to pay attention to repetition — of words and of themes. 
5. Human and Divine agency both present, interact, and are sometimes in tension.

Appendix C
Ruth’s Statement of Personal Agency

The theme of Ruth’s conversion to Judaism is central to this story. In Ruth 1:16–17, she states: “Entreat me not to leave you or to 
return from following after you. For wherever you go, I will go. Wherever you lodge, I will lodge. Your people shall be my people, and 
your God, my God. Where you die, I will die, and there will I be buried. Thus and more may God do to me if anything but death parts 
me from you.” Ruth is often considered to be the archetype of all who “choose” or convert to Judaism — accepting the Torah, just as 
Jews accepted the Torah at Mt. Sinai — and this passage traditionally has been understood as her conversion statement.

Appendix D
Some helpful notes on Feminist Literary Criticism  by Lois Tyson

Though a number of different approaches exist in feminist criticism, there exist some areas of commonality. This list is excerpted 
from Lois Tyson (PhD. 1989, Ohio State):
1. Women are oppressed by patriarchy economically, politically, socially, and psychologically; patriarchal ideology is the primary  
     means by which they are kept so.
2. In every domain where patriarchy reigns, woman is other: she is marginalized, defined only by her difference from male norms and  
     values.
3. All of Western (Anglo-European) civilization is deeply rooted in patriarchal ideology, for example, in the Biblical portrayal of Eve as  
     the origin of sin and death in the world.
4. While biology determines our sex (male or female) [sic], culture determines our gender (masculine or feminine) [sic].
5. All feminist activity, including feminist theory and literary criticism, has as its ultimate goal to change the world by prompting 
     gender equality.
6. Gender issues play a part in every aspect of human production and experience, including the production and experience of  
     literature, whether we are consciously aware of these issues or not (91).

If we apply the questions raised in Appendix D to the Book of Ruth, what can we learn?
• How is the relationship between men and women portrayed?
• What are the power relationships between men and women (or characters assuming male/female roles)?
• How are male and female roles defined?
• What constitutes masculinity and femininity?
• How do characters embody these traits?
• Do characters take on traits from opposite genders? How so? How does this change others’ reactions to them?
• What does the work reveal about the operations (economically, politically, socially, or psychologically) of patriarchy?
• What does the work imply about the possibilities of Sisterhood as a mode of resisting patriarchy?
• What does the work say about women’s creativity?
• What does the history of the work’s reception by the public and by the critics tell us about the operation of patriarchy?
• What role does the work play in terms of women’s literary history and literary tradition? 
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Appendix E
“Shavuot: A Marginal Holiday,” by Rabbi Joshua Lesser (excerpt from Keshet website)

There are some interesting contrasts and parallels between the story of Naomi and Ruth and the revelation of Torah to the Jewish 
people. The two stories begin so differently. In the recounting of the Revelation, the entire community has recently celebrated its 
freedom and liberation from Egypt and are preparing for the giving of the Torah on the heights of Mount Sinai. In the Book of Ruth, 
literary devices are employed to imply despair and the absence of community. A famine forces Naomi to flee Canaan, her homeland, 
with her husband and sons. Ultimately, she finds herself in the valleys of Moab (an area/tribe with a mixed history as relates to the 
Israelites), a widow and the witness to the death of both of her sons. Her status is as low as it possibly could be in her society and 
time. The text ever-so-bluntly plays games with her name. (Though) Naomi means “pleasant,” she requests to be called Marah, 
“bitter,” because God’s hand is against her. Thus we begin with the inverse of the setting found in God’s grand revelation of Torah. 

What queer person cannot relate to Naomi’s fate at one time or another? Feeling lonely, without family, without support, and 
without a clear picture of the future — surely many of us remember a time like that. If we are lucky like Naomi, that reality changes. 
When she encourages her daughters-in-law to return to a more certain future with security and promise, one daughter-in-law, 
Ruth, stays and pledges an oath of fidelity inextricably binding her life to Naomi’s forever, giving us one of the Torah’s most poignant 
examples of a family of choice. Her pledge is so complete that some people question if there was more than a mother-daughter 
bond, but rather that of a life partner. Indeed many people, lesbians and straight folk alike, use Ruth’s pledge as part of their life-long 
commitment to each other. The text does not answer what their relationship is, but the question itself is important and allows us to 
wonder. To me, the even more powerful message is that through this pledge the future changes, a future that will eventually lead to 
the Messianic age. 

This transformation is the most queer part of the text. It is this pledge of mutuality and shared destiny in the face of the unknown 
that enables what is clearly a path of despair and hopelessness to be transformed so powerfully that it produces the seed of the 
Messianic line. Through a series of events, some even say through God’s hand, Ruth meets Boaz, a kinsman of Naomi. He admires 
her dedication to Naomi and offers them support and comfort. Eventually, Boaz decides to join their family of choice from which an 
offspring emerges, beginning the Davidic Messianic line. 

Here we see that God can be powerfully known and experienced through a relationship. If that is not a revelation as profound as 
Torah, I do not know what is. It is often through selfless giving that God is known as powerfully as if the earth was shaking and 
thundering. Even more revealing for queer folks is that this relationship occurred in the margins. The central elements of this story 
take place in Moab, a questionable place at the time, and in the fields — a place of danger and transition. The central players are 
likewise marginal: widows, older people, and strangers. And yet, here in the margins, godliness manifests. Ruth is a testament to 
everyone that God’s presence resides in those places society shuns or pities.
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ע ַנֲעֶׂשה ְוִנְׁשָמֽ
Na’aseh ve-Nishma

We will do and we will listen
Exodus 24:7       
ְׁשמֹות כד:ז

Experiential learning is the process of learning through experience -- more 
specifically defined as “learning through reflection on doing”. Hands-on learning 
is a form of experiential learning but does not necessarily involve students 
reflecting on their product. (Wikipedia - cites: Felicia, Patrick (2011). Handbook 
of Research on Improving Learning and Motivation. p. 1003. ISBN 1609604962.)

It is generally the case that a yontif* on the calendar means that the afternoon religious 
school/program will be closed.  This once made more sense than it does today because, 
in previous decades, many Jews didn’t “work” on yontif because they were attending 
services and celebrating with holiday meals at home. NOT ANY MORE!

   Remaining open on yontif can allow us to  
   help our students live their Judaism.
My assumption is that the majority of American Jews who send their children to 
afternoon religious schools/programs give little notice to these holidays and are ill-
equipped to celebrate them at home, aside perhaps from the Passover seder. 

There was a time when, even if they did not celebrate these holidays in their own 
homes, Jewish children knew when the holidays rolled around. Maybe Bubbe came 
to visit -- either schlepping the already-made holiday foods with her or prepared to 
commandeer the kitchen to create the smells, tastes, and sounds that create memories 
for children, which help them become part of our Jewish world. Children might see 
sukkot in their neighborhoods and see people coming home from shul with their lulav 
and etrog in hand.  For most of our students in the U.S. today, the rhythm of our holiday 
cycle is faint at best and, if we close our religious school’s doors on these Festivals, the 
children will have no knowledge that the holiday even exists.

Why close on yontif? It may be that some of your teachers who are observing the 
holiday would be unable to get to your building. Or they may not want to disrupt their 
own holiday celebrations. But, as you’ll see, I’m not proposing “school” on yontif, and  
one might be able to run a holiday program utilizing less staff, or no staff at all!

Then let’s ask the next question -- why should religious school open on holidays like 
Shavuot? To celebrate the holiday! Our students learn best by doing the holidays -- not 
by learning about them. Learning about Sukkot or Shavuot is not the same as celebrating 
the holiday.  Isn’t this part of the beauty of summer camps -- that the campers live their 
Judaism, they don’t just learn about it?  Remaining open on yontif can allow us to help 
our students live their Judaism.

How can we open on yontif? In a Conservative community, like mine, we are limited in 
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what we can do. We can’t write, make craft projects, etc.  But because it is a holiday as opposed to Shabbat, we can cook, we can 
carry, and we can celebrate the holiday in so many wonderful and memorable ways.

At Beth Meyer Synagogue in Raleigh, North Carolina, we have decided to keep our school open on Shavuot and other holidays. 

Typically, the students are divided into groups, and we organize activities in a “round robin” fashion -- each group gets to visit each 
center/activity.  The students can cook for the holiday (easier if your synagogue kitchen is kashered for Pesach – but, if not, there 
are ways to cook outside of the kitchen).  We can learn/sing/study the Hallel service, with it’s beautiful melodies and uplifting words.  
It’s a great time for storytelling, and paper-bag dramatics, and small-group discussions.  If you really plan ahead, you can play all 
sorts of games (Jeopardy, Password, Wheel of Fortune, etc.). **  And, of course, we end with food, inviting the parents in from the 
carpool line, and, depending on the day, for candles and Kiddush for the next day.

For 5778, many of us have a unique opportunity to celebrate Shavuot, that often-overlooked holiday.  The first day is a Sunday -- and 
it’s NOT Memorial Day weekend.  In fact, it’s the weekend before, the date that many schools use as their closing program.  What 
better way to close school than to celebrate as a community?

You need to work closely with your clergy/ritual committee and others, but what a great time to have a huge family celebration.  In 
a family service, how wonderful would it be to have students learn to chant the 10 Commandments. At a “learners service,” one 
can take license, and you can have 13 students each learn one verse (that covers the 10 Commandments) to read in Hebrew.  Group 
them so that you can have five aliyot. (Shavuot has five Aliyot unless it falls on Shabbat, when there are seven.)  

Another activity is to make ice cream in a bag. It’s easy! 
(http://www.geniuskitchen.com/recipe/homemade-ice-cream-in-a-bag-34257).

You can make butter with kids in about 10 minutes. 
(https://happyhooligans.ca/homemade-butter/)  

You can even make cheesecake! 
(http://allrecipes.com/recipe/17410/best-no-bake-cheesecake/)

While you are making food with the kids, do talk with them about why we eat dairy on Shavuot. Here is a good resource about that. 
(https://www.myjewishlearning.com/article/why-dairy-on-shavuot/)

Engage a storyteller. There are many good stories for Shavuot. Take a look at the rich selection in the Kar-Ben catalogue, for 
example. Sedra Scenes also has stories for the holiday that can be used to make plays with the children. 

What about a pajama Havdalah leading into the holiday the night before?  What about a teen learning session and sleep-over? The 
tradition of staying up all night to study might just appeal to kids that age.   

If your synagogue doesn’t have room for these types of activities on the morning of the holiday, how about celebrating on Sunday 
afternoon?  There is always a creative way to celebrate the holiday ON the holiday - now go and do!

*Yontif: The days of our agricultural holidays (Pesach, Sukkot, and Shavuot) on which we are to have a “complete rest,” similar to, 
but not exactly the same as, Shabbat.   On Shavuot, one day in the Reform tradition or two days in others, are yontif.

** The writer is happy to share resources for food, games, and more.  Contact her at school@bethmeyer.org.

http://www.geniuskitchen.com/recipe/homemade-ice-cream-in-a-bag-34257
%28https://happyhooligans.ca/homemade-butter/%29
http://allrecipes.com/recipe/17410/best-no-bake-cheesecake/
ttps://www.myjewishlearning.com/article/why-dairy-on-shavuot/
mailto:school%40bethmeyer.org?subject=
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This program is based on Mishnah Peah, Perek Aleph
 
Introduction:

A friend of mine has a story of enlightenment at the garbage can. There was  
an older man who used to search the recycling bin at my friend’s house 
weekly for aluminum cans. His initial reaction was, “Hey, it’s wrong to steal 
other people’s recycling!  It is also illegal!”. However, it was close to Shavuot, 
and my friend started thinking about the recycling bin as his field and the 

cans as something that he could give to someone in need. (Aluminum cans were easy 
to turn in for cash in those days). He decided that allowing the man to collect aluminum 
was very close to gleaning. In fact, my friend began putting the aluminum on top of the 
other recycling to make the man’s task a bit easier. My friend found a mitzvah in his 
recycling bin!
 
This story got me to thinking about the ways we non-field-owning folks can find 
“corners” for the food and stuff that we have so much of. I do believe that our unique 
talents and work skills are a gift to each of us from God, a way to ensure that we can 
earn a living. This is our modern “field.” Therefore, the fruits of our professional efforts 
(salary, food, stuff, etc.) should be shared with the less fortunate. Our tradition teaches 
us that this is social justice (tzedakah). We are gifted, and therefore it is our obligation to 
“pay it forward.”

   I do believe that our unique talents and work  
   skills are a gift to each of us from God, a way  
   to ensure that we can earn a living. This is our  
   modern “field.” 
Creating a Program: 
To use this teaching as a program with your students, I suggest beginning with the story 
of enlightenment at the garbage can. The leader can follow the story with a text study 
of Mishnah Peah, chapter 1,* which explains the categories of items we leave for the 
poor.  Among these are not reaping the corners of our fields, leaving sheaves that were 
dropped during the harvest for the poor, and leaving forgotten sheaves (those that were 
left behind and not collected) for the poor. 

There is also a good article by Jeffrey Spitzer in My Jewish Learning on the subject of 
Peah. **

* https://www.sefaria.org/Mishnah_Peah.6?lang=bi
**https://www.myjewishlearning.com/article/peah-the-corners-of-our-fields/

Melissa Rogoway, MA. Ed., has 
directed educational programs and 
taught all ages for the past 35 years. 
She holds a Masters in Education 
and a B.Lit in Hebrew letters from 
AJU. Melissa is an expert mentor of 
educators.  
melissa@melissarogoway.com

 

Peah in Modern Times: How Do I Refrain from Reaping 
The Corners of My Field When I Don’t Have One?”

https://www.sefaria.org/Mishnah_Peah.6?lang=bi
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This sets the stage for a spirited discussion about how we can do these mitzvot in an urban setting where it is impossible to replicate 
what is explained in the Mishnah. Encourage participants to think creatively during this phase. Afterwards, choose one or more 
of the ideas and plan an event. Your activity could be large or small. Think about a school-wide collection of something needed in 
your community, a family-education session with a hands-on component or a class field trip to a community agency. Try to choose a 
project that will be truly meaningful to the families and to your community.

Peah Ideas:
I have offered this workshop several times, including at NewCAJE. I’m including the list of the ideas that were generated on this 
topic in the workshops, as well as some discussion questions. It is just a beginning. I leave it to you to choose how you will leave “the 
corners of your fields for the poor.”
 
w For those who have too much stufF:
          1. Clean out your basement and donate these items to agencies that deal with families in need.
          2. Have a garage sale to benefit your favorite cause.
 
w For those who want to share corners of your professional “field”:
          1. Volunteer at a literacy program and teach someone to read.
          2. Give your expertise to a nonprofit agency.
 
w For those who want to think about the homeless:
         1. Think about a way to help a street person that feels honest to you.
 Here are some articles and resources sheets to help you think through this topic: 
 https://www.theatlantic.com/business/archive/2011/03/should-you-give-money-to-homeless-people/72820/
 https://www.sefaria.org/sheets/tags/Homelessness
 http://www.jewishvaluesonline.org/question.php?id=183

w For those who want to think about food: 
    Do you know that 13.1 million children in the Unites States have difficulty finding enough food?
         1. Try not to waste food. 
         1. Try meatless Monday so that you can donate money to a worthwhile organization that feeds the needy.
         1. Before Passover, donate your unused chametz to a food bank.
         1. Give generously to MAZON, a Jewish organization that focuses on ways to advocate to end hunger. https://mazon.org/

w For those who want to focus on giving priorities:
         1. Is someone in your family having a rough time financially? 
·            Our Rabbis teach us to help them first. 
 https://www.myjewishlearning.com/article/tzedakah-requirements/ 

w Mark smachot such as lifecycle events with generosity. 
         1. Give a portion of your party budget to a cause that matters to you.
 

https://www.theatlantic.com/business/archive/2011/03/should-you-give-money-to-homeless-people/72820/
http://www.jewishvaluesonline.org/question.php?id=183
https://mazon.org/
https://www.myjewishlearning.com/article/tzedakah-requirements/
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This program is based on Mishnah Peah, Perek Aleph
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A friend of mine has a story of enlightenment at the garbage can. There was  
an older man who used to search the recycling bin at my friend’s house 
weekly for aluminum cans. His initial reaction was, “Hey, it’s wrong to steal 
other people’s recycling!  It is also illegal!”. However, it was close to Shavuot, 
and my friend started thinking about the recycling bin as his field and the 

cans as something that he could give to someone in need. (Aluminum cans were easy 
to turn in for cash in those days). He decided that allowing the man to collect aluminum 
was very close to gleaning. In fact, my friend began putting the aluminum on top of the 
other recycling to make the man’s task a bit easier. My friend found a mitzvah in his 
recycling bin!
 
This story got me to thinking about the ways we non-field-owning folks can find 
“corners” for the food and stuff that we have so much of. I do believe that our unique 
talents and work skills are a gift to each of us from God, a way to ensure that we can 
earn a living. This is our modern “field.” Therefore, the fruits of our professional efforts 
(salary, food, stuff, etc.) should be shared with the less fortunate. Our tradition teaches 
us that this is social justice (tzedakah). We are gifted, and therefore it is our obligation to 
“pay it forward.”

   I do believe that our unique talents and work  
   skills are a gift to each of us from God, a way  
   to ensure that we can earn a living. This is our  
   modern “field.” 
Creating a Program: 
To use this teaching as a program with your students, I suggest beginning with the story 
of enlightenment at the garbage can. The leader can follow the story with a text study 
of Mishnah Peah, chapter 1,* which explains the categories of items we leave for the 
poor.  Among these are not reaping the corners of our fields, leaving sheaves that were 
dropped during the harvest for the poor, and leaving forgotten sheaves (those that were 
left behind and not collected) for the poor. 

There is also a good article by Jeffrey Spitzer in My Jewish Learning on the subject of 
Peah. **

* https://www.sefaria.org/Mishnah_Peah.6?lang=bi
**https://www.myjewishlearning.com/article/peah-the-corners-of-our-fields/
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This sets the stage for a spirited discussion about how we can do these mitzvot in an urban setting where it is impossible to replicate 
what is explained in the Mishnah. Encourage participants to think creatively during this phase. Afterwards, choose one or more 
of the ideas and plan an event. Your activity could be large or small. Think about a school-wide collection of something needed in 
your community, a family-education session with a hands-on component or a class field trip to a community agency. Try to choose a 
project that will be truly meaningful to the families and to your community.

