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Preface

How to Raise a Jewish Child is a book of strategies and tools for the greatest adventure life offers. But even more than that, How to Raise a Jewish Child is a celebration of Jewish life.

Dire statistics about the demise of the Jewish people (sometimes discussed under the code word “continuity”) tend to make discussions of Jewish parenting seem like a last-ditch effort to preserve an endangered way of life, a hedge against assimilation and intermarriage. For us, Jewish parenting is not about building a wall to keep your children from abandoning Judaism; it is about raising healthy, joyful human beings within our rich, diverse, life-giving tradition. Jewish parenting is about giving your children a gift that will help them become the wisest, strongest, happiest people they can be.

The ideas and suggestions in these pages are offered as means to serve the wishes, dreams, hopes, and prayers you hold for the lives entrusted to you during the all-too-brief span of childhood. These are years of countless miracles. First smile, first tooth, first step, first book, first date. Enjoy them all.

         

Anita Diamant
 Karen Kushner
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Introduction

Parenting is a wholly human practice, and a holy one. Raising children to be adults capable of loving and learning is not only the way we get to “play God,” it is also how many of us find God and connect with what is most sacred in life.

Judaism is a pathway filled with religious, cultural, and psycho-spiritual strategies and tools, values and celebrations that can help you enjoy and excel at this, the greatest adventure that life has to offer. The whole point of setting your children’s feet on this pathway is to provide them with a beautiful birthright that can help them become the wisest, strongest, happiest people they can be.

The wisdom of Jewish tradition and the vitality of Jewish community are accessible and available to you. And we do mean you—no prior experience necessary.

All parents are amateurs. No matter how many baby books you read or parenting classes you take, nothing can truly prepare us for the pleasures and pains of being a mom or dad. And even once you become a mom or dad, every baby has new lessons to teach, so that the second or third (or fifth) child is bound to confound your expertise and expectations.

The same holds true for raising Jewish children. Whether you attended Hebrew school for twelve years or went to church every Sunday, raising Jewish children makes amateurs of everyone. Whatever your background, you can raise happy, healthy, well-adjusted Jewish kids, but you can’t do it entirely within the confines of your own family—no matter how loving or committed.

The proverbial “village” you need to raise your Jewish children is populated not only by your nuclear and extended family, but also by the staff of your Jewish preschool, the other parents in your synagogue (in addition to the rabbi and cantor and educators who work there), the counselors at your kids’ Jewish summer camps, Israeli tour guides, librarians, Web masters, and…writers of books.

How to Raise a Jewish Child is a practical guidebook for exploring the way—which is to say your way—to raise Jewish children with integrity and joy.

And joy is what it’s all about. Joy is the bottom line, the process and the project and the prize of raising Jewish children.

The importance of joyful parenting is rooted in Jewish tradition, beginning with “be fruitful and multiply,” the first obligation, or mitzvah, mentioned in the Torah. Childlessness is treated as a tragedy in the Hebrew Bible, in part because raising the next generation is viewed as the most important way that human beings participate in the mysterious, elemental joy of creation itself. The Talmud says, “With every child the world begins anew.”

There is no mystery to raising happy, healthy Jewish children—not even in our global, wired, mass-culture world. It all depends on the choices you make, day to day, week to week, year to year.

Parents make countless decisions for their children. Does she need to wear a sweater? What should we hang on the nursery walls? Is this a safe neighborhood for children? What kind of preschool would be best for him?

Every choice a parent makes—even a sweater-size one—is a model to young eyes. Every decision is a life lesson. For parents raising Jewish children, even the little ones can impart Jewish content and joy.

How to Raise a Jewish Child assists you in turning big and small parenting choices into opportunities for expressing and imparting Jewish values and traditions.

In these pages, you’ll find answers to straightforward questions: Where do I find a Hebrew name for my baby? How can I make the Passover seder interesting to my four-year-old? What are the blessings for the Sabbath table? How can we make this bar mitzvah meaningful?

You’ll also find discussions about the long-term implications of choices you make when children are little: why choosing a Jewish preschool or summer camp is crucial; how sending a child to a Jewish day school can have an impact on the whole family’s religious observance.

How to Raise a Jewish Child also provides guidance for giving growing children age-appropriate choices: What do I tell my three-year-old who feels cheated out of Christmas? How do we negotiate plans for a bat mitzvah with an emotionally erratic thirteen-year-old? What do I do when my teenager announces she wants to keep kosher?