Peah Ideas:
I have offered this workshop several times, including at NewCAJE. I’m including the list of the ideas that were generated on this 
topic in the workshops, as well as some discussion questions. It is just a beginning. I leave it to you to choose how you will leave “the 
corners of your fields for the poor.”
 
w For those who have too much stufF:
          1. Clean out your basement and donate these items to agencies that deal with families in need.
          2. Have a garage sale to benefit your favorite cause.
 
w For those who want to share corners of your professional “field”:
          1. Volunteer at a literacy program and teach someone to read.
          2. Give your expertise to a nonprofit agency.
 
w For those who want to think about the homeless:
         1. Think about a way to help a street person that feels honest to you.
 Here are some articles and resources sheets to help you think through this topic: 
 https://www.theatlantic.com/business/archive/2011/03/should-you-give-money-to-homeless-people/72820/
 https://www.sefaria.org/sheets/tags/Homelessness
 http://www.jewishvaluesonline.org/question.php?id=183

w For those who want to think about food: 
    Do you know that 13.1 million children in the Unites States have difficulty finding enough food?
         1. Try not to waste food. 
         1. Try meatless Monday so that you can donate money to a worthwhile organization that feeds the needy.
         1. Before Passover, donate your unused chametz to a food bank.
         1. Give generously to MAZON, a Jewish organization that focuses on ways to advocate to end hunger. https://mazon.org/

w For those who want to focus on giving priorities:
         1. Is someone in your family having a rough time financially? 
·            Our Rabbis teach us to help them first. 
 https://www.myjewishlearning.com/article/tzedakah-requirements/ 

w Mark smachot such as lifecycle events with generosity. 
         1. Give a portion of your party budget to a cause that matters to you.
 

https://www.theatlantic.com/business/archive/2011/03/should-you-give-money-to-homeless-people/72820/
http://www.jewishvaluesonline.org/question.php?id=183
https://mazon.org/
https://www.myjewishlearning.com/article/tzedakah-requirements/
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T
he ever-evolving face of 21st century relational Judaism – the role of the 

synagogue and traditional Jewish institutions and what we have historically 

programmed – requires a rejuvenated and re-energized perspective. 

Participants are looking for gateways to meaningful personal experiences 

with Judaism that will allow them to explore how Jewish traditions, culture, 

and spirituality are connecting points for themselves, their children, and the family 

unit. Engaging participants means appealing to the variety of “needs” as defined by 

diversely Jewish participants. Creating side-by-side, parent (caregiver)–child learning 

opportunities that are fun and put a new spin on the Jewish experience enables us to 

establish and strengthen community across demographics and brings to the foreground 

the beauty of Dor l’Dor (generation to generation) shared learning.

The Family Learning EXperience (FLEX) station-rotation model lends itself beautifully to 
successful engagement of participants because: 
1. It can be tailored to meet participants where they are at on their Jewish journey –  

    participants of all backgrounds and affiliations are provided with a learning model for  
    exploration and celebration.
2. It inspires educators to envision participants engaging in active, experiential, beyond- 
    the-traditional-classroom-setting learning.
3. It creates an atmosphere of shared, communal learning that can engage those who  

    typically may be less inclined to interact with the community by providing a 

    rejuvenated approach to connecting with Judaism.  

The FLEX model is an ideal format for relating to Shavuot (In 2018, celebrated May 
20-21), because, aside from honoring our celebration of the receiving of the Ten 
Commandments (Torah), it invites participants to consider the contemporary relevance 
of the holiday through unique, relevant, and relatable activities that connect learners 
with Torah.

Taking cues from current best practices within the world of education, we can develop 
and facilitate programming that draws upon learning modalities and invites participants 
to access the beauty of Jewish experiences through the arts, literature, science, music, 

and thoughtful higher-level thinking. Coordinating FLEX programming requires planning 
and a willingness to introduce fresh perspectives and meaningful activities to the 
participating population. The key to FLEX programming is:
• Staying focused on the goal of inspiring participants to immerse themselves in fun,  
   interactive, and educational experiences and emphasizing the joy and mitzvah of  
   shared learning related to a specific topic, theme, or holiday – particularly between  
   parent/caregiver and child and members of the greater synagogue/Jewish institution  
   community. 

• Providing opportunities for learners of all ages, abilities, and backgrounds for  
   maximum inclusivity, and, ideally, separate adult-learning sessions that invite adults to  

   reflect on a higher level of exploration.
• Rooting everything in traditions or rituals and having an explanation for relating the  
   “new” experiences to resources, Torah, etc.

 

FLEX programming requires attention to detail and coordination of many elements. For 
those who find the prospect of taking on the entirety of the programming unrealistic, it 
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is quite possible to extract elements of the program to best suit a particular community’s needs, budget, and staffing support. The 
outline below is presented as a general formula for the planning and successful execution of a FLEX program. 

Identify objective/s of program offered (specific theme, holiday exploration, specific family education topic, etc.)
• “Participants will …” (design objective statements that are observable skills, or take-away accomplishments of understanding or 
   application of an action) 

Planning
• Identify focus/theme
• Budget — what is allocated for programming, sources of funding
• Educational Components for Consideration
 o What information should participants take away from the FLEX?
 o Where will information come from (adapting information into activities and projects)?
 o How will participants access information?
 o Does programming reach span of demographics (identify age range)?
 o What will adult learning encompass? Separate learning “session” or integrated within shared learning activities?
• Format/Presentation — rotation stations to be visited by participants over a specific time period, logistics to insure smooth  
   transitions/flow of participants from one station to another
• Approximate number of participants
• Logistics of space/location of FLEX program — on-site or off-site (*off-site arrangements that must be made for reservation/access  
   to parks, open spaces, bathroom facility access; point of contact on day of event for emergencies/unanticipated issues that arise)
• Security needs for increased number of participants on-site; security needs for off-site programming
• Who will facilitate the FLEX station rotations?
 o Role/involvement of (Teaching) staff and (Teen) madrichim
 o Role/involvement of clergy
 o Recruitment of volunteers and support
 o Communication with staff, volunteers, etc. – meeting prior to program day, form of communication on program day,  
          trouble shooting
• What set-up is required? (transporting/setting up of tables/chairs, craft materials, water/food – who is in charge of the set-up and  
    who is in charge of break-down?)
• Materials
 o Supplies on site and supplies needing to be purchased
 o Preparation of supplies and materials
 o Design of signage, itinerary, maps
• Special Presenters (are guest speakers/clergy being invited to participate?)
 o Who is coordinating/reaching out?
 o Confirmation of Involvement
 o Compensation?
• Promotion of program (timeline of promotion and actual design)
 o Hard copy, social media, in-house promotion
 o Families within religious education programming
 o Families outside religious education, with religious-school-age children

Preparation/Implementation
• Copying of FLEX guide/Itinerary and any handouts related to station rotations for participants
• Signage directing participants to stations
• Explanatory signage at each station detailing the connection to Jewish content
• Set-up/break-down on day of program
 o Coordinate work staff/ volunteers to set up tables, learning stations 
 o Disperse prepared materials supplies

 o Signage/maps to direct participants
• Roaming and communication among facilitators/administration and staff
• Trouble shooting and “Plan B” options for unexpected issues that arise (for example: if at a park, what happens if sprinklers are not  
   turned off, if organized sports groups won’t relinquish reserved areas, etc.)
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Debrief of FLEX Program
• Internal evaluation from staff/volunteers
• Feedback from families/participants for future programming consideration (survey)

This outline lends itself to the development of programming for engaging participants with the holiday of Shavuot. Using the FLEX 
program model, “Water, Wind, Sun, and Fun: The ‘Nature’ of Being Jewish, A Contemporary Celebration of Shavuot,” station rotation 
guided programming introduces a contemporary interpretation of the holiday. Participants are introduced to our sages’ description 
of relating the Torah being given to us in the desert on Mount Sinai when “the mountain bloomed and sprouted flowers.” Using this 
image as a source of inspiration, this FLEX program introduces participants to the exciting, experiential, nature-oriented approach to 
celebrating Shavuot as connection to and application of principles of Torah in contemporary terms with particular attention to:
• Environmental awareness.
• Exploration and connection with nature through a Jewish lens and relatable, interactive science, literature, art, and self-reflection 
   activities .

Planning and execution of the “The Nature of Being Jewish” FLEX program actively engages participants in learning about our place in 
the world through mitzvot of caring for the “living” earth (including natural resources and wildlife) and appreciating the wonders of 
God’s work in nature. Participants will explore these themes through station rotation learning opportunities that will include:
• Crafts utilizing recyclable materials.
• Learning/recitation of blessings acknowledging the wonders of God’s work.
• Consideration of contemporary relevance of Torah, Talmud, and Jewish sources. 

Ideally, this FLEX program should be enjoyed outdoors where the aspect of connecting with Torah through nature is maximized – 

either in a nearby park or in an outdoor setting that is easily accessible for all participants (consider age range, physical challenges, 
etc.). The venue must provide enough space for participants to comfortably rotate from one station to the next and provide a central 
gathering area (for arrival check-in, adult session space, song session, family picnic, etc.) To replicate this FLEX program, the following 

items are needed (based on the activities planned and consideration for off-site venue):

Set-Up Needs
• Transport of tables/chairs/supplies
• 6ft/8ft white tables (30 total)
• Portable awning/tent? 
• White folding chairs for stations (30 chairs)
• Large plastic storage tubs for transport of materials/supplies – each station has its own dedicated tub/tubs labeled and filled with  
   materials/supplies for easy set-up and break-down

• 4 large waterproof tarps for sitting on grass 
• 24 Plastic tablecloths to cover all white tables

Materials
(directions for various projects can be found on Pinterest or online at various education websites)

Rain sticks 
• Paper towel cardboard rolls
• Rice, popcorn kernels, dried beans
• Aluminum foil
• Duct tape
• Card stock to cover ends of stick
• Markers
• Scissors (optional)

Miriam’s Timbrel
• Metal washers
• Pipe cleaners
• Embroidery hoops (small-sized wooden hoops have two hoops that can be used)
• Ribbon
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Fun-in-the-Sun Photo Sensitive Pictures
• Photo sensitive paper (from teacher supply/education supply stores)
• Small Jewish objects, cookie cutters, stencils, etc.
• Foam shapes (not self-adhesive!)
• Shallow tubs with water to “set” the picture and a designated drying area
• Markers for writing names 

Sun Visors
• Foam sun visors (from Michael’s or other craft store)
• Permanent markers
• Fun foam shapes (self adhesive!)

Wind Socks
• Clear page protector sheets
• Tissue paper, ribbon, colorful crepe-paper streamers
• Tape
• Washable markers
• 8 ½ X 11 white paper
• Hole punch (optional, if not attaching ribbon,etc., with tape)

Caring for our Creatures simulation
• (6) 9X13 aluminum baking pans
   (2 pans for each 3 participants: one pan contains cooking oil mixed with dirt (the oil sludge) and the other contains soapy water)
• Cooking oil
• Water (can be brought to venue as a couple of gallons of bottled water)
• Hand wipes/Paper towels
• Trash bags (to throw away wipes and paper towels after cleaning hands)

Additional Items Needed
• First Aid kits
• Hand wipes
• 10 rolls of paper towels
• Bottled water
• Bags for participants to place their projects/handouts (can often get these donated from markets or specialty food grocers)
• Cupcakes/cookies/treat for dessert for all participants (optional)
• Walkie Talkies (depending on the expanse of your outdoor venue, these come in handy for communicating with volunteers,  
   facilitators, etc.) or cell phone numbers of all volunteers.  Be aware of cell service limitations depending on venue location.
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The format of the FLEX Shavuot program is introduced the day of the event by providing participants with an itinerary:

Example: 

Each of the activities previewed on the itinerary corresponds with a station rotation at which participants are provided with signage/
explanation of the connection between the activity and its “Nature of Being Jewish” focus (sample 1). Additionally, it is helpful to 
keep the following in mind:
• Designing the rotation stations affords tremendous “outside-the-box” thinking for coordinators. For example, one might consider  
   the tradition of eating dairy foods for Shavuot and stage a cheesecake cook-off competition area that invites participants to  
   compete for the title of best cheesecake maker.  One might arrange for a dairy cow to be brought to the venue so that participants  
   can experience milking a cow.  A station could be set up inviting participants to help make fresh ice cream – using a zipper storage  
   bag or a metal coffee can! If there is a wild animal rescue or a raptor sanctuary nearby, it is sometimes possible to coordinate  
   a presentation with a rescued animal (these arrangements need to be made well in advance and are often dependent on the  
   availability of a presenter).

• The relationship between the participant, the environment, and a reference in Jewish text and prayer (including Torah and Talmud)  
   elevates the learning piece of each station or activity (sample 2), so it is important to integrate these elements at each station.  
   Participants can take these handouts home for personal use.
• Incorporating a self-guided learning “tour” of file folder questions posted in the activity venue encourages thoughtful reflection  
   and contemplation for adults and children of all ages (sample 3) and often offers a sense of respite for those for whom the hustle  
   and bustle of a large-scale program is overwhelming.

• Providing a comfortable area for adults and children to enjoy science-based books related to the environmental focus, and  
   introducing PJ Library book titles that speak to the areas of focus reinforces the availability of meaningful, accessible Jewish 

   literature.

Welcome to 
“Water, Wind, Sun and Fun: The ‘Nature’ of Being Jewish”

A Contemporary Celebration of Shavuot

Today, you are invited to learn about the Jewish connection between Shavuot, nature, and the environment.  Our faith emphasizes 
connections with nature and our responsibility to care for our world, one another, and the animals that inhabit our planet.  
There are a variety of activity stations at which you will find an explanation of how the activity relates to an aspect of nature and 
Judaism, so be sure to take a moment and review this information.

Feel free to check out these FUN stations at your leisure between 12:30 and 2:30 p.m:
• RAIN STICKS (water– mayim)
• MIRIAM’S TAMBOURINE (water – mayim)
• WIND SOCKS (wind – ruach)
• SUN VISORS (sun – shemesh)
• UNIQUE SUN ART (sun – shemesh)
• GUARDIANS OF THE EARTH oil spill wildlife rescue simulation (bird – tzipor)

Take a few minutes to stroll around the area looking for 4 “ReFLEXion” folders posted for you and your family to talk about…

Or take a break and enjoy relaxing under a tree with a nature book and a stuffed animal buddy! 

Nature of Being Jewish FLEX logo design by Chelsi Johnson, 2014
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• In structuring the FLEX program, coordinators can decide whether participants will move at their own pace through the various 
stations or if a prescribed schedule will be defined. A proposed timeline for the programming might look like the following:
 Noon – 12:30 p.m.: Families enjoy picnic lunch together (families provide their own lunches; dessert provided)
 12:35 – 12:50 p.m.:  station 1
 12:55 – 1:10 p.m.: station 2
 1:15 – 1:30 p.m.:  station 3
   1:35 – 1:50 p.m.: station 4
 *1:55 – 2:30 p.m. : Adult learning time w/rabbi or guest presenter; music session for kids w/teachers, madrichim, volunteers

*Note that an ending point for station rotations can segue into a communal song session for all participants or a song session for 
children that runs concurrently while adults are meeting with clergy/presenters for a separate learning session. 

The overall success of a FLEX program will be easily recognized as you observe participants’ involvement and reactions over the 
course of the event. Capturing the enthusiasm, energy, and the moments of learning between generations is wonderful, so be sure 
to identify a responsible individual with an “eye” as photographer (this should be someone dedicated strictly to this role, as station 
facilitators cannot assist participants and take pictures effectively). It is worth mentioning that before any photographs are used in 
publications, social media, etc., it is imperative to obtain authorization of the individuals in the photos. Parents/caregivers often are 
very cautious about having images of their children used, so it is critical to know in advance who may/may not be inclined to want 
photographs taken or to be identified in a photograph. It is advisable to present participants with a photo release form that can be 
signed, as per your synagogue/institution’s advisement.

Shavuot is a holiday that all too often falls beyond the usual school year calendar, leaving many synagogues or Jewish institutions 
scrambling to draw families “back” for what should be a richly celebrated connection to our heritage and the gift of Torah. How 
fortunate that 5778 will find so many programs able to invite participants to more fully embrace the joy and relevance of Shavuot! By 
introducing “The ‘Nature’ of Being Jewish” Family Learning EXperience within our communities, learners of all ages, from all levels of 
observance and Jewish affiliation, can explore a uniquely fun, interactive, and meaningful Shavuot celebration.

Please note that the explanation content of the FLEX handouts was compiled by Deborah Sarna, as noted from various Jewish sources 
and educational texts.
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SAMPLE 1

Sun Art 
The sun is often associated with the act of Creation.  There is a blessing that celebrates the sun as a miracle of Creation:
Blessed are You, God, Ruler of the Universe, who re-enacts the work of Creation.

We can use the sun to create works of art of our own.  Using special light sensitive paper and a few objects of your choice, you can 
create SUN ART.

Follow the photo paper directions provided and take home a unique and SUNsational work of art!

Ruach (Wind/Spirit)
The word RUACH means WIND in Hebrew.  It also means SPIRIT – like the energy that flows through you.  Think about how the 
energy of your spirit would look if you could capture it. What colors would it be, what symbols would represent your energy?
Design a WIND SOCK to share your RUACH!

Rain
Rain is mentioned often in our texts and in the Torah.  In fact, there is mention of rain in the second half of the Shema, which 
suggests that there is a direct relationship between the rains we receive and the life-choices we make.* 
 And if you will carefully obey my commands which I give you today…I will give rains for your land at the right season…

Rain is necessary for all living things.  The Torah is compared to water, because rain comes from the sky and provides relief to thirsty 
beings and is absorbed just as Torah provides relief and should be absorbed by the Jewish people.

Follow the directions and make a rain stick from recycled paper towel rolls, rice or beans, and aluminum foil.  The sound of the rice or 
beans falling through the tube should remind you of the gentle sound of rain.

*taken from The Jewish Sourcebook on the Environment and Ecology, by Ronald H. Isaacs
directions for rain-stick making can be found on Pinterest; original source: 
     www.ehow.come/how_7582961_make-rain-sticks-preschoolers.html#ixzz27B4upRNh 

Shomrei Adamah – Guardians of the Earth 
“Caring for our Creatures” Science activity

As human beings, we hold great responsibility and power in our hands when it comes to our living planet.  We have to be careful how 

we treat the environment not only for ourselves, but also for the animals.  Too often, carelessness results in destruction of habitats 
and, sadly, animal life. Our Torah teaches us the value of BAL TASHCHIT, which translated means “do not destroy.”

Too often, ships carrying oil that human beings use leak the oil into the water of lakes or oceans.  This water is home to birds and 
other wildlife.  The animals depend on the water for drinking. Some of the animals swim in the water and become covered in the oil 
that floats along the top. Sometimes, special organizations are called out to help try to save animals that have been covered in the 
oil.  Great care must be taken to capture the animals and take them to a place where they can be washed, cared for, and released 

back into the wild.  Sometimes the animals survive this experience, but sometimes – despite best efforts – they do not.  

That is why we must all be SHOMREI ADAMAH, guardians of the earth, and realize how careful we all must be to protect our 
environment and the animals that call Earth their home.

Select a feather.
What do a bird’s feathers do?

Look at it. Feel it. 
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Notice what happens if you run your hand “up” the feather – almost zipping it up. 

Then notice what happens when you run your hand “down” the feather.

Take the feather and dip it in the “oil sludge” mixture until it is covered.  
The mixture represents oil spills that pollute the waters where birds often live.  

What happened to the feather? How would this affect a bird?
Now take the feather and try to clean it in the water.  

Is it easy or difficult to clean the feather without damaging it? 
Look at the feather – feel it. Would this feather ever be the same as before?

How would a bird’s ability to survive be affected by an oil spill or polluted waters? 

Project source: Colorado Division of Wildlife “Project Wild” Educators Handbook

SAMPLE 2 
The ‘Nature’ of Being Jewish: Trees

Look around you – we are surrounded by beautiful trees! There is so much reverence for trees in Judaism, from the reference to 
Torah as a “Tree of Life” to our celebration of Tu B’Shevat, the birthday of the trees. But there is more that connects us personally to 
trees.  

In various places, the Torah compares a person to a tree. Why? A tree needs the four basic elements in order to survive: soil, water, 
air, and fire (sun). Human beings also require the same basic elements. Let’s examine these, one at a time:

Soil
A tree needs to be planted firmly in the earth. The soil is not only the source through which nourishment is absorbed, but it also 
provides room for the roots to grow. This is true of a person as well. The Talmud explains:
 … a person whose good deeds exceed his wisdom is likened to a tree whose branches are few but whose roots are  
 numerous. Even if all the winds of the world were to come and blow against it, they could not budge it from its place.  

           Avot 3:22

A person can appear successful on the outside, with full branches and a fancy car. But if the roots are few – if there is little 
connection to one’s community and heritage – then life can send challenges that are impossible to withstand. But if a person is 
connected to community and heritage, then even if all the winds of the world were to come and blow against it, they could not 

budge it from its place. In a world rife with negativity, we need a filter, a safe haven to return to and be refreshed. A community 
provides an impervious shield – the soil where we can be ourselves, make our mistakes, and still be accepted, loved, and nourished.

Water
Rain-water is absorbed into the ground and, through an elaborate system of roots, is carried throughout the trunk, branches, and 
leaves of the tree. Without water, the tree will wither and die.

The Torah is compared to water, as Moses proclaims: May my teaching drop like the rain (Deuteronomy 32:2). Both rain and Torah 
descend from the heavens and provide relief to the thirsty and parched. The Torah flows down from God and has been absorbed by 
Jews in every generation. Torah gives zest and vitality to the human spirit. A life based on Torah will blossom with wisdom and good 
deeds.

Air
A tree needs air to survive. The air contains oxygen that a tree needs for respiration and carbon dioxide for photosynthesis. In an 
imbalanced atmosphere, the tree would suffocate and die.

The Torah (Genesis 2:7) states that God breathed life into the human form. The Hebrew word for breath, nesheema, has the same 
root as the word for soul, neshama. Our spiritual life force comes, metaphorically, by way of air and respiration.
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Fire
A tree also needs fire – sunlight – to survive. The absorption of energy from the light activates the process of photosynthesis, a 
chemical reaction that is essential for the growth and health of the tree.

Humans also need fire – warmth – to survive. This is the warmth of friendship and community. People absorb the energy of peers, 

friends, family, neighbors, and associates – and channel that into identity and actions. All the essential observances and ceremonies 
of Judaism are based on family and community, from the celebration of birth through the attainment of maturity, marriage, 
education, and even death.

Seeing the Forest Through the Trees: 
The power of community is illustrated in the following Talmudic tree story:

 An old man was planting a tree.
 A young person passed by and asked, What are you planting?
 A carob tree, the old man replied.

 Silly fool, said the youth. Don’t you know that it takes 70 years for a carob tree to bear fruit?
 That’s okay, said the old man. Just as others planted for me, I plant for future generations.

Take Some Time to Reflect… In the shade and company of the trees surrounding us today, ask yourself these questions: 
• Am I getting the spiritual food and shelter I need to survive, or is my tree being blown down by the forces of information overload  
   and rampant materialism?
• Am I part of a strong Jewish community, providing a warm and nurturing environment? Or am I cast into the pale, bleak anonymity  
   of urban life and cyberspace?
• Am I looking to future generations, knowing that I am providing them with the proper foundations for their lives?

Published on Reform Judaism (http://www.reformjudaism.org)
Daily Blessings: For Wonders of Nature

On seeing the large-scale wonders of nature, such as mountains, hills, deserts, seas, long rivers, lightning, and the sky in its purity:
 

 Baruch atah Adonai, Eloheinu melech haolam, oseh maasei v’reishit.
 We praise You, Eternal God, Sovereign of the universe, who makes the works of creation.

On seeing the small-scale wonders of nature, such as beautiful trees, animals, and people:
 

 Baruch atah Adonai, Eloheinu melech haolam, shekacha lo be-olamo.
 We praise You, Eternal God, Sovereign of the universe, that such as these are in Your world.
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On seeing a rainbow: 

 Baruch atah Adonai, Eloheinu melech haolam, zocher hab’rit v’ne’eman biv’rito v’kayam b’ma-amaro.
 We praise You, Eternal God, Sovereign of the universe, who remembers, is faithful to, and fulfills Your covenant with and  
 promise to creation.

For flowers and herbs:  

 Baruch atah Adonai, Eloheinu melech haolam, borei isvei v’samim.
 We praise You, Eternal God, Sovereign of the universe, who creates fragrant flowers and herbs.

SAMPLE 3 

(various)

Rain stick 

Participants are provided with a paper towel tube, aluminum foil, beans/rice, markers, and duct tape to make a rain stick. 

Instructions 
• Simple version: http://www.kixcereal.com/kix-cereal-recycled-craft-make-a-rainstick/
• More complicated version: https://www.wikihow.com/Make-a-Rain-Stick

Miriam’s Timbrel

 

 

Basic Miriam’s Timbrel example. Washers can be purchased in bulk at home improvement stores. If a song session is included in the 
FLEX program, participants can enjoy using their timbrels!
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Caring for Our Creatures Oil Spill Rescue Simulation

Each participant receives a quill feather (found in crafts stores) and is instructed to notice its appearance, texture, and overall 
condition. A brief discussion by station facilitator provides information about how a bird’s ability to survive is linked to its ability to 
fly and move. When oil spills occur and birds’ feathers are covered with the sticky oil, they are unable to move, search for food, etc. 
For wildlife rescue teams, great care must be taken to assist in capturing the birds and attempting to clean them (Dawn dishwashing 
liquid is used, really!). Participants are instructed to dip their feathers in the oil/dirt mixture (simulating the crude oil, but obviously 
in a non-toxic form for this activity). Participants are asked to consider how the oil changes the feather – the difference in the vane 
(the overall body of the feather), the change from fluffy barbs (the silky sections of the vane) to stuck together (thereby impacting 
the bird’s mobility and buoyancy. Participants are then directed to attempt to “wash” the feather in the soapy water – noticing the 
difficulty and trauma to the feather.

Ruach
 

Participants can embrace their RUACH and design a windsock using a clear page protector found at office supply stores, ribbon/yarn/
crepe paper streamers, 8 ½ X 11 paper, markers and tape. Participants are encouraged to think of an image or design that energizes 
their spirit – like a spiritual wind – and illustrate that idea on paper. Once done, the paper is inserted into the page protector and the 
shorter edges of the protector are secured in a cylinder with tape. Ribbon/streamers can be taped to the bottom of the cylinder to 
blow in the wind and ribbon can be attached at the top so that it can be hung up and enjoyed. 
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File Folder Tour 

 

Participants can take a self-guided, interactive ReFLEXion “file folder” tour and reflect on questions/concepts (see examples) related 
to “The ‘Nature’ of Being Jewish.” This can be designed to serve the range of ages to appeal to younger-aged students and/or adults.

Interactive ReFLEXion folder insert examples

1. Shema

Hear, O Israel, Adonai is Our God, Adonai is One!

Saying the Shema reminds us that we believe in one Creator.  The very first word is SHEMA – commanding us to “hear” and listen.  
While you are outdoors today, find a place to recite the Shema and really pay attention to what you hear. What do you hear from 
nature that was created by God? What sounds do you hear that might prevent you from appreciating things like birds chirping, leaves 
rustling in a breeze, the sound of running water, etc?  How often do we let noise pollution prevent us from using our gift of HEARING 
to appreciate the sounds of nature or things to which we should really be paying attention?

2. Light

Close your eyes and imagine a world without light.  What would it be like if we were always surrounded by darkness?  How would 
our lives be different?  What does light do for us and how does it change how we see the world?  The light of a single candle can light 
up a dark room – why do you think that Jewish holidays and rituals include the lighting of candles?  Hint: think back to a time before 
electricity and consider the fact that Jewish holidays start at sundown.  How are YOU like a candle in a dark room?  What do you do 
that brings LIGHT to dark situations or times when others feel as if they can’t “see” clearly? 

3. Tree(s) of Life 

Our Torah is also known as ETZ CHAIM, or “Tree of Life.”  Trying to understand how the Torah is like a tree can be easier when you 
are standing near a tree.  Think of the different parts of a tree – the ROOTS,  the BARK/WOOD, the LEAF-COVERED BRANCHES THAT 
SPREAD ABOVE YOU and, in some cases, the FRUIT that grows on some trees.  What does each of these parts of the tree do for us or 
the environment?  What does the Torah provide that is similar to these parts of the tree?  For example, the tree branches and leaves 
provide shade from harsh sun. How does the Torah offer “protection” or “shelter” for us?  How do trees help us to live and how does 
the Torah help us to live?

4. Warmth 
Find a place where you can step into the sunlight and stand safely for a few minutes, with your eyes closed, and feel the sun on your 

face.  How does it feel?  On a day like today we feel the sun’s pleasant warmth.  The sun provides us with light, heat, and energy 
– all important things that we need to exist.  Community is also important for our survival and is like the sun. Compare the sun to 

being a part of our Temple community. How does being part of a Temple community bring LIGHT into our lives?  When do you feel 
the WARMTH of being part of a community the most?  How does being a part of your Jewish community ENERGIZE you? How does 
experiencing a learning day together, like today’s FLEX program, build a stronger community? What part of being with your Temple 
Solel community do you enjoy most? 
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5. Water 

Water is a natural resource of which we are particularly aware living in a desert.* Our Arizona climate is much like that of Israel, 
where water is also precious. In both places, water has transformed the habitability of the land. Think of ways that you use water. 

What are your needs for survival? What are your other needs that require you to be responsible consumers? In the Torah, we are 
commanded to take care of our environment and resources and avoid being wasteful, as resources are provided for our use, not for 

us to destroy. What are things that you do/can do to help conserve water and therefore fulfill Torah’s mitzvot?  

*incorporate a worthwhile fact or connection with water preservation for your geographic location. This FLEX program was originally 
facilitated in Arizona, thereby making it easy to draw parallels with Israel’s arid climate.
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The Torah offers four different descriptions of Shavuot, all related to 
agricultural milestones in the land of Israel. How then did it become a 
celebration of the Covenant between God and the Jews with the giving of the 
Torah? I assumed that the modern covenantal celebration of God giving Torah 
to the Jewish people at Shavuot must have come from later sources (i.e., the 

Babylonian Talmud), which discarded most of the agricultural practices in the Land of 
Israel as invalid outside of the Land, while attributing a historical milestone to celebrate. 
However, as I searched the sources for the evolution of this Festival from an agricultural 
celebration to Torah, I found instead that the ancient agricultural rituals were designed 
to re-enact the Covenantal love story between God and the Jewish people. The selected 
sources for study were pulled together to show the many aspects that perplexed sages 
for centuries about the true essence of Shavuot.

n The Torah describes Shavuot in a myriad of ways -- as Bikkurim (or first fruits); a Feast 
of Harvest, a Feast of Ingathering; and, of course, a Feast of Weeks (Shavuot). However, 
all are related to agricultural events. In the Torah itself, no mention is made of the 
Festival of the Giving of the Torah!  Look at the various texts and discuss how they’re 
similar and different.  What questions are you left with after studying the various Torah 
references?  

Numbers 28:26
(26) On the day of the first fruits, your Feast of Weeks, when you bring an offering of 
new grain to the Lord, you shall observe a sacred occasion: you shall not work at your 
occupations.

במדבר כ״ח:כ״ו
ם ָּכל־ְמֶל֥אֶכת  ֶדׁ֙ש ִיְהֶי֣ה ָלֶכ֔ ְקָרא־ֹק֙ ם ִמֽ ֵתיֶכ֑ ה ְּבָׁשֻבֹע֖ יהָו֔ ה ֲחָדָׁש֙ה ַלֽ ם ִמְנָח֤ יְבֶכ֜ ים ְּבַהְקִר֙ )כו( ּוְב֣יֹום ַהִּבּכּוִר֗

א ַתֲעֽׂשּו׃ ֹ֥ ֲעֹבָד֖ה ל

Exodus 23:16
(16) And the Feast of the Harvest, of the first fruits of your work, of what you sow in the 
field; and the Feast of Ingathering at the end of the year, when you gather in the results 
of your work from the field. 

שמות כ״ג:ט״ז
ה׃ יָך ִמן־ַהָּׂשֶדֽ ת־ַמֲעֶׂש֖ ה ְּבָאְסְּפָ֥ך ֶאֽ את ַהָּׁשָנ֔ ָאִס֙ף ְּבֵצ֣ ג ָהֽ ה ְוַח֤ ע ַּבָּׂשֶד֑ ר ִּתְזַר֖ יָך ֲאֶׁש֥ י ַמֲעֶׂש֔ ג ַהָּקִצי֙ר ִּבּכּוֵר֣ )טז( ְוַח֤

Exodus 34:22
(22) You shall observe the Feast of Weeks, of the first fruits of the wheat harvest; and 
the Feast of Ingathering at the turn of the year. 

שמות ל״ד:כ״ב
ה׃ ת ַהָּׁשָנֽ יף ְּתקּוַפ֖ ָאִס֔ ים ְוַח֙ג ָהֽ יר ִחִּט֑ י ְקִצ֣ ה ְלָ֔ך ִּבּכּוֵר֖ ג ָׁשֻבֹע֙ת ַּתֲעֶׂש֣ )כב( ְוַח֤

Deuteronomy 16:9-10
(9) You shall count off seven weeks; start to count the seven weeks when the sickle is 
first put to the standing grain. 

דברים ט״ז:ט׳
ה ָׁשֻבֽעֹות׃ ר ִׁשְבָע֖ ל ִלְסֹּפ֔ ה ָּתֵח֣ ל ֶחְרֵמׁ֙ש ַּבָּקָמ֔ ת ִּתְסָּפר־ָלְ֑ך ֵמָהֵח֤ ה ָׁשֻבֹע֖ )ט( ִׁשְבָע֥
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(10) Then you shall observe the Feast of Weeks for the Lord your God, offering your freewill contribution according as the Lord your 
God has blessed you. 

יָך׃ ר ְיָבֶרְכָ֖ך ְיהָו֥ה ֱאֹלֶהֽ ן ַּכֲאֶׁש֥ ר ִּתֵּת֑ ת ָיְדָ֖ך ֲאֶׁש֣ ת ִנְדַב֥ יָך ִמַּס֛ ג ָׁשֻבעֹו֙ת ַליהָו֣ה ֱאֹלֶה֔ יָת ַח֤ )י( ְוָעִׂש֜

n FIRST FRUITS 
In the following text of the Mishnah (220 C.E., Land of Israel), we are given a detailed description of what the Festival of First Fruits 
looked like for pilgrims who went to Jerusalem.  What do you notice in (6) about the declaration made to the priest?  How do you 
think the ceremony evolved to the one described in the Mishnah, from what was described in Torah? 

 Mishnah Bikkurim 3
  (2) How do they bring the Bikkurim up [to Jerusalem]? All the cities of a Maamad [one of 24 regions, each of  
 which sent in turn a delegation to the Temple to be present and represent the entire people at the public 
 sacrifices] would go into the [central] city of the Ma’amad and sleep in the streets of that city without going into the 
 houses. When they arose, the supervisor would say, “Arise! Let us go up to Zion, to the house of the Lord our 
 God!”
 (3) Those who were close [to Jerusalem] would bring dates and grapes and the far ones would bring dried figs  
 and raisins. A bull would go before them and its horns would be plated with gold and it would have an olive 
 wreath around its head. The flute would play before them until they got close to Jerusalem. Once they got close 
 to Jerusalem, they would send ahead of them [a messenger] and adorned their Bikkurim. The overseers and the 
 officers and the treasurers would go out to greet them; in accordance with the stature of those coming in would 
 they go out. All the artisans of Jerusalem would stand before them and greet them, “Our brothers from so-and-
 so, come in peace!”
 (4) The flute would continue playing before them until they arrived at the Temple Mount. Once they arrived 
 at the Temple Mount, even Agrippa the King would carry his basket on his shoulder and enter until he reached  
 the courtyard. Once they got to the courtyard, the Levites would speak in song (Psalms 30:2), “I will extol you, O 
 Lord, because you have raised me and not allowed my enemies to rejoice over me.”
 ... 
 (6) With the basket still on one’s shoulder, one would recite from “I declare today to the Lord my God”  
 (Deuteronomy 26:3-10) until finishing the entire passage. Rabbi Judah says, until “My father was a wandering  
 Aramean” (Deuteronomy 26:5). Once one gets to “My father was a wandering Aramean”, one takes the basket  
 off one’s shoulder and holds it by one’s lip. The priest places his hand under it and waves it. He then recites  
 from “My father was a wandering Aramean” until finishing the entire passage and rests [the basket] beside the 
 altar and prostrates and leaves.
 (7) In the beginning, anyone who knew how to read would read and anyone else would have it read for him. 
 [Then,] people were reticent to bring and they declared that it would be read for those who know how to read 
 and those who do not know. 
 (8) Wealthy people would bring their Bikkurim in baskets of silver and of gold. Poor people would bring theirs in 
 reed baskets of woven willow stems. Both the baskets and the Bikkurim were given to the priests.
 

n Now, read the section from the Zohar that describes our modern practice.  How did we get from there to here? 