And please, do read ahead. Although it seems incomprehensible today, the baby in your arms will be setting off to college sooner than you can imagine. Your Jewish choices can have big consequences for your family’s future.

The answers and information in these pages come from a variety of sources, including the rabbis who wrote the Talmud, child psychologists, Jewish educators, and lots of experienced moms and dads. Even so, you will find very few “shoulds” and “shouldn’ts” here. This is a book of choices—your choices. And you are the expert about your own children.

No two families do things the same way. We all season our soup with different spices. We paint our walls different colors. We play different games and listen to different kinds of music.

Similarly, no two Jewish families provide their children with precisely the same combination of religious practice, culture, and community. Contemporary Jews tend to believe that in the past all Jews did things the same “orthodox” way, but that is simply not true. Judaism has always been a pluralistic tradition, deep and wide enough to carry many kinds of vessels on many different journeys.

Nonetheless, and in the interest of full disclosure, How to Raise a Jewish Child does have an “agenda.” The goal of this book is to help you raise healthy, happy children by providing you with useful information about Judaism’s rich, varied, and life-affirming traditions and values so you will use it and start making Jewish choices of your own.

You don’t have to know how to read Hebrew, or be able to quote from the Bible, or bake your own challah to do this. You just have to begin.

Parenthood makes beginners of us all. Regardless of your personal history, only you can give your children a Jewish childhood. But the truth is, healthy and effective Jewish parenting isn’t something you “provide for” your children; it requires sharing a Jewish life with your children—which means that giving your kids a cursory Jewish education that ends abruptly with a bar or bat mitzvah party is not enough.

Of course, there are no guarantees. You can live a rich and full Jewish life with your children, celebrate joyful holidays, find the best possible Jewish educators, and still your sons and daughters may eventually make Jewish choices that surprise or disappoint you. And yet, everyone knows that just as doctors tend to beget doctors and musical passions run in families, people who grow up to be proud of and positive about their Jewishness tend to come from families that are connected to a Jewish community, engaged in Jewish learning, and, perhaps most important, find pleasure in their own ongoing lifelong Jewish “journey.”

How to Raise a Jewish Child is for you regardless of when, how, or where your journey begins. It is for people who grew up in homes rich in ritual and tradition, and for those who were raised without religious education or observance; for Jews-by-choice who feel overwhelmed by the prospect of providing children with an identity that is still new to them, and for all those who marry or partner with Jews and have chosen to raise Jewish children.

How to Raise a Jewish Child is for new mothers and fathers just starting to make choices for infants and toddlers, and for parents with preschool, school-age, and adolescent children. It is also for Jewish grandparents who want to provide grandchildren with warm Jewish memories, for grandparents of other religions and cultures who want to understand their Jewish grandchildren’s religious upbringing, and for rabbis, cantors, and educators who work with our increasingly diverse community.

This book is for members of Reform, Conservative, Reconstructionist, or Renewal synagogues, for parents who send their kids to Jewish preschools, afterschool programs, or full-time day schools; and it’s also for those of you who are still searching for your place in the organized Jewish world. How to Raise a Jewish Child is for the entire liberal Jewish community—the vast majority of North American Jews—who experience and express their Judaism as a series of unfolding choices rather than a set of fixed rules to be wholly obeyed or entirely abandoned.

Part I (“Parents as Teachers”) is an introduction to Jewish family practice. This section gives you a chance to think about the Judaism you want to model and teach. Since children are exquisitely sensitive to dishonesty and hypocrisy, your own connection to Jewish life has to be genuine and fulfilling for you as an adult—something that goes beyond making an effort just “for the sake of the children.”

Chapter 1 (“Values and Goals”) explains the basic Jewish values, goals, and expectations summarized in a prayer recited at ceremonies for Jewish babies: “May he/she grow into a life of Torah, marriage, and righteous deeds.” Here you’ll find out how to translate these ideas into actions and goals for yourself and your children.

Chapter 2 (“Creating a Jewish Space”) explains the idea of a Jewish home as a “little sanctuary.” Since all people learn the meaning of comfort and peace within the walls of their childhood homes, a household suffused with Jewish images, smells, and tastes imparts a bred-in-the bone affinity for Jewish modes of thought, behavior, and happiness. This chapter also addresses the many ways Jewish families interpret the laws and customs of keeping kosher.

Chapter 3 (“Making Community”) spells out ways to connect with organizations, institutions, and networks that can help you raise Jewish kids by providing important Jewish teachers and role models. This section also introduces part of the global Jewish “village,” which includes making a connection to the land of Israel.