 Zohar Emor 93
 One should study this night (Shavuot), the Oral Torah so that Israel, her children, will be purified together by the  
 flowing of the deep river.  After that, during the day (of Shavuot) the Written Torah will come and join it, so they 
 will be together, united as one above.  A proclamation then resounds concerning Him, saying, “As for Me, this is 
 My Covenant with them; My spirit is upon you and My words, which I have put in your mouth.” (Isaiah 59:21)

 Therefore, the pious in ancient times did not sleep that night but were studying Torah, saying, “Let us come 
 and receive this holy inheritance for us and our children in both worlds.”  That night, the Congregation of Israel 
 is an adornment over them, and she comes to unite with the King.  Both decorate the heads of those who merit 
 this.
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n Before we start on the path of understanding how we got from there to here (and perhaps back), let’s return for just a moment 
to that amazing ceremony in Jerusalem.  What relevance might the ancient Bikkurim ritual have for us today?  Two different 
commentaries, one from Philo of Alexandria (20 B.C.E. to 50 C.E., Alexandria, Egypt), and Moses Maimonides (a.k.a., the Rambam, 
Spain/Egypt, 1135-1204) offer their ideas.  What do you think?  How could this work today?

 Philo of Alexandria (Septenario) (174) 
 … For a person who is thankful to God, who needs nothing and is self-sufficient, will also make it a habit to be  
 thankful to humans who need many countless things.  In the first place they are a memorial to God; secondly,  
 they are a most just requital to be offered to him who is the real Cause of all fertility...it is not consistent with  
 holiness to enjoy and partake of anything which is given for food without first giving thanks to that Being to  
 whom it is becoming and pious to offer them.

 Rambam, from Guide for the Perplexed, Book 3, Chapter 39 
 The reciting of a certain portion of the Law when the Bikkurim/first fruits are brought to the Temple, tends also  
 to create humility. For he who brings the first fruits takes the basket upon his shoulders and proclaims the 
 kindness and goodness of God. This ceremony teaches man that it is essential in the service of God to remember  
 the times of trouble and the history of past distress, in days of comfort...As to the precepts enumerated in the  
 laws concerning the year of release and the jubilee (shemittah ve-yovel) some of them imply sympathy with  
 our fellow men, and promote the well-being of mankind; for in reference to these precepts it is stated in the  
 Law, “That the poor of your people may eat” (Exodus 23:11); and besides, the land will also increase its produce  
 and improve when it remains fallow for some time...

n Dayenu?  Would that have been enough?  Apparently not.  Why?  Because the Babylonian Talmud took the position that 
agricultural laws from the Land of Israel remained in the Land -- and Bikkurim was clearly a Festival tied to agriculture.  In order to 
alter the character of a Festival -- and not just any Festival, mind you, but one mentioned a half dozen times in Torah -- the sages of 
the Babylonian Talmud had to build a case for Shavuot as a Festival within the bounds of outside-the-land Festivals.  The following 
sugya from the Babylonian Talmud (Pesachim 68b) builds the case for Shavuot first asking: What should we do on Festival days?  
There was a makhloket (discussion): should we eat, drink or learn all day or eat and drink half the day and learn half the day?  Is this 
Festival “for you” or for God?  

 Pesachim 68b
 For it was taught in a baraita that these two tanna’im disagreed about this matter: Rabbi Eliezer says: A person  
 has nothing but to choose on a Festival; he either eats and drinks or sits and learns the entire day, but there is  
 no specific mitzva to eat on the Festival. Rabbi Yehoshua, on the other hand, says: Divide the day, half of it for 
 eating and drinking and half of it for the study hall, for he holds that eating and drinking are obligatory on the  
 Festival….

 And Rabbi Yoḥanan said: And both derived their opinions from one verse, i.e., the two of them addressed the  
 same textual difficulty, resolving it in different ways. For one verse says: “It shall be an assembly for the Lord  
 your God; you shall do no labor” (Deuteronomy 16:8), which indicates that the day is set aside for Divine service,  
 and another verse says: “It shall be an assembly for you; you shall do no servile labor” (Numbers 29:35), which 
 indicates a celebratory assembly for the Jewish people. Rabbi Eliezer holds that the two verses should be 
 understood as offering a choice: The day is to be either entirely for God or entirely for you. And Rabbi Yehoshua  
 holds that it is possible to fulfill both verses: Split the day into two, half of it for God and half of it for you.

 Ayin, beit, mem is a mnemonic consisting of the first letter of Atzeret, the middle letter of Shabbat and the final  
 letter of Purim. Rabbi Elazar said: All agree about Atzeret, the holiday of Shavuot, that we require that it be also  
 “for you,” meaning that it is a mitzva to eat, drink, and rejoice on that day. What is the reason? It is the day on  
 which the Torah was given, and one must celebrate the fact that the Torah was given to the Jewish people.  
 Rabba said: All agree about Shabbat that we require that it be also “for you.” What is the reason? Because the  
 verse states: “If you proclaim Shabbat a delight, the sacred day of God honored” (Isaiah 58:13). Rav Yosef said:  
 All agree about Purim that we require that it be also “for you.” What is the reason? Because it is written: “To 
 observe them as days of feasting and gladness” (Esther 9:22).
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פסחים ס״ח ב:י׳  
דתניא ר׳ אליעזר אומר אין לו לאדם בי”ט אלא או אוכל ושותה או יושב ושונה ר׳ יהושע אומר חלקהו חציו לאכילה ושתיה וחציו לבית המדרש

וא”ר יוחנן ושניהם מקרא אחד דרשו כתוב אחד אומר )דברים טז, ח( עצרת לה׳ אלהיך וכתוב אחד אומר )במדבר כט, לה( עצרת תהיה לכם ר׳‹ אליעזר סבר 
או כולו לה׳ או כולו לכם ור׳ יהושע סבר חלקהו חציו לה׳ וחציו לכם:

)עב”ם סימן( א”ר אלעזר הכל מודים בעצרת דבעינן נמי לכם מ”ט יום שניתנה בו תורה הוא אמר רבה הכל מודים בשבת דבעינן נמי לכם מ”ט )ישעיהו נח, 
יג( וקראת לשבת עונג אמר רב יוסף הכל מודים בפורים דבעינן נמי לכם מ”ט )אסתר ט, כב( ימי משתה ושמחה כתיב ביה

n Now that we’re resolved that it is a Festival both for God and “for you,” and that Shavuot falls under the category of a Festival, we 
learn it is to be celebrated like Shabbat, since after all, it is “the day Torah was given.” But there is an inconsistency. Can Shavuot be 
on Shabbat?  There’s something about that that word...or is it that number, the number seven?

Between the Mishnah (220 C.E. in the Land of Israel) and the Zohar (16th century C.E., probably Spain), the sages of the Talmud 
and the medieval commentators troubled chiefly over the problem of timing.  If the giving of the Torah (as described in Torah itself) 
coincides with Shavuot, was it the sixth day of the month of Sivan, or the seventh?  Was that Shabbat?  If Shavuot is the day of the 
giving of the Torah, wouldn’t that come around the third new moon after leaving Egypt, when the Israelites reached the wilderness at 
Sinai?  

These questions, plus an additional reference from Leviticus 23:11 describing how the High Priest waved the sheaves on the day after 
the Sabbath, troubled the medieval commentator Ibn Ezra (Spain, 1089-1167).  What bothered him and why? HINT: Ibn Ezra was 
best known for his simple exegesis of Tanach (Bible) based on his close examination of Hebrew grammar.   Notice also his mention 
of “Dissenters.”  This probably refers to the Sadducees, who argued in favor of using a solar calendar and supported having Shabbat 
fall on Sundays, rather than Saturdays.  Notice, too, that he leans on the work of Sa’adia Gaon (882-942, Babylonia) to support his 
arguments.  

To explain further, we return to Philo of Alexandria.  

 Yoma 4b (Babylonian Talmud, completed in 7th Century) 
 § Apropos the interpretation of the verse with regard to revelation, the Gemara asks: With regard to what  
 do Rabbi Yossi ha-Glili and Rabbi Akiva disagree? The Gemara explains that their dispute is parallel to the 
 dispute between these other tanna’im, as it was taught in a baraita: On the sixth day of the month of Sivan, 
 the Torah, the Ten Commandments, was given to the Jewish people. Rabbi Yossi says: It was on the seventh day 
 of the month. According to the one who said that it was on the sixth, the Torah was given on the sixth, which 
 is the day of the revelation of the Ten Commandments, and on the seventh day of the month Moses ascended  
 the mountain, as it is written: “And He called to Moses on the seventh day” (Exodus 24:16). According to the one  
 who said that the Torah was given on the seventh of the month, it was given on the seventh and Moses  
 ascended on the seventh, as it is written: “And he called to Moses on the seventh day.”

 Ibn Ezra (Spain, 1089-1167)
 Commentary on Leviticus 23:11:1
 (1)  The day after the day of rest [literally: the day after the Sabbath] Our Sages, of blessed memory, have said 
 [Menaḥot 65b] that this denotes the second day of the Festival; the Dissenters maintain that the verse should be  
 taken literally. The faithful bring examples from the Sabbatical Year [25:2], the Jubilee, Yom Kippur [:32], and 
 the New Year [:24], all of which are called “sabbath”. The first and the eighth days of Sukkot are called “sabbath”  
 [:39], too [see also comment on Exodus 31:13]. Moreover, a “sabbath” also means a “week”, as in “seven  
 sabbaths” [:15] as well as “those who came in on the Sabbath, along with those who had finished for the week”  
 [II Kings 11:9] (where one verse uses two different meanings of the same word ). ….The Passover sacrifice occurs 
 on the fourteenth of the month; the day after the Passover sacrifice is the first day of the Festival, as it is 
 written: “They marched from Rameses, in the first month, on the fifteenth day of the first month, the day 
 after the Passover” [Numbers 33:3]. However, the eating of parched grain is forbidden until after the ‘Omer-
 offering has been waved! To resolve this, Sa‘adya Gaon proposed 1) that there are two Passovers: the first 
 is Israel’s Passover, while the second is God’s Passover, and is observed on the evening of the fifteenth. Thus,  
 the reference to “the day after Passover” in Joshua is a reference to the sixteenth of the month, but the  
 reference to “the day after Passover” in the Torah denotes the day after the Passover sacrifice. This explanation 



NewCAJE                                                                                                                        Shavuot 2018/5778

THE JEWISH EDUCATOR 

 is unsatisfactory, because the Passover Festival owes its name to God’s passing over our houses. “The day after” 
 that event denotes the following morning — which is still the fifteenth (compare, “…the entire day, the entire 
 night, and the entire day after” [Numbers 11:32]). 

n Ibn Ezra, who is best known as a commentator who delved into the “p’shat” of explicating the intent of the Hebrew grammar, 
continued his argument by analyzing all Biblical mentions of the omer, waving the sheaves, the nature of the sacrifices, and whether 
the manna had stopped, with a dash of a question about Moses’ prophetic capability. Ibn Ezra concluded the following:  

 Ibn Ezra (con’t.)...
 Most people do not realize that the reason that Scripture does not mention the day on which Shavuot falls —  
 alone among all the Festivals — is that we are commanded to count to the day of the Festival. Our Sages, of  
 blessed Memory, said [Shabbat 86b] that the day on which Shavuot falls is the anniversary of the giving of the  
 Torah, and that the statement “we have a Festival of God” [Exodus 10:9] is a reference to Shavuot.

 Philo of Alexandria (Septenario) (25 B.C.E. - 50 C.E.) Alexandria, Egypt
 (176)  The solemn assembly on the Festival of the sheaf (of barley) having such great privileges, is prelude to  
 another Festival of still greater importance; for from this day the fiftieth day is reckoned, making up the sacred 
 number of seven sevens, with the addition of a unit as a seal to the whole… 
 (177)  (Aside from showing gratitude to the Cause of all fertility),we must disclose another reason.  Its nature is  
 wondrous and highly prized for numerous reasons including the fact that it consists of the most elemental and  
 oldest of the things which are encased in substances, as the mathematicians tell us, the right angled triangle.   
 For its sides, which exist in lengths of three and four and five, combine to make up the sum twelve, the pattern 
 of the zodiac cycle, the doubling of the most fecund number six, which is the beginning of perfection since it is  
 the sum of the same numbers of which it is also the product.  (1 + 2 + 3 = 6 = 1 x 2 x 3).  To the second power, it  
 seems, they produce fifty, through the addition of 3x3 and 4x4 and 5x5.  The result is that it is necessary to  
 say that to the same degree that fifty is better than twelve, the second power is better than the first power.    
 (178) If the image of the lesser is the most beautiful sphere of those in heaven, the zodiac, then of what would 
 the better, the number fifty, be a pattern than a completely better nature? This is not the occasion to speak 
 about this.  It is sufficient for the present that the difference has been noted so that a principal point is not 
 considered subordinate.

n Let’s review our path so far. On the one hand, we have a major Torah Festival to bring Bikkurim; a seven times seven counting 
of the omer to bring the wheat to the priests to wave. Just as we’re settling into Jerusalem and the Bikkurim ceremony, we have 
Diaspora sages resolving that Shavuot is indeed a Festival for “you,” and for God, to celebrate the giving of the Torah?  Something is 
disconnected or missing from the puzzle!  Shavuot is described is so many ways, but there is no smooth path over the rough edges of 
dissonant ideas that slowly evolve through time to an all-night study and dairy fest by generally lactose intolerant Jews!  

If you think something is hiding from us, you’re right.  One major hint of what it might be is the selection from the Book of Ezekiel 
for Shavuot.  Other hints are in Ibn Ezra’s reference to “Dissenters,” and Philo’s meandering about “sevens,” and the patterns in the 
heavens and in nature.   

In her work about the origins of Jewish mysticism (Merkavah mysticism), contemporary scholar Rachel Elior of the Hebrew University 
in Jerusalem suggests that the ideas expressed by Philo of Alexandria may have originated in one of the sects at the Dead Sea.  She 
theorizes that at one time, a group of runaway Sadducee (Zadokite) priests who disagreed with the “defilement” of the Temple in 
Jerusalem, ran away to Qumrun to create a “virtual Temple,” in which what happened in the heavenly Temple is reflected below.1  
In her chapter about the significance of Shavuot in “cultic time,” she opens the door to apocryphal literature, referring to the 
significance of the third new moon and the covenantal relationship with God.  

Exodus 19:1
(1) On the third new moon after the Israelites had gone forth from the land of Egypt, on that very day, they entered the wilderness 
of Sinai.

שמות י״ט:א׳
י׃ ר ִסיָנֽ אּו ִמְדַּב֥ ה ָּב֖ ִים ַּבּ֣יֹום ַהֶּז֔ ֶרץ ִמְצָר֑ ל ֵמֶא֣ את ְּבֵני־ִיְׂשָרֵא֖ י ְלֵצ֥ ֶדׁ֙ש ַהְּׁשִליִׁש֔ )א( ַּבֹח֙
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 Book of Jubilees [Chapter 6]2 

 Written in Hebrew, circa 2nd Century B.C.E. 
 And on the new moon of the third month he went forth from the ark and built an altar on that mountain. 
 And he made atonement for the earth and took a kid and made atonement by its blood for all the guilt of the  
 earth; for everything that had been on it had been destroyed, save those that were in the ark with Noah….  
 [Description of the offering]
 ...And the Lord smelt the goodly savor, and He made a Covenant with him that there should not be any more a  
 flood to destroy the earth; that all the days of the earth, seed-time and harvest, should never cease; cold and 
 heat, and summer and winter, and day and night should not change their order, nor cease forever…. 
 [Verses 5-12 restate the Covenant--increase and multiply, dominance over animals; prohibition against eating all  
 flesh, including animal flesh; warning not to shed blood lest your blood be shed…] 
 And for this law there is no limit of days, for it is forever. They shall observe it throughout their generations, so  
 that they may continue supplicating on your behalf with blood before the altar; every day and at the time of  
 morning and evening they shall seek forgiveness on your behalf perpetually before the Lord that they may keep 
 it and not be rooted out.
 And He gave to Noah and his sons a sign that there should not again be a flood on the earth.  He set His bow in  
 the cloud for a sign of the eternal Covenant that there should not again be a flood on the earth to destroy it all  
 the days of the earth.

 For this reason, it is ordained and written on the heavenly tablets, that they should celebrate the Feast of  
 Weeks in this month once a year, to renew the Covenant every year. And this whole Festival was celebrated in 
 heaven from the day of creation till the days of Noah -- twenty-six Jubilees and five weeks of years [1309-1659 
 A.M.]: and Noah and his sons observed it for seven Jubilees and one week of years, till the day of Noah‘s 
 death, and from the day of Noah‘s death his sons did away with (it) until the days of Abraham, and they eat  
 blood.

 But Abraham observed it, and Isaac and Jacob and his children observed it up to thy days, and in thy days the  
 Children of Israel forgot it until ye celebrated it anew on this mountain.  And do thou command the Children of 
 Israel to observe this Festival in all their generations for a commandment unto them: one day in the year in this 
 month they shall celebrate the Festival. 
 For it is the feast of weeks and the feast of first fruits: this feast is twofold and of a double nature: according to  
 what is written and engraved concerning it, celebrate it.
 For I have written in the book of the first law, in that which I have written for thee, that thou should celebrate it  
 in its season, one day in the year, and I explained to thee its sacrifices that the Children of Israel should  
 remember and should celebrate it throughout their generations in this month, one day in every year.
 
n This is amazing!  Why hasn’t anyone ever told us that God’s brit with Noah coincided with the third new moon?  Or that Bikkurim 
was observed before Sinai by Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob?  Might it have something to do with the fact that the Book of Jubilees was 
not canonized into the Hebrew scriptures?  Or is it the connection to the Zadokite priests?  What do you think?  

Elior writes: “All the events in Jubilees relevant to the continuity of the Covenant between divine time and earthly time and place 
occur in the third month, generally on Shavuot on 15 Sivan, seven weeks after the beginning of the Omer on the 26th of the first 
month of Nisan, the time at which the first Covenant was concluded, and the Covenantal oath renewed in heaven and on earth.  
However, unlike the standard tradition, in which the Covenant at Sinai is paramount … and while the exact date of the theophany 
is never specified or explicitly associated with the Festival of Weeks, the tradition of the Jubilees considers this Covenant the last in 
a chain of oaths and covenants, all concluded in the third month.  All the Covenants are associated with oaths and promises related 
to the continuity of life, with angels, and with the Festival of Weeks, whose Hebrew name may be vocalized in two ways:  shavuot 
meaning “weeks,” שבוע [thus alluding to the weeks of the Omer] and שבועה shevuot, meaning oaths, or Covenants….

 “Thus, the theophany at Sinai is not a beginning, but a renewal of previous Covenants…”3  

The original Covenant described in Jubilees is between God and the natural order of the world after the flood.  Never again would 
God try to destroy the earth; all the days of earth and harvest would not end.  Procreation and life would continue in an everlasting 
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cycle.  In other words, the true underlying theme of Shavuot or Shevuot is one of fertility, reproduction -- a love story between Heaven 
and Earth.  

Why don’t we ever talk about that? 

Look at the texts below.  The following Mishnah is from Tractate Hagigah -- or Festival Sacrifices  It is an odd Mishnah because it 
doesn’t mention a holiday or Festival.  It is also the Mishnah attached to the story of the Four Who Entered Pardes (from Tosefta).  
Origen will help explain some of the silence that may help us better understand.

 Mishnah Hagigah 2:1
)א( ֵאין ּדֹוְרִׁשין ַּבֲעָריֹות ִּבְׁשֹלָׁשה. ְולֹא ְבַמֲעֵׂשה ְבֵראִׁשית ִּבְׁשַנִים. ְולֹא ַבֶּמְרָּכָבה ְּבָיִחיד, ֶאָּלא ִאם ֵּכן ָהָיה ָחָכם ּוֵמִבין ִמַּדְעּתֹו.

 ָּכל ַהִּמְסַּתֵּכל ְּבַאְרָּבָעה ְּדָבִרים, ָראּוי לֹו ְּכִאּלּו לֹא ָּבא ָלעֹוָלם, ַמה ְּלַמְעָלה, ַמה ְּלַמָּטה, ַמה ְּלָפִנים, ּוַמה ְּלָאחֹור. 
ְוָכל ֶׁשּלֹא ָחס ַעל ְּכבֹוד קֹונֹו, ָראּוי לֹו ֶׁשּלֹא ָּבא ָלעֹוָלם: 

 (1) One may not expound the laws of forbidden sexual relations before three people, nor the account of  
 Creation before two, nor the Divine Chariot before one, unless he is wise and understanding from his own 
 knowledge. Anyone who investigates four things would be better off if he had not come into this world: what 
 is above, what is below, what is before, and what is after. And anyone who has no consideration for the honor of 
 his Maker would be better off if he had not come into the world.

 Origen (185-232 C.E.) (Christian writer, from his commentary on Song of Songs) 
 It is a practice among the Hebrews that no one is permitted to so much as hold [a scroll of the Song of Songs]  
 in his hands unless he has reached a full mature age.  [Origen says that Jews teach their youngsters the Bible but  
 refrain from teaching four passages until the very end.]  The beginning of Genesis, in which the creation of the 
 world is described; the beginning of Ezekiel the prophet, which tells of the cherubim; the end of Ezekiel, which 
 deals with the building of the Temple; and this book, the Song of Songs. 

n The Mishnah about forbidden relationships alludes to human sexuality and Merkavah mysticism -- and though it does not explicitly 
say that the Festival it refers to is Shavuot, it can be assumed because of its placement in the tractate about the three pilgrimage 
Festivals, and the allusion to the book of Ezekiel. We are only given the final clue that will lead us on our final path to our modern 
celebration by R. Kattina, who relates an ancient First Temple tale he has heard about Bikkurim. And in case we don’t understand the 
reference, Rashi is our friend. 

יומא נ״ד א:י״א
אמר רב קטינא בשעה שהיו ישראל עולין לרגל מגללין להם את הפרוכת ומראין להם את הכרובים שהיו מעורים זה בזה ואומרים להן ראו חבתכם לפני 

המקום כחבת זכר ונקבה 
 Yoma 54a:11
 R. Kattina said: When the Jewish people would ascend for one of the pilgrimage Festivals, the priests would roll up the  
 curtain for them and show them the cherubs, which were clinging to one another, and say to them: See how you are  
 beloved before God, like the love of a male and female. The two cherubs symbolize the Holy One, Blessed be He, and the  
 Jewish people.

 Rashi (R. Shlomo Yitzkaki) (France, 1040-1105) 
 Commentary on Yoma 54
 The cherubs...They cleaved one to the other; and reached and embraced each other, as a man embraces a woman.

n It’s forbidden to talk about it!  That’s like an invitation isn’t it?  Tell me it’s forbidden, and I return to adolescence, avidly seeking 
more Biblical “smut” to tell me more about these suggestive cherubs!  They were apparently quite provocative or evocative.  How can 
this be?  What does it mean?  

Leave it to an Italian, Obadiah ben Jacob Sforno (1475-1550, Italy), to explain it all for us in his commentary about the cherubim.



NewCAJE                                                                                                                        Shavuot 2018/5778

THE JEWISH EDUCATOR 

שמות כ״ה:י״ז-כ״ב
ֲעֵׂשה ְּכ֙רּוב  ֶרת׃ )יט( ַו֠ ם ִמְּׁשֵנ֖י ְק֥צֹות ַהַּכֹּפֽ ה ֹאָת֔ ב ִמְקָׁש֙ה ַּתֲעֶׂש֣ ים ָזָה֑ יָת ְׁשַנִ֥֥ים ְּכֻרִב֖ ּה׃ )יח( ְוָעִׂש֛ ִצי ָרְחָּבֽ ה ָוֵח֖ ּה ְוַאָּמ֥ ִצ֙י ָאְרָּכ֔ ִים ָוֵח֙ ב ָט֑הֹור ַאָּמַת֤ ֶרת ָזָה֣ יָת ַכֹּפ֖ )יז( ְוָעִׂש֥
ֶרת  ים ְּבַכְנֵפיֶה֙ם ַעל־ַהַּכֹּפ֔ ְעָלה ֹסְכִכ֤ ִים ְלַמ֗ י ְכָנַפ֜ יו׃ )כ( ְוָה֣יּו ַהְּכֻרִבי֩ם ֹּפְרֵׂש֙ ים ַעל־ְׁשֵנ֥י ְקצֹוָתֽ ֶרת ַּתֲעׂ֥שּו ֶאת־ַהְּכֻרִב֖ ה ִמן־ַהַּכֹּפ֛ ה ִמֶּז֑ ד ִמָּקָצ֖ ה ּוְכרּוב־ֶאָח֥ ד ִמָּקָצ֙ה ִמֶּז֔ ֶאָח֤

י ְלָ֮ך  יָך׃ )כב( ְונֹוַעְדִּת֣ ן ֵאֶלֽ ר ֶאֵּת֖ ת ֲאֶׁש֥ ֵעֻד֔ ן ִּתֵּת֙ן ֶאת־ָה֣ ָאֹר֔ ְעָלה ְוֶאל־ָה֣ ן ִמְלָמ֑ ֶרת ַעל־ָהָאֹר֖ ים׃ )כא( ְוָנַתָּת֧ ֶאת־ַהַּכֹּפ֛ ֶרת ִיְה֖יּו ְּפֵנ֥י ַהְּכֻרִבֽ יו ֶאל־ַהַּכֹּפ֔ יׁש ֶאל־ָאִח֑ ם ִא֣ ּוְפֵניֶה֖
ל׃ )פ( ר ֲאַצֶּו֛ה אֹוְתָ֖ך ֶאל־ְּבֵנ֥י ִיְׂשָרֵאֽ ת ָּכל־ֲאֶׁש֧ ן ָהֵעֻד֑ת ֵא֣ ר ַעל־ֲאֹר֣ ים ֲאֶׁש֖ ֶרת ִמֵּבי֙ן ְׁשֵנ֣י ַהְּכֻרִב֔ ל ַהַּכֹּפ֗ י ִאְּתָ֜ך ֵמַע֣ ָׁש֒ם ְוִדַּבְרִּת֙

 Exodus 25:17-22
 (17) You shall make a cover of pure gold, two and a half cubits long and a cubit and a half wide. (18) Make two cherubim of 
 gold — make them of hammered work — at the two ends of the cover. (19) Make one cherub at one end and the other 
 cherub at the other end; of one piece with the cover shall you make the cherubim at its two ends. (20) The cherubim shall 
 have their wings spread out above, shielding the cover with their wings. They shall confront each other; the faces of the 
 cherubim being turned toward the cover. (21) Place the cover on top of the Ark, after depositing inside the Ark the Pact 
 that I will give you. (22) There I will meet with you, and I will impart to you—from above the cover, from between the two 
 cherubim that are on top of the Ark of the Pact—all that I will command you concerning the Israelite people.

רשי על שמות כ״ה:כ״ב:א׳
)א( ונועדתי. ְּכֶׁשֶאְקַּבע מֹוֵעד ְלָך ְלַדֵּבר ִעְּמָך, אֹותֹו ָמקֹום ֶאְקַּבע ְלּמֹוֵעד ֶׁשָאבֹא ָׁשם ְלַדֵּבר ֵאֶליָך:

 Obadiah Jacob ben Sforno (Italy, 1475-1550)
 Exodus 25:20:1

(1( והיו הכרובים, 
 Our prophets have already explained to us that when they had visions involving angels, such angels appeared to them in  
 the guise of cherubs. This means that they had faces like humans but were equipped with wings. Despite appearing as 
 if physical beings, the fact that they represented disembodied intelligence was indicated by the fact that their motion  
 was ever upwards when the prophet observed them as if being in motion. In other words, any motion ascribed to them 
 was in the direction of facing towards God exclusively. Each one of these cherubs, whenever and to whomsoever they 
 appeared, did so according to his respective level, rank, in the celestial hierarchy. 

והיו הכרובים פורשי כנפים, 
 The cherubs were always in a posture of having extended wings. The human intelligence is one that aspires to attain union  
 with its counterpart (the Source from which it is derived). The process leading to this involves the understanding of certain 
 mental disciplines in which the owner of this intelligence divests himself of all consideration involving concretization, i.e.,  
 concepts involving the material universe. Only in this manner can a human being attain the kind of understanding of the  
 Divine that he is willing and capable of attaining, each according to the level of his intelligence and his piety. Such insights 
 are achieved by intelligently looking at the manifestations of God in this world, studying about His attributes by gaining  
 knowledge about how and when He does intervene in history by overriding the laws of nature which He Himself formulated 
 and instituted. Knowing under what circumstances God will resort to such extraordinary miracles, and appreciating the 
 rationale behind it, is what enables the prophet at certain times to evoke God’s direct involvement in the fates of 
 individuals. When Moses asked God 

הודיעני נא את דרכך, 
 “Please instruct me in Your ways,” (33,13) he wanted precisely these kinds of guidelines. When the Torah describes the  
 cherubs as 

פורשי כנפים למעלה, 
 This describes the source from which all this inspiration must come. The sages already explained that these cherubs had  
 the faces of a young boy and a young girl, (Yoma 54) a reference to the initiation of actions originating in a domain  
 which is part of the abstract world. What is initiated there resembles something masculine, as the male is symbolic of  
 initiating matters whereas the female’s role is more responsive in nature. 

ופניהם איש אל אחיו, 
 This describes that what is initiated in abstract, disembodied regions of the universe, i.e., in heaven, is accepted, received  
 willingly and in a complementary fashion by the creatures in this concrete, i.e., physical part of the universe. Only by a  
 merging of these two basic constituent parts of our universe can “perfection” on earth be attained. The reason why the  
 Torah continues in describing these cherubs as facing the lid of the Ark, i.e., looking downwards whereas their wings are 
 spread upwards, is a reminder that although inspiration originates in heaven, understanding of God and how He works can  
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 come only by paying close attention and studying what He does in our material, “lower” part of His universe. The ideal  
 means of unraveling the meaning of God’s actions is through His revealed word, the Torah, of which the Ark has become 
 the repository. The upshot of the message contained in the symbolism represented by the cherubs, their shape, their  
 posture, etc., is that for us on earth the key to obtaining all these insights must be by study of the Torah. By giving us the  
 Torah, allowing us to build the Tabernacle, etc., ...

 Rashi 
 Commentary on Exodus 25:22:1

(1( ונועדתי 
 AND [THERE] I WILL BE MET [BY THEE] — When I shall appoint you a place of meeting to speak to you that place will I  
 appoint as the place of meeting whither I will come to speak to you.

 Sforno on Exodus 25:22:1
(1( ונועדתי לך שם ודברתי אתך, 

 God assures Moses that this is the site where He will communicate with him and become as familiar to him as it is possible  
 for God to become familiar to man. This is where the Shechinah’s presence will become “stationed,” as already spelled out  
 in the opening verses of our chapter (8-9) with the words 

ושכנתי בתוכם ככל אשר אני מראה אותך, 
 “I will dwell among them in accordance with the blueprint I have shown you.” The meaning of the words 

וכן תעשו 
 at the end of verse 9, is that once the Jewish people or their elite engage in study of the relationship of physics to  
 metaphysics, something known in the parlance of the Talmud as 

מעשה מרכבה, 
 and they will do so motivated by the acceptable purpose, i.e., to become better servants of the Lord, not only will the  
 Shechinah assist us but the ministering angels will also be of help in furthering such study. (Chagigah 14)

סנהדרין ז׳ א:י״ד
ההוא דהוה קאמר ואזיל כי רחימתין הוה עזיזא אפותיא דספסירא שכיבן השתא דלא עזיזא רחימתין פוריא בר שיתין גרמידי לא סגי לן אמר רב הונא קראי 

כתיבי מעיקרא כתיב )שמות כה, כב( ונועדתי לך שם ודברתי אתך מעל הכפורת ותניא ארון תשעה וכפורת טפח הרי כאן עשרה

 Sanhedrin 7a:14
 There was a certain man who was saying about his marriage as he walked: When our love was strong, we could have slept  
 on a bed that was the width of a sword. Now that our love is not strong, a bed of sixty cubits is not sufficient for us. Rav  
 Huna said: Verses are written that convey these sentiments. Initially, it was written: “I will meet with you there and I will  
 speak with you from above the Ark Cover” (Exodus 25:22), and it is taught in a baraita: The Ark of the Covenant was itself  
 nine handbreadths high, and the Ark Cover was one handbreadth thick. There is a total height of ten handbreadths here. At 
 first, when God had great affection for Israel, the Divine Presence was revealed within the confines of this limited space.

n Now are you ready for our final passage from the Zohar, which will help us make the final connection between Shavuot and a 
bunch of generally lactose intolerant Jews staying up all night to study?  Here goes...  

 Zohar Emor 93 (13th Century)
 R. Shimon (bar Yohai) said the following when the friends gathered with him that night:  Let us come and prepare the jewels  
 of the bride, so that tomorrow she will be bejeweled and properly ready for the King.  Happy is the portion of the friends, 
 when the King will ask the Queen who prepared her jewels, illuminated her crowns and put on her adornments.  No one in 
 the world knows how to fix the adornments of the bride save the friends.  Happy is their portion in this world and in 
 the World to Come.  For this reason, the ancient pious ones would not sleep on this night.  Rather, they immersed  
 themselves in Torah, saying, “Let us come inherit the holy inheritance for ourselves and our children, in this world and 
 in eternity.”  On this night Shekhinah is crowned by them.  She then comes to bond with the King (during Mussaf).  Both of  
 them become crowned (from above) to illuminate the minds of those who took part in bringing about their union.
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n It makes sense, doesn’t it?  The Zohar -- the book of Kabbalah, or Jewish mysticism -- reveals to us (in code), a theme so ancient 
that it predates rabbinic literature--that of Merkavah mysticism.  The Zohar teaches us through the metaphor of the King (God) his 
Queen (earth), who prepares to receive Him in a never-ending Covenantal relationship.  Those who can stay up all night and study 
receive the crown of the holy Shekhinah,  our minds become illuminated because we help bring the Queen in her ornamental glory to 
the King.  We are their matchmakers!  

And for this we receive a crown -- and all the dairy we can eat for one night, emblematic of our Covenant with the Land -- a land of 
milk and honey...

n One final story: I’m a Texan, and all native Texans are reared on the stories of Texas’ War of Independence from Mexico.  However, 
in the 182 years since Santa Ana was captured (from his tent, where he was found in a compromising position with his mistress) the 
Hispanic population in Texas has grown exponentially, to the point that they are what is called now, “a minority majority.”  

In other words, they may have lost the battle, but in the end, they won the war.

The same might be said of those runaway Zadokite priests at Qumran...they lost the battle, but they did not completely vanish into 
the mists of history.  The selection of the book of Ezekiel as the Haftarah reading for Shavuot, as well as the hidden meaning of 
the holiday, becomes exposed, cherubic porn -- emblematic of what the Covenant has always been about--are all traces of hidden 
dissent. 

Why do you think that might be?
   

Footnotes:
1. Elior, Rachel, The Three Temples: The Emergence of Jewish Mysticism, Published in Hebrew in 2002, English 2004, The Littman  
    Library of Jewish Civilization, Portland, OR.  
2. Charles, R.H., The Apocrypha and Pseudepigrapha of the Old Testament, 1913, Oxford: Clarendon Press. 
3.  Elior, Rachel, op. cit., pp.136-37.
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This article originally appeared in the Ziegler School of Rabbinic Studies’ publication, 
“Walking with the Jewish Calendar,” and is reprinted with permission.

The Jewish calendar is not intended to merely gather and record dates, rather 
it exists to tell us a story. It tells of the spiritual saga of our ancestors, and 
we, as their descendants, are obliged to remember and re-experience their 
story. When we are mindful of the calendar and celebrate its holidays, we re-
encounter the vision, the values, and the wisdom that comprised the birth of 

Judaism and the Jewish people.

The story the calendar tells is especially unavoidable as we move from the springtime 
harvest and Passover celebration of freedom to the early summer festival of Shavuot. 
Passover and Shavuot each represent two important climactic moments in our spiritual 
past. Passover represents the freedom from exile. But Passover does not stand on its 
own; freedom and individual autonomy are not worthy causes in and of themselves. 
After all, consider what God instructs Moses to say, “Let My people go that they may 
serve me.”1 Furthermore, note Viktor Frankl’s description of the lesson he learned from 
his experience in a concentration camp:
 Being human always points, or is directed to something, or someone, other   
 than oneself – be it a meaning to fulfill or another human being to encounter.  
 The more one forgets himself – by giving to a cause to serve or another person  
 to love – the more human he is.2

Freedom needs a cause and Passover needs Shavuot (the time of the giving of our Torah 
or z’man matan Torateinu) in order to become fulfilled. Shavuot represents the purpose 
of our freedom by taking the autonomous freedom of the Jewish people, celebrated at 
Passover, and injects into it a sacred relationship, indeed a covenant. Shavuot, therefore, 
imbues Judaism and the lives of those who embrace it, with the meaning of Torah itself 
– the meaning of being bound to the divine, the connection and responsibility toward 
community, and the shared collective hopes and ideals that direct us toward the future.

FROM THE EARTH TO HEAVEN
In the Torah itself, Shavuot – unlike the other festivals of Passover and Sukkot – lacks 
a historical narrative. Instead, it is described solely as an agricultural festival. Its well-
known association with the giving of the Torah (the Revelation at Mount Sinai), the 
festival’s most poignant source of significance for us today, is not expressed until the 
Rabbinic Era, after the destruction of the Second Temple in 70 C.E.

The Torah refers to Shavuot in three different ways: 
1. Chag Ha-Katzir or the Feast of the Harvest, found in the Book of Exodus (23:16),  
     referring to Shavuot’s seasonal association in May-June (the Hebrew month of Sivan),  
     when it is the time to reap the harvest of the newly ripened wheat and bring two  
     wheat loaves to the Temple as an offering.3

2. Chag Ha-Bikkurim or Feast of the First Fruits (Num. 28:26), referring to Shavuot as the  
     point in the year with which to start to bring first fruits from any of the “seven  
     species” to the Temple as an offering of gratitude.
3. Chag Ha-Shavuot or the Feast of Weeks (Deut. 16:10), referring to the holiday as the  
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     culmination of counting the seven weeks after bringing the Omer (sheaves or bundles of grain), which began on the second day of  
     Passover.

The association of Shavuot as the day when the Torah was given actually stems from a Talmudic debate, which deals with how to 
fulfill the Torah’s dictum: “the day after the sabbath – you shall count off seven weeks… [Y]ou must count until the day after the 
seventh week – fifty days” (Leviticus. 23:15-16). That is, the rabbinic sages were trying to calculate when to begin this counting 
based upon the enigmatic phrase “the day after the sabbath.” Their question was, “What and when is this ’sabbath’?” The answer 
would determine on what date Shavuot, the fiftieth day marking the culmination of the counting, would fall. Ultimately, the Rabbis 
concluded that the “day after the sabbath” is the second day of Passover, which establishes Shavuot on the 6th of Sivan, fifty days 
later.4

The Rabbis also looked to another verse in the Torah pertinent to the date of Shavuot, which would answer the question as to when 
the Torah was given at Mount Sinai: “On the third new moon after the Israelites had gone forth from Egypt, on that very day, they 
entered the wilderness of Sinai.”5 Since we know that the Israelites left Egypt in the Hebrew month of Nisan, they deduced that this 
verse indicates that the Israelites arrived at Sinai on Rosh Chodesh (“The Head of the Month”) of Sivan. Moreover, since they also 
determined that the Torah was given on Shabbat,6 some assumed that the giving of the Torah must be a week after the start of the 
month on either the 6th or 7th of Sivan. After much more Talmudic and even post-Talmudic Rabbinic quarreling, the 6th of Sivan 
gained consensus as both Shavuot (as the culmination of the counting of the seven full weeks from Passover) and the date of the 
giving of the Torah to the Jewish people at Mount Sinai.

THE OMER: A BRIDGE OF TIME
Passover and Shavuot are inexorably bound to one another. Separated by only seven weeks, these holidays form the backbone of 
Jewish identity. Because of their proximity and profound association, the seven weeks that separate Passover and Shavuot also have 
their own significance.

Originally, these 49 days between Passover and Shavuot were given their significance from a directive in the book of Leviticus (23:15-
17), which instructs Jews to count each day of the seven complete weeks from the second night of Passover until Shavuot (literally, 
“Weeks”). This segment of the calendar is called Sefirat Ha-Omer (“The Counting of the Omer”) or, more colloquially, “the Omer” or 
“the Sefirah. The Hebrew word omer refers to the sheaf or bundle of barley grain used to bake an unleavened offering for the second 
day of Passover. By contrast, at Shavuot, the festival offering consisted of two loaves of bread baked from new wheat. Shavuot, which 
occurred at the end of the Omer period coincided with the wheat harvest, and as such was the first time each year when wheat, the 
most desirable of grains, was included in the Temple service.

It would seem reasonable that the period of time that connects the Exodus from Egypt at Passover to the giving of the Torah at 
Shavuot would be a time of joy and excitement. On the contrary, the Omer is a period of solemnity and mourning. This may be a 
remnant from our agrarian past, when farmers were anxious and uncertain as to whether their springtime fruits would ripen or 
survive for summer. Rabbinic literature reflects this doubt and yearning as it renders Shavuot as the “day of judgment for the fruit 
trees.”7 Of course, however, we understand that the judgment is not upon the trees, but upon us. We bear the burdens and suffer 
most when trees do not bear their fruit. These weeks of the Omer are therefore dedicated to improving our behavior and raising our 
spiritual worthiness through prayer and self-reflection, so that we might influence the outcome.8

A more traditional explanation for the solemnity during the Omer is from an account in the Talmud that describes 24,000 disciples of 
Rabbi Akiva dying during this period of time because, as the Talmud puts it, “they did not treat each other with respect.”9 Although 
this story is striking, many scholars find it difficult to accept as historical fact. Nevertheless, it is the commonly cited reason for the 
Omer’s mournful aura.

The Omer is an especially meaningful time for Kabbalists and mystics. They emphasize the counting of the seven weeks from 
Passover to Shavuot as a time of spiritual preparation and readiness. In other words, the mystical way of understanding of the 
calendar is not by reference to that which it hearkens back to in the past, but rather remains focused in the present: we must prepare 
to receive the Torah this very year. Consequently, each day leading up to Shavuot, the day of revelation, provides an opportunity to 
improve oneself through meditation and proper intention.
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Kabbalists align these 49 days with their conception of the dimensions of God, known as the sefirot (plural of sefirah). There are 
ten sefirot, but only the seven “lower” sefirot, sometimes called the “emotional Sefirot,” are stressed during each of the seven 
weeks leading up to Shavuot. The sefirot are chesed (lovingkindness), gevurah (strength), tiferet (harmony), netzach (eternity), hod 
(glory), yesod (foundation), and malchut (God’s presence or kingdom on earth).10 Of course, however, these sefirot are not only the 
spiritual dimensions that comprise God, but also our own spiritual make-up. Therefore, by concentrating on each of these spiritual 
dimensions, we work to strengthen our own spirit and prepare ourselves for the responsibility and joy of accepting the gift of Torah 
on Shavuot.

SHAVUOT CUSTOMS
Although Shavuot shares the same religious status as the other festivals of Passover and Sukkot, its unique customs and observances 
pale in comparison. However, there are few noteworthy practices that add depth the celebration.

Flowers and Greenery
One of the most prominent and oldest Shavuot customs is decorating the home and synagogue with flowers and greenery.11 There 
are several reasons for this custom. The first hearkens back to the biblical and agricultural associations with the holiday, when first 
fruits (bikkurim) were brought to the sanctuary. The bikkurim were the realization of weeks of reliance upon God’s partnership 
through agriculture, relating to the Mishnah’s assertion that Shavuot is the day on which God judges the trees and their fruits and 
determines scarcity or abundance.12

Another explanation for the floral motif relates the story of Passover to Shavuot through the life of Moses. According to the Rabbis, 
Moses was born on the 7th of Adar – 3 months before Shavuot – and then hidden in a basket amongst the reeds of the Nile River. 
Therefore, the plant green décor reminds us of those reeds and the subsequent events that led from the liberation from Egypt to the 
giving of the Torah on Shavuot.

The Shavuot decorations are also intended to remind us of Mount Sinai itself, the place where the Torah was given.13 Despite the fact 
that Sinai is located in the heart of a desert peninsula, some Rabbinic interpretations hold that when the Torah was given, it was a 
lush, blooming oasis. This interpretation is based on the verse in Exodus (34:3), wherein God commands Moses to prohibit flocks and 
herds from grazing at the base of the mountain.14 That is to say, if God had to prohibit grazing, it must have been grassy and fertile, 
rather than dry and barren.

Tikun Leil Shavuot
The first night of Shavuot is marked by the Shavuot custom of Tikun Leil Shavuot, “Set Order of Study for the Night of Shavuot.” In 
order to meet the Torah’s requirement of counting seven complete weeks prior to Shavuot,15 we wait until the stars are out to begin 
the evening service (similar to the way we end Shabbat) and ensure that the 49th day is undeniably completed.16

The observation of the Tikun as an all-night study marathon was created by kabbalists who claimed that the custom was of ancient 
origin, wherein “The early Hasidim did not sleep on this night and occupied themselves with the Torah.”17 As Kabbalah’s popularity 
spread, so too did the custom of the Tikun and some communities began to create texts to study that were especially designated for 
custom. Eventually, printers were able to gather and compile materials for the Tikun, which would traditionally include passages from 
each of the 54 parshiyot (portions) in the Torah, each Tractate of the Mishnah, the entire Book of Ruth (which is customarily read on 
Shavuot), and excerpts from the Zohar.

Early sources that mention the Tikun hold that the custom is meant to inspire a sense of restless anticipation and awe on the night 
preceding the giving of the Torah. One of the sources shares a legend of the Israelites sleeping so soundly the night before the Torah 
was given that they had to be awakened for the momentous event.18 Therefore today, we should do just the opposite, remaining 
alert and awake all night on Shavuot to show how just how much we appreciate and care for the gift the Torah.

Additionally, the Zohar portrays Shavuot at the wedding day between the Israelites (the bride) and God (the groom).19 Just as a bride 
and groom prepare for their ceremony of union, we prepare spiritually for our moment of accepting Torah and divine covenant by 
spending the night studying Torah – the document of covenant. In fact, some Sephardic communities have further developed this 
image of Shavuot as a wedding day by conduct ing public readings of a “Shavuot ketubah” (marriage contract).20
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Going Dairy
The traditional Shavuot meal is meatless and dairy. Reasons vary for this custom, but the most commonly cited one contends that 
once the Israelites received the Torah at Mount Sinai, they realized that the meat they were eating was not slaughtered or prepared 
according to the Torah dietary laws (kashrut). With this new knowledge, our ancestors had no choice at that moment but to eat a 
dairy meal.21

Another reason for the Shavuot dairy faire is found in a medieval collection of Jewish ritual and civil law, Kol Bo (literally, “All Is in 
It”). It interprets a verse in The Song of Songs, “Honey and milk are under your tongue” (4:11)22 as alluding to the Torah itself. Thus 
on this day celebrating the giving of the Torah, its words should be as pleasing to our minds and hearts as milk and honey are to our 
tongues.

A third explanation by the 16th century Ashkenazic authority Moses Isserles links the giving of the Torah on Shavuot with the Exodus 
from Egypt on Passover.23 He states that just as we have the shank bone and the egg on the Passover seder plate to contrast different 
sacrifices (i.e., the paschal sacrifice and the festival sacrifice), Shavuot’s emphasis on dairy highlights its own contrasting sacrifice. 
Thus, eating dairy reminds us of the contrast with the Passover sacrifices and upholds Shavuot’s unique status in the tradition.

Finally, limiting ourselves to a dairy meal may simply be an expression of self-control and discipline. The Torah and Rabbinic literature 
identifies several aspects of life that are separated in spiritual categories, such as sin and virtue, pleasure and suffering, kosher and 
non-kosher, blessing and curse. Acknowledging these categories helps us to rise above the more visceral experiences of life (e.g., 
eating and sex) and to actively sanctify them. Sometimes this process demands us to demonstrate our spiritual strength and will 
by exercising self-control and placing limits on our behavior. By limiting ourselves to a dairy meal on Shavuot, we underscore the 
spiritual value of a life guided by the Torah’s value of moderation rather than by unbridled limitlessness and gluttony.
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SHAVUOT – TEXT 1

RUTH 1:3-17
Elimelech, Naomi’s husband, died; and she was left with her two sons. They married Moabite women, one named Orpah and the 
second Ruth, and they lived there about ten years. Then those two – Mahlon and Chilion – also died; so the woman was left without 
her two sons and without her husband… Accompanied by her two daughters-in-law, she left the place where she had been living; 
and they set out on the road back to the land of Judah. But Naomi said to her two daughters-in-law, “Turn back, each of you to her 
mother’s house…” And she kissed them farewell…

They broke into weeping again, and Orpah kissed her mother-in-law farewell. But Ruth clung to her. So she said, “See, your sister-in-
law has returned to her people and her gods. Go follow your sister-in-law. But Ruth replied, “Do not urge me to leave you, to turn 
back and not follow you. For wherever you go, I will go; wherever you lodge, I will lodge; your people shall be my people, and your 
God my God. Where you die, I will die, and there I will be buried. Thus and more may the Lord to me if anything but death parts me 
from you.”

YALKUT SHIMONI, RUTH 596
What is the relationship between Ruth and Atzeret [i.e., Shavuot], such that it is read on Atzeret, the time of the giving of the Torah? 
It is to teach you that the Torah is only acquired by means of suffering and poverty.”

STUDY QUESTIONS
• The Book of Ruth is customarily read on Shavuot. According to this poignant passage from the first chapter, why might it be  
   appropriate for this holiday of the giving of the Torah?
• What is the rationale for reading the Book of Ruth according to the rabbinic text (Yalkut Shimoni)? Does this imply something  
   personal or psychological? Does it apply to the passage in Ruth? Do you agree with this reason? Why or why not?
• Ruth is considered the paradigm of a Jew by Choice because she is understood to be the first Jew by Choice (she also King David’s  
   great-grandmother). How might this point add further meaning to the reading of Ruth on Shavuot?
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SHAVUOT – TEXT 2

ZOHAR, LEVITICUS 96A
Rabbi Yehudah [bar I’llai] said to him, “Why is it that Passover and Sukkot have seven days [in the Torah], but not Shavuot, which 
really ought to have more than the others [since the Torah was given on that day].”

He replied, “It is written, And who is like Your people Israel, a unique [literally, “one”] nation on earth…? (2 Samuel 7:23). Now why 
is Israel called ‘one’ here as opposed to in any other place? It is because the text here is praising Israel, because it is the pride of 
Israel to be ‘one.’ Furthermore, the junction of the upper and the lower takes place at the place called ‘Israel,’ which is linked with 
what is above and what is below, and with the community of Israel. It is there that the whole is called ‘one,’ and in this place faith 
becomes manifest complete union and supernal holy unity. The Tree of Life [the Torah] is also called ‘one,’ and its day therefore is 
one. Therefore, we have Passover and Sukkot and [Shavuot] between them [uniting them]. This is the manner in which the Torah is 
honored, that it should have this one day and no more.”

STUDY QUESTIONS
• Today, Shavuot is often less regarded than other Jewish festivals. Why, according to this text, should that not be the case?
• How does this text explain the significance of the number of days of the holiday?
• According to this text, what is the spiritual consequence of Shavuot, i.e., what is the spirit of the holiday for the Jewish people? For 
   each of us as individuals?
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SHAVUOT – TEXT 3

TALMUD BAVLI, MASECHET SHABBAT 88A
. . . and they took their places at the foot of the mountain (Exod. 19:17). Rabbi Abdimi bar Hama bar Hasa said, “This teaches that the 
Holy One, blessed be He, turned the mountain on its head like an upturned barrel and held it over them, and said to them, ‘If you 
accept the Torah, all will be well; if not, this will be your grave.’ ”

STUDY QUESTIONS
• There are many rabbinic interpretations as to why and how the Jews became the people who were designated to receive the Torah.  
   How does this interpretation describe the event?
• Is this a positive or negative approach to understanding the receiving of the Torah? Explain.
• Do you believe that this kind of description of “giving” the Torah is indicative of how Torah is “given” or transmitted today in  
   contexts of Jewish education (i.e., do we coerce unwilling children and students to “accept” Torah)? Should it be an approach to  
   Jewish education? If not, what should our approach be to gaining acceptance of Torah?
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SHAVUOT – TEXT 4

MAIMONIDES, GUIDE OF THE PERPLEXED 3:43
[Shavuot] is the day of the giving of the Torah. In order to glorify and exalt that day, the days are counted from the first of the 
festivals up to it, as is done by one who waits for the coming of the human being he loves best and counts the days and the hours. 
This is the reason for the counting of the Omer from the day when they left Egypt till the day of the giving of the Torah, which was 
the purpose and the end of their leaving.

(Translated by Shlomo Pines in The Guide of the Perplexed, vol. 2, p. 571)

SEFAT EMET, EMOR 3:173
It is only in accord with one’s personal purity that one can deserve to attain Torah. That is why the days of the Omer counting were 
given, as a period of purification to make us ready to receive the Torah. While it is true that anyone may study Torah, attachment to 
the innermost Torah, “utterances of the Lord” (Ps. 12:7), of which we say “Cause our hearts to cling to our Torah,” indeed requires 
purity. This [inward attachment] in itself bears witness to the purity of the person’s words for this Torah is attained only through 
purity.

(Translated by Arthur Green in The Language of Truth, pp.194–95).

STUDY QUESTIONS
• How do these texts understand the association between the Omer and Shavuot? How do they differ and how are
they the same? Could we say that Shavuot is really a seven-week-long holiday?
• According to these texts, which is more important: the period of the Omer or Shavuot itself?
• What is the spiritual significance of preparing for an important moment? How does the process relate to the event itself?
• Aside from counting the Omer as an observance, is there something else we can and should do to bring meaning
and fulfill the spirit of these texts?
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SHAVUOT – TEXT FOR GROUP STUDY

TANCHUMA BUBER, DEUTERONOMY, SECTION 2
When God revealed His presence to the Israelites, He did not display all His goodness at once, because they could not have borne so 
much good; for had He revealed His goodness to them at one time they would have died …. When Joseph made himself known to his 
brothers, they were unable to answer him because they were astounded by him (Genesis 45:3). If God were to reveal Himself all at 
once, how much more powerful would be the effect. So He shows Himself little by little.

(Translated by Elliot Dorff in The Unfolding Tradition: Jewish Law After Sinai. New York: Aviv Press, 2005, p. 38)

TORAH SHELEMAH 20:420
“All the people saw the voices…” (Ex. 20:15): not “the voice” but “the voices.” R. Yohanan said: when the voice came forth it did 
so only according to the strength of each individual Israelite, according to what he could bear. So, it says, “The voice of God is in 
strength” (Ps. 29:4) – according to the strength of each individual. Said R. Yossi bar Hanina: If this surprises you, learn from the 
manna which fell for the Israelites in the wilderness: its taste was adapted to each individual taste, so that they should be able to 
bear it; if this was so with the manna, how much more so with the voice of God – that it should not cause injury.

(Translated by Aviva Gottlieb Zornberg in The Particulars of Rapture: Reflections on Exodus. 
New York, Doubleday, 2001 p. 269).

STUDY QUESTIONS
• These texts present two different understandings of how God reveals God’s self. How do they differ and how are they similar?
• If we accept the first understanding about the process of revelation, what are the implications for us today as a people? Is this a 
   source text for the legitimacy of Conservative Judaism and its willingness to adapt and change Jewish law?
• Does the second text necessarily contradict the first? Explain.
• Considering the fact that we observe Shavuot – the giving of the Torah – each year, how might these texts help to bring meaning  
   and a refreshed outlook upon each year’s celebration?
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Footnotes:
1. Exodus 7:26.
2. Viktor. E Frankl, Man’s Search for Meaning (New York: Washington Square Books, 1984), 133. Originally published in 1946.
3. Leviticus 23:17.
4. Babylonian Talmud, Menachot 65-66; Maimonides, Mishneh Torah, Hilkhot Temidim u’Musafin 7:11.
5. Exodus 19:1.
6. Babylonian Talmud, Shabbat 86-88.
7. B. Talmud, Rosh Hashanah 16b.
8. Sefer Abudraham, 271.
9. B. Talmud, Yevamot 62b; see also Genesis Rabbah 61:3.
10. The other sefirot are keter (crown), hokhmah (wisdom), and binah (understanding). These three sefirot are the upper, or supernal,  
     sefirot, which are understood to form “God’s head.” According to Kabbalah, these three sefirot represent spiritual characteristics  
     that are beyond this world and beyond our human ability to fully access. Therefore, these are not a part of the Omer count, as the  
     intention of this period is to ready ourselves within our lower sefirot for the giving of the Torah.
11. It is noteworthy that 18th century, Lithuanian rabbi Elijah ben Shlomo Zalman (known as the “Vilna Gaon”) banned this custom,  
     believing it to have originated from pagan and Christian rites (Chaye Adam 131:13). Anthropologist Theodor Gaster also suggests  
     that the floral decorations were based on European Christian customs (which themselves came from pagan customs) of decorating  
     churches during this festival. See Theodor Gaster, Festivals of the Jewish Year (NY: Morrow Quill, 1952), 75-6.
12. Mishnah, Rosh Hashanah 1:2; B. Talmud, Rosh Hashanah 16b.
13. Mapa, Orach Chayyim 494:3.
14. Arukh Ha-Shulchan 494:6.
15. Lev. 23:15.
16. Mishnah Berurah 494:1.
17. Zohar, Emor 98a.
18. Midrash Rabbah, Song of Songs Rabbah 1:57; Pirke de-Rabbi Eliezer 41.
19. Zohar, Prologue 8a, Emor 98a.
20. The Book of Our Heritage (Sefer Ha-Toda’ah) 3:780–81. The most commonly used ketubah was composed by the mystic and poet  
     Israel ben Moses Najara, who lived in Tzfat, Israel, from about 1550 to 1625. A translation of Najara’s Shavuot ketubah can be  
     found in Philip Goodman, The Shavuot Anthology (Philadelphia: Jewish Publication Society, 1992), 99–101.
21. Mishnah Berurah 494: 12. It should be noted that many scholars have criticized this reason for the custom as being “facetious”;  
     see Isaac Klein, A Guide to Jewish Religious Practice (New York: Jewish Theological Seminary, 1992), 151.
22. Kol Bo, 58.
23. Mapa, Orach Chayyim, 494:3.
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This workshop at NewCAJE 8, in 2017, dealt with the meaning behind the 
relatively new tradition of staying up all night to study on Shavuot — Tikkun 
Leil Shavuot. The first mention of Shavuot connected to Matan Torah, or the 
giving of the Torah, was in the 12th century, and the first time we see Jews 
staying up all night to study is during the 16th century. 

At the beginning of the session, learners shared a Jewish event in their life and how they 
prepared for it. The facilitator then connected this preparation to the preparation we go 
through to receive the Torah anew every year during the Tikkun.

The main questions raised in this workshop were:
w What is the Tikkun?
w How does it prepare us to receive the Torah again every year? 
w How do we use the message of the Tikkun to repair things in our world and as 
    educators?

To answer these questions, we looked at five texts. Each one played a role in the 
development of the lesson:
1. A Prayer Before Learning on Tikkun Leil Shavuot: Kriey Moed (Baghdad, 1909). This 
showed us the language of fear and awe (thunder, lightning, shofars), together with 
unity and an emphasis on our right and responsibility in getting the Torah. Many verses 
discuss how EVERYONE was there on Har Sinai and that the inheritance of the Torah 
belongs to us all. We asked, “Why do we start the Tikkun with this blessing? What does 
it do for our intention in learning?” (Appendix A)
2. The Zohar, Part 3 (Vayikra) Parashat Emor 88a. This text gives us the spiritual 
backstory for the Tikkun. The text describes many couplings — between Oral Torah and 
Written Torah, between God and the Learners, between the Knesset Yisrael (Female 
representation of God) and the King, between Olam Hazah (this world) and Olam Haba 
(the next). The aim of the Tikkun is to connect these elements. This will bring connection 
and peace to this world and the next. We need to connect with others for this spiritual 
union to happen. (Appendix B)
3. Rabbi Yosef Haim, Ben Ish Chai, Hilchot Shana Rishona — Parashat Ba-Midbar. This 
text gives us an outline for what needs to be said during the Tikkun, along with physical 
instructions. We need to stand for the whole Tikkun. The texts bring up the idea of 
including all of the community in the Tikkun, as well as the non-intellectual recitation of 
sections from the Oral and Written Torah and Zohar. (Appendix C)
4. Rav Ovadia Yosef, Yekheveh Daat Responsa, Part 3, 32. This text reminds us that the 
Tikkun is a communal event. We should not separate from the community to study 
Talmud; we should stand together with the community to recite the order of the Tikkun. 
This is the Zohar’s spirituality in action — communal unity is the aim of the Tikkun.
(Appendix D)
5. Paulo Freire, The Pedagogy of the Oppressed, pgs. 72,76, 81. This text brings the 
teachings of the Tikkun into our classrooms. The pedagogy of freedom that Freire 
teaches is similar to the teachings of the Ben Ish Chai and Rabbi Yosef. Dialogue and 
community are the key to learning; dialogue and community are the key to unifying the 
heavens and receiving the Torah. (Appendix E)

At the end of the session, participants shared one important concept they learned and 
how they might integrate dialogue and community into their educational framework.

Tamar Zaken has spent over a 
decade directing Jewish Service 
Learning programs at Memizrach 
Shemesh-KIAH, the Center for Jewish 
Social Action in Jerusalem. She 
graduated from the Joint Program at 
Columbia University and the Jewish 
Theological Seminary and received 
an MSW from Wurzweiler School of 
Social Work at Yeshiva University.

Tamar Zaken 
Tikkun Leil Shavuot – What is It and Where Did it Come From?
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Appendix A
Tikkun Leil Shavuot: From Kabbalah to Kehilah
 A Prayer Before Learning on Tikkun Leil Shavuot: Kriey Moed (Baghdad, 1909)
“And it came to pass on the third day, when it was morning, that there were thunders and lightnings and a thick cloud upon the 
mount, and the voice of a horn exceeding loud; and all the people that were in the camp trembled” (Exodus 19:16). 

“And when the voice of the horn waxed louder and louder, Moses spoke, and God answered him by a voice” (Exodus 19:19). 

“And all the people perceived the thundering and the lightning and the voice of the horn, and the mountain smoking; and when the 
people saw it, they trembled, and stood afar off” (Exodus 20:14). 

And it was said: “The Lord our God made a covenant with us in Horeb. The Lord made not this covenant with our fathers, but with 
us, even us, who are all of us here alive this day. The Lord spoke with you face to face in the mount out of the midst of the fire” 
(Deuteronomy 5:2-4). 

And it was said: “Neither with you only do I make this covenant and this oath; but with him that standeth here with us this day 
before the Lord our God, and also with him that is not here with us this day” (Deuteronomy 29:13-14). 

And it was said: “The Lord came from Sinai, and rose from Seir unto them; He shined forth from Mount Paran, and He came from the 
myriads holy, at His right hand was a fiery law unto them” (Deuteronomy 33:2).  

“Moses commanded us a law, an inheritance of the congregation of Jacob” (Deuteronomy 33:4).

בקשה קודם הלימוד, ספר קריאי מועד, )בגדאד, תר”ע(

“ויהי ביום השלישי בהיות הבוקר ויהי קולות וברקים וענן כבד על ההר וקול שופר חזק מאד ויחרד כל העם אשר במחנה”. )שמות יט, טז(

“ויהי קול השופר הולך וחזק מאד משה ידבר והאלוהים יעננו בקול”. )שמות פרק יט, יט( “וכל העם רואים את הקולות ואת הלפידים ואת קול השופר 
ואת ההר העשן וירא העם וינועו ויעמדו מרחוק” )שמות כ, יד(. 

ונאמר: “ה’ אלוהינו כרת עמנו ברית בחורב לא את אבותינו כרת ה’ את הברית הזאת כי אתנו אנחנו אלה פה היום כולנו חיים. פנים בפנים דיבר ה’ 
עימכם בהר מתוך האש” )דברים ה, ב-ד(.

ונאמר: “ולא איתכם לבדכם אנוכי כורת את הברית הזאת ואת האלה הזאת. כי את אשר ֵיְשנו פה עימנו עומד היום לפני ה’ אלוהינו. ואת אשר איננו פה 
עימנו היום” )דברים כט  יג-יד(.

ונאמר: “ה’ מסיני בא וזרח משעיר למו הופיע מהר פארן ואתה מרבבות קודש. מימינו אש דת למו” )דברים לג, ב(. “תורה צווה לנו משה מורשה קהילת 
יעקב” )דברים לג, ד(.    
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Appendix B
The Zohar, Part 3 (Vayikra) Parashat Emor 88a
We have learned that the Torah one needs to toil with on that night is the Oral Torah, for it shall purify him\her, like the spring of a 
deep fountain. And only after this learning, on that day, the Written Torah will be brought, and s\he will connect with the Torah like a 
matching of a couple in heaven, and a voice will declare “And as for Me, this is My covenant with them, saith the Lord; My spirit that 
is upon thee, and My words which I have put in thy mouth” (Isaiah 59:21), etc… 

And for this, the first Hasidim (pious mystics) would not sleep on that night, and toil with the Torah, for they said: We will come to 
take our holy inheritance for us and for our children, in both worlds.

And on that same night Knesset Yisrael (feminine aspect of God in Kabbalah) decorates herself in them and unites with the king, and 
both of them decorate the heads of those who have the privilege to do so. Rabbi Shimon said this: When students gather on that 
night at my house, they will come to fix the jewelry of the bride so she will be found tomorrow in her jewlery, and in her decorations 
(Tikuneiha) for the king , as is suitable.

ספר הזוהר, כרך ג )ויקרא( פרשת אמור, דף פח עמוד א
ולמדנו שהתורה שצריך לו לעמול בזה הלילה תורה שבעל פה, כדי שיטהרו כאחד ממעין הנחל העמוק. אחר כך בזה היום יביא תורה שבכתב, ויתחבר בה 

וימצאו כאחד בזיווג אחד למעלה, אז מכריזים עליו ואומרים: “ואני זאת בריתי אותם אמר ה’ רוחי אשר עליך ודברי אשר שמתי בפיך” )ישעיה נט, כא( 
וגומר. ועל כן החסידים הראשונים לא היו ישנים בזה הלילה, והיו עמלים בתורה, ואומרים נבוא לרשת ירושה קדושה לנו ולבנינו  בשני עולמות. 

ואותו לילה כנסת ישראל מתעטרת עליהם ובאה להזדווג בו במלך, ושניהם מתעטרים על ראש אלו שזוכים לכך.  ר’ שמעון כך אמר, בשעה שנאספים 
החברים בזה הלילה אצלו, נבוא לתקן תכשיטי הכלה כדי שתמצא למחר בתכשיטיה ותיקוניה אצל המלך כמו שיאות.                                  
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Appendix C
Rabbi Yosef Haim1, Ben Ish Chai, Hilchot Shana Rishona - Parashat Ba’midbar, 4
The order of the learning on this night begins with the Torah Prophets and Writings, followed by the Midrash and the Hidra Rabba2 
(passages from the Zohar). As the holy book of Zohar says: “To toil with the Torah from Torah to Prophets, and from Prophets to 
writings and the drashot of the verses and the secrets of the wisdom.” And the 613 commandments should be taught before the 
Midrash, and if there is time, they should study the Hidra zutta as well. And both Hidrot should be studied while standing up, as we 
learned from our Rabbi the HIDA3 may his memory be a blessing, even in old age, may we be happy then, with our portion.

. רבי יוסף חיים, בן איש חי, הלכות שנה ראשונה, פרשת במדבר, אות ד’
סדר הלימוד בלילה הזו, תחלה תורה נביאים וכתובים, ואחר כך המדרש, ואחר כך האדרא רבא. כי כן מפורש בזוהר הקדוש: “לעמול בתורה מתורה 

לנביאים, ומנביאים לכתובים, ובדרשות הפסוקים ובסודות החכמה” ותרי”ג מצוות ילמדו קודם המדרש, ואם יש להם זמן, ילמדו האדרא זוטא גם כן. 
 וכבר נודע מנהגו של רבינו חיד”א ז”ל, ללמוד בלילה זו שתי האדרות מעומד, גם בעת זקנתו אשריו ואשרי חלקו

Appendix D
Rav Ovadia Yosef, Yekheveh Daat Responsa, Part 3, 32
It is good to pay heed and listen to our rabbis, the kabbalists and to learn during the Tikkun in a group. And if the community is 
reading the Tikkun together, it is not acceptable for individuals to break off from this group and to study Talmud or Rambam, as our 
rabbis of blessed memory said (Masechet Derech Eretz Zuta chapter 5): “One should not stand near those who sit or sit near those 
who stand, one shouldn’t study Torah among those who are studying Mishna and shouldn’t study Mishna among those who are 
studying Torah. In short, people should not act differently than the tradition of those around them”. And nothing needs to be added. 
And God, may He be blessed will not hold goodness from those who act innocently.

הרב עובדיה יוסף, שו”ת יחווה דעת, חלק ג, סימן לב
ורק מהיות טוב נכון לחוש לדברי רבותינו המקובלים ללמוד התיקון בכנופיא ובחבורה. ואם רוב הצבור קוראים התיקון, אין ראוי ליחידים לפרוש מהם, 

וללמוד תלמוד או רמב”ם, וכמו שאמרו חז”ל )במסכת דרך ארץ זוטא פרק ה’(: “לא יהא אדם עומד בין היושבים או יושב בין העומדים, ולא קורא מקרא 
בין השונים משנה, ולא שונה משנה בין הקוראים מקרא. כללו של דבר אל ישנה אדם ממנהג הבריות”. עד כאן. והשם יתברך לא ימנע טוב להולכים 

בתמים. 

Appendix E
Paulo Freire, The Pedagogy of the Oppressed, pgs 72,76, 81
In the banking concept of education knowledge is a gift bestowed by those who consider themselves knowledgeable upon those 
whom they consider to know nothing. Projecting an absolute ignorance onto others, a characteristic of the ideology of oppression, 
negates education and knowledge as processes of inquiry. The teacher presents himself to his students as their necessary opposite; 
by considering their ignorance absolute he justifies his own existence….The more completely the majority adapt to the purposes 
which the dominant minority prescribe for them  (thereby depriving them of the right to their own purposes), the more easily the 
minority can continue to prescribe… Education as the practice of freedom---as opposed to education as the practice of domination-
--denies that man is abstract, isolated, independent and unattached to the world; it also denies that the world exists as a reality 
apart from people. Authentic reflection considers neither abstract man not the world without people but people in relations with the 
world. In these relations consciousness and world are simultaneous: consciousness neither precedes the world nor follows it. 

1. Rabbi Yosef Chaim, also known as the Ben Ish Chai, 1909-1834, learned rabbi, arbiter of Jewish law, Jewish liturgical poet, and community leader 
in Iraq. His most famous book was entitled The Ben Ish Chai and that is how he got his name. The book is made up of sermons he gave on Shabbat. 
2. The Hidra Rabbah and the Hidra Zuta are two parts of the Zohar. In the Hidra Rabba, Rabbi Shimon Bar Yochay discovers God in the character of a 
man, then 10 students give drashot, and Rabbi Shimon closes the discussion. The Hidra Zuta describes the death of Rabbi Shimon, where he tells his 
students secrets that he was afraid to reveal beforehand. At the end, Rabbi Shimon’s soul leaves him on the word “Chaim.”
3 Rabbi Chaim David Azoulai, also known as the HIDA, 1724–1806, was born in Hebron and died in Italy. He was a great rabbi and traveler and wrote 
a hundred books on Jewish topics.
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Enduring Understandings:
1. Torah is always being given.
2. As then, so now: we bring gifts of fruit to those who need.
3. Agriculture is alive and well on the modern day kibbutz, let’s celebrate Shavuot as 
     our ancestors did, but with a few modern twists.

Essential Questions:
1.  How is Torah being “given” today?
2.  Are rules necessary?
3. Are all rules in the Torah possible to carry out today?
4. Are all rules good?
5. What rules would you add to Torah?
6. How do you think people feel who have not enough food?
7. What do you think it was like to “see the thunder and hear the lightning”?
8. Why would Mount Sinai burst into flowers when the Ten Commandments were 
given?
9. How is Torah like a marriage contract between the Jewish people and G-d?

Evidence of Understanding:
1. Participants will be able to articulate how they can use these activities in their schools  
     and classrooms.

This article is based on a workshop was presented at NewCAJE 8 and was 
designed for education directors and teachers of grades K-8. As participants 
moved through a choice of stations, they were engaged in experiencing the 
idea of “Matan Torah,” the giving of Torah at Shavuot, as well as Shavuot as 
one of the Pilgrimage Festivals of ancient Israel. Stations included experiences 

with hands-on tzedakah projects, age-appropriate art projects, in-depth discussion, text 
study focused on the Ten Commandments, stories, customs from around the world, 
and more! Participants came away with many ideas for their individual classroom and 
learned how to organize an all-school event. 

Introduction to the workshop:
n Before the day: you will need to find people to run the stations. These can be your 
teachers, in which case, parents and other volunteers can take the classes through the 
stations.  Alternately, parents can run the stations and teachers take the classes around. 
Do which ever will work best in your setting.

n Send a letter home asking that the students wear white and bring in offerings of fruit, 
both common varieties such as apples and oranges and some that people may have not 
yet eaten in this season, such as cherries, blueberries, etc.  My congregation enjoyed 
bringing in extra “treats,” such as chocolate covered raisins since all the fruit is to be 
donated to a local homeless shelter.

n You will need markers, poster board, construction paper, tissue paper, scissors, flower 
stickers, baskets for fruit, greenery that can be used for garlands, wire ties to secure the 
garlands, handouts, Tanachim (Bibles), possibly plain white sheet material for robes (if 
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you chose to add that element -- old sheets work fine!) hole punches, and twine.

The stations are arranged by grade and taught emphasizing  either the concept of Matan Torah (Giving of the Torah) or the idea of 
Shavuot as a Pilgrimage Pestival:

Matan Torah: The children should go to the age-appropriate stations:

Station 1: Pre- K – 1st grade
n Content: Share that on Shavuot we celebrate when the Torah was given. The Torah tells us something pretty interesting. It says in 
Exodus 20: 15, “And the people saw the thunder” and some people think they also “heard” the lightning. Ask: “What do you think 
that would be like?” There is also a Midrash that Mount Sinai suddenly blossomed with flowers in anticipation of the giving of the 
Torah .
n Activity: Supply a large piece of poster board to each small group and ask them to draw with markers what it might have looked 
like to “see thunder and hear lightning” and what the mountain might have looked like all covered with flowers. For the youngest 
classes, you can draw an outline of a mountain, cut out a coloring book picture of Moses (easily found online), and buy flower 
stickers for them to use.

Station #2: Pre-K – K
n Content: Read the story book “No Rules for Michael” by Sylvia A. Rouss. Discuss as you go along: What do you think is going to 
happen? Is “sharing” a good rule? etc. Ask then to share one rule they think is good and one rule that they do not like. 
n Activity: Handout an outline of the two tablets of the Ten Commandments (again, easily found online -- use a child-friendly 
version), explaining that these rules were given by God. Discuss: Do they think these are “good rules,” why or why not? Are they 
easy to do? Have students decorate the handouts.

Station #3: 1st grade – 5th
n Content: Explain that on Shavuot we celebrate the receiving of the Torah and read the Ten Commandments. Read an appropriate 
version of the Ten Commandments. 
n Discussion: What do they think of these rules? Do they make sense? Are they easy or hard to follow? 
n Activity: Read the book “The 11th Commandment: Wisdom from our Children, by the Children of America,” published by Jewish 
Lights Publishing. For younger children, you can have them hold up a hand with every one with which they agree. Ask: “What 
commandments would you add?”

Station #4: 6th – 8th graders
n Content: Have on hand copies of the Ten Commandments from Exodus 20: 1 – 14. You may want to edit them a bit for brevity and 
clarity. Also have on hand Leviticus 19:9-18. Have students read through both silently.
n Discussion: Which are the same? Which are different? Why do they think there are added commandments? What commandments 
would they add today?

Station # 5 – 6th – 8th graders
n Content: Have the students look at the Encyclopedia Judaica article called Commandments. If you like, you can have them look 
some of them up in the context of the Torah where they are found. 
n Discussion: Which of the 613 commandments can be done today and which cannot or, perhaps, should not be done. Ask them to 
discuss which commandments are meaningful to them. If you are not doing Station #4, then ask them if there are commandments 
they would add today.

Station # 6: 6th- 8th grades
n Content: Read this Midrash: “Rabbi Yochanan said: When God’s voice came forth at Mount Sinai, it divided itself into 70 human 
languages, so that the whole world might understand it. All at Mount Sinai, young and old, women, children, and infants according 
to their ability to understand. Moses too, understood only according to his capacity, as it is said (Exodus 19:19), ‘Moses spoke and 
God answered him with a voice.’ With a voice that Moses could hear.” (Midrash Exodus Rabbah 5:9) 
n Discussion: Why do you think there is a Midrash that says the Torah is for everyone? Is this a new understanding for you? What do 
you think the phrase: “with a voice that Moses could hear” means? Could it mean that he could not hear everything? Do you think 
we humans gain in understanding as the centuries pass? If yes, what are some examples?  (possibly LGBT rights, for example)
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Shavuot as one of the Pilgrimage Festivals 

Station # 7: All ages -- Pilgrimage and Papercutting
n Background and content of papercutting in Judaism: It had been a custom among Chassidic Jews, Sephardic Jews, and Mizrachi 
Jews to decorate the Ark and the sanctuary with greenery for Shavuot in commemoration of the Midrash that Mount Sinai burst 
into bloom when the Ten Commandments were given. But the Vilna Goan forbade the custom, thinking it was too much like the 
Christian custom of decorating with flowers at Pentacost (https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jewish_paper_cutting). But it is hard to keep 
a people’s joy and creativity down, so the Jews of Lithuania began to make papercuts of flowers to use as decoration on Shavuot. 
n Activity: Have on hand construction paper and children’s scissors for the younger children and tissue paper and adult scissors for 
6th – 8th graders. The explanation should be simple for the younger students: This is one custom for Shavuot. The older students 
will appreciate the background. The papercuts are done by folding the paper, much like “snowflakes.”  Shadur, Yehudit (Summer 
1986). “How Yehudit Shadur Makes a Paper-Cut”. BR (Bible Review).

Station # 8: All ages -- Pilgrimage and decorated fruit baskets 
n According to some, this custom is in memory of a custom described in the Mishnah (Bikkurim 3:3). When the first fruits were 
brought up to Jerusalem, the horns of the oxen were adorned with olive wreaths and the baskets of first fruits were also decorated 
(see Bloch, p. 248; Goodman, p. 86; Zinger, p. 107; Sperber, p. 119). In modern day Israel, tractors are decorated with flowers and 
all the agricultural branches of the kibbutz bring “offerings” in a long tractor parade. If you search Google images for “Shavuot on 
Kibbutz,” you will find many images.  See Appendix A below on creating a nice fruit basket and a nice card. All the fruit that the 
students and possibly congregational members brought in should be arranged in decorated baskets, along with cards, to go to your 
designated shelter or organization.

Station # 9: Pilgrimage and Garlands
n Have older students help with this as they usually do not want to wear a garland, but often the younger students like the idea. 
Wrap greenery around the heads of any students who are willing. Secure with wire ties. Older students can also carry the greenery 
into the all-purpose hall for the grand finale.

Station 10: Pilgrimage and White Robes: 
n For those students who forgot to wear white, you can make simple robes by folding a piece of plain white cloth from old sheets 
and cutting a hole for the head. Then secure a piece of twine around their waists.

n Grand finale: All students enter the social hall, bringing their baskets of fruit, their list of Commandments, their posters of Mount 
Sinai, etc. They share with the parents. Possibly your rabbi can read the Ten Commandments from the Torah, which is especially 
nice to do under a “Chuppah” made of a tallit or two as is the Sephardic custom. The rabbi may want to explain a bit about how the 
Torah is considered a “ketubah” between the people of Israel and God. 

End with a dairy potluck.  If you have parents who are interested in diversity, give them recipes for Sephardic borekas, bulemas 
(stretched-filled pastries), and panezikos (challah rolls). Here is a link to a site with many options from around the Jewish world:  
http://mochajuden.com/?p=4272

Information about Syrian pastries can be found here: 
https://kosherscene.wordpress.com/category/syrian-recipes/ 
http://www.thekosherfoodies.com/sambusak/

Why do we eat dairy on Shavuot??? Next time… 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jewish_paper_cutting
http://mochajuden.com/%3Fp%3D4272
https://kosherscene.wordpress.com/category/syrian-recipes/%20%0D
http://www.thekosherfoodies.com/sambusak/%0D
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Appendix A: Station 8 Handout

How to Make a Nice Fruit Basket

1. Pick out a basket.

2. Put a small amount of shredded paper in the bottom of your basket.

3. Put some of the harder fruit such as apples and oranges in next. 

4. Then find some of the goodies that are hard or are in hard containers and add some.

5. Lastly, put in some soft fruit such as plums or cherries and some soft goodies, if there are any.

6. Make a card for your basket. Some baskets may need to be wrapped in cellophane. Ask an adult to help you decide and to do this.
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ONLINE SHAVUOT RESOURCES
1. www.ritualwell.org/shavuot
• In Each Word a Generation, by Devon Spier
   A meditation for those who do not read Hebrew but wish to learn Torah 
   https://ritualwell.org/ritual/each-word-generation
• Revealing Torah, Revealing Me: A Prayer for Shavuot, by Devon Spier
   Experiencing personal revelation
   https://ritualwell.org/ritual/revealing-torah-revealing-me-prayer-shavuot
• A Blessing for Kindness on Shavuot, by Devon Spier
   “Let our kindness burst forth like a bountiful harvest”
   https://ritualwell.org/ritual/blessing-kindness-shavuot
• Kiddush: Humanist Liturgy, by Machar: The Washington Congregation for Secular Humanistic Judaism
   https://ritualwell.org/ritual/kiddush-humanist-liturgy
• The Rhythm of Wonder: A Prayer for Radical Amazement, by Alden Solovy
   A prayer about radical amazement  You are standing on a star. The winds of creation blow through you. Of course, this is neither  
   literally true nor scientifically accurate.  
   https://www.ritualwell.org/blog/rhythm-wonder-prayer-radical-amazement
• Introduction to the Book of Ruth, by Miriam Grossman and Rabbi Lev Meirowitz Nelson
   A poem on asylum seekers referencing the biblical story of Ruth   
   https://www.ritualwell.org/ritual/introduction-book-ruth
• Meditation: Numbering the Stars, by Ariel Neshama Lee
   A meditation on the healing light of generations and ancestors  
   https://www.ritualwell.org/ritual/meditation-numbering-stars
• For LGBTQIQ People, by Andrew Ramer
   A blessing for receiving Torah, acknowledging the diversity of the spectrum of queer identities 
   https://www.ritualwell.org/ritual/lgbtqiq-people
• Up All Night, by Sarah Barasch-Hagans
   https://www.ritualwell.org/blog/all-night
• Plus much more on this website

2. https://www.reconstructingjudaism.org/jewish-time-shabbat-and-holidays/shavuot
• Shavuot Theology
   https://www.reconstructingjudaism.org/article/shavuot-theology
• Ruth, The First Convert: A Model of Welcome
   https://www.reconstructingjudaism.org/article/ruth-first-convert-model-welcome
• Shavuot: The Harvest Festival of Torah
   https://www.reconstructingjudaism.org/article/shavuot-harvest-festival-torah
• Broken Tablets
   https://www.reconstructingjudaism.org/document/broken-tablets
• On Torah & Wilderness
   https://www.reconstructingjudaism.org/document/torah-wilderness
• Here, There and Everywhere — Three Views of Revelation for Shavuot
   https://www.reconstructingjudaism.org/spoken-audio/here-there-and-everywhere%E2%80%94three-views-revelation-shavuot• • 
• The Book of Ruth: A Torah of Lovingkindness in the Face of Death
   https://www.reconstructingjudaism.org/spoken-audio/book-ruth-torah-lovingkindness-face-death

Shavuot Resources
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3. Aleph.org/resources/Shavuot
• Preparing for Sinai, by Rabbi Arthur Waskow
   https://aleph.org/resources/shavuot-preparing-for-sinai-by-rabbi-arthur-waskow
• Shavuot: A Ritual for Solo Practice, by Rabbi Chava Bahle
   https://aleph.org/resources/shavuot-a-ritual-for-solo-practice-by-rabbi-chava-bahle
• Shavuot: the Book of Ruth, as told by Reb Zalman
   https://aleph.org/resources/shavuot-the-book-of-ruth-as-told-by-reb-zalman

4. My Jewish Learning
• Shavuot in Medieval Times by Lesli Koppelman Ross
   www.myjewishlearning.com/article/shavuot-in-medieval-times/
• Shavuot History by My Jewish Learning Staff 
   www.myjewishlearning.com/article/shavuot-history/
• Why Shavuot has Few Rituals by Rabbi Ismar Schorsch
   www.myjewishlearning.com/article/why-shavuot-has-few-rituals/

5. Conservativeyeshiva.org/shavuot-the-day-of-the-giving-of-the-torah/
• Shavuot: Freedom and Necessity at Mount Sinai
   http://learn.conservativeyeshiva.org/freedom-and-necessity-at-mount-sinai/
• Shavuot: Extraordinary People In An Ordinary World – The Story of Ruth
   http://learn.conservativeyeshiva.org/extraordinary-people-in-an-ordinary-world-the-story-of-ruth/
• Shavuot and Creation
   http://learn.conservativeyeshiva.org/shavuot-and-creation-2/
• Shavuot: The Day of the Giving of the Torah?
   http://learn.conservativeyeshiva.org/shavuot-the-day-of-the-giving-of-the-torah/
• Shavuot: Pesahim 68b
   http://learn.conservativeyeshiva.org/passover-pesahim-68b/

6. www.haaretz.com
• The Twisted History of Shavuot: Do Modern-day Jews Have it Wrong? March 6, 2014
   https://www.haaretz.com/.premium-the-twisted-history-of-shavuot-1.5250555
• Shavuot Surprise: From Cheese-filled Calzones to Lemon Cheesecake
   www.haaretz.com/from-calzones-to-cheesecake-1.5250131

7. https://reformjudaism.org/jewish-holidays/shavuot
• Recipes, family activities, Torah study guides for Leil Shavuot Tikkun by Rabbis Rick Jacobs, Daniel Freelander, Jonah Pesner,  
   Edythe Mencher, Victor Appell, Marla Feldman, Josh Weinberg, Yehudit Werchow
   https://reformjudaism.org/tikkun-leil-shavuot-videos-and-study-guides
• A Mountain of Blintzes
    Book for kids about blintzes, with topics of discussion
   Reformjudaism.org/jewish-holidays/Shavuot/mountain-blintzes
• Celebrate Shavuot with Shalom Sesame
   https://reformjudaism.org/celebrate-shavuot-shalom-sesame
• What is a Confirmation?
   https://reformjudaism.org/what-confirmation
• A Social Justice Shavuot
   https://reformjudaism.org/social-justice-shavuot
• Tikkun Leil Shavuot Torah Study: Parashat B’haalotcha
   https://reformjudaism.org/tikkun-leil-shavuot-torah-study-parashat-bhaalotcha
• Plus much more on this website
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8. www.mazornet.com/holidays/Shavuot/custms.htm#Breads
• Ruth
   http://www.mazornet.com/holidays/Shavuot/customs.htm#Ruth
• Eating Dairy Foods
   http://www.mazornet.com/holidays/Shavuot/customs.htm#Dairy
• Recipes for Kreplach
   http://www.mazornet.com/holidays/Shavuot/customs.htm#Beyond
• Mazor Guide to Holidays and Customs
   http://www.mazornet.com/holidays/Shavuot/customs.htm#Beyond

9. www.ou.org/synagogue-resources
• Program ideas for Shavuot
   https://www.ou.org/synagogue-resources/Rew5QEgbnk/best-practices-shavuot-programming/

10. www.reclaimingjudaism.org/searach/node/Shavuot
• Rabbi Goldie Milgram: 
 • When Was the First Leil Shavuot in Jewish History? 
    http://www.reclaimingjudaism.org/blog/when-was-first-tikkun-leyl-shavuot-jewish-history
 • Fascinating Origins of Tikkun Leil Shavuot
    http://www.reclaimingjudaism.org/teachings/fascinating-origins-tikkun-leil-shavuot
 • 2017 Omer Calendar: Experience the Omer as a Spiritual Journey
    http://www.reclaimingjudaism.com/teachings/2017-omer-calendar-experience-omer-spiritual-pilgrimage
• Counting the Omer-Week Seven Malchut
   http://www.reclaimingjudaism.org/teachings/counting-omer-week-seven-malchut
• Plus much more on this website

11. Tablet 
• Field Study: Why Shavuot Is All But Ignored Across America
   http://www.tabletmag.com/jewish-life-and-religion/33796/field-study

12. Books, Crafts, and Recipes
• https://pjlibrary.org/beyond-books/pjblog/may-2013/kid-friendly-mt-sinai-crafts-for-shavuot
• https://www.pinterest.com/goldee5/shavuot-projects/  by Jodi Goldstein Marcovitz
• https://www.hebrewpodcasts.com/shavuot.html
• https://www.myjewishlearning.com/article/shavuot-activities-for-kids/
• https://www.amazon.com/s/ref=nb_sb_noss?url=search-alias%3Daps&field-keywords=Children%27s+books+for+Shavuot
• https://pjlibrary.org/Books-and-Music/Books?Holiday=Shavuot

13. Songs for Shavuot
• http://www.jewishaustralia.com/shavuot-songsanddances.asp

14 . Google “Shavuot Projects and Activities” for tons of ideas

Books on Shavuot
• Every Person’s Guide to Shavuot, by Ronald H. Isaacs, Jason Aronson Press, 1999.
• Celebrating the Jewish Year: The Spring and Summer Holidays: Passover, Shavuot, The Omer, Tisha B’Av, by Rabbi Paul Steinberg  
   and Janet Greenstein Potter. Nebraska Press, 2009. Winner of the Jewish Book Award, 2009.
   2009 National Jewish Book Award Winner, Jewish Family Literature, JPS
• Amazon sells a number of books about Shavuot for children, as well as music for Shavuot.