Chapter 4 (“Defining Jewish Time”) describes the moment-to-moment, week-to-week, and year-to-year cycles of Jewish life, and how to bring them home with an introduction to the Sabbath and a holiday-by-holiday guide to family celebration.

Chapter 5 (“Conflict”) takes an honest look at the inevitable frictions in Jewish family life: between spouses, between siblings, between parent and child.

Part II (“Ages and Stages”) covers the life cycle from crib to college, including major developmental issues and the choices Jewish parents confront.

Part III (“Modern Life”) considers a few of the challenges and blessings of life that have come to the fore in the twenty-first century. Although the Jewish community has always included special-needs children and adopted children, their particular concerns are now both more visible and better tended to. Finally, Chapter 12 (“Talking to Children About Death”) includes suggestions about this difficult conversation.

How to Raise a Jewish Child is full of suggestions, ideas, strategies, recommended books, and Web sites. Not every resource or idea will work for everyone; try what makes sense to you and what seems right for your family.

Ultimately, you have to discover your own Jewish way if you want your children to find theirs. As in all aspects of parenting, there is no faking Jewish commitment. You can’t teach what you don’t love.

The day-to-day reality of raising children is delightful, frustrating, exhausting, transforming, fulfilling, and humbling. We do the best that we can. We make mistakes. We try again. We learn and grow. They teach us more than we teach them.
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Parents spend lots of time teaching their children facts and skills: The stove is hot. The sky is blue. Use soap when you wash your hands. Say “thank you.”

But this kind of instruction is only a small part of what and how parents teach. Parents teach children what is delicious by putting food in their own mouths and whispering, “Yum” what smells good by putting flowers to their noses and sighing, “Ahh.” Parents define kindness, generosity, and love with kisses and hugs, smiles and frowns, questions and answers. Unconsciously, parents teach their children complicated cultural constructions such as manners, grammar, and gender roles.

We do most of this simply by being there in the morning when our children wake up and in the evening when they go to sleep, by living under the same roof. Just being ourselves, we teach them how to be human.

Which is why it comes as no surprise when the children of physicians apply to medical school, or when the sons and daughters of music lovers take up musical instruments. In those families children learn that medicine or music is what grown-ups talk about, study, practice, and love.

Children not only follow in parents’ professional footsteps, they also mimic their mannerisms and absorb their tastes. During adolescence, teenagers notice these patterns with an unpleasant shock and often do what they can to remake themselves by noisily rejecting their parents’ fondest wishes while unconsciously duplicating their gestures and values. There are exceptions galore, but by and large, Democratic Party activists beget Democrats, music lovers beget season-ticket holders, and Jews who care about Judaism beget children who embrace Judaism.

“Cares about Judaism” counts for much more than your family background or even years of Jewish education. In this sense, Judaism is not inherited like brown eyes or freckles.1 It is transmitted, parent to child, by example as well as instruction, in countless ways.

The following four “principles” may help you find your way to be an effective Jewish model for your children.

         

1. Model Jewish Learning You do not have to know “everything.” In fact, whenever a child asks a question that goes beyond your ability to answer, you have an opportunity to teach one of Judaism’s great lessons: learning is for everyone. When you tell your child, “I don’t know. Let’s look it up together,” you demonstrate that Jewish learning is a lifelong endeavor—and if you do it with a smile, one of life’s pleasures. Learning together with a child gives him or her a sense of shared purpose with the adults they love, which makes them feel grown-up, powerful, and good about themselves.

You don’t have to speak Hebrew, or cook chicken soup, or keep Yiddish folk songs on the CD player to be an effective Jewish role model. You don’t necessarily have to be Jewish—although an unambiguous Jewish identity provides a solid foundation. But in order to be an effective Jewish parent, it is essential to become, in some way, shape, or form, a student of Judaism for yourself.

There are many things parents learn “for the children”: which car seat is safest, how to mediate between siblings, how to solve algebra problems all over again. Similarly, many parents start to learn about Judaism “for the children.” But if exposing your children to their tradition remains the only reason for your connection to Judaism, if holiday celebrations are centered solely around children and have no adult content, if you find no reason to enter a temple apart from walking your kids into Sunday school, and your only Jewish commitment is a car pool, your kids will probably come to share your view that Judaism is for children only. They will learn that Judaism is something children outgrow.

But when sons and daughters see mothers and fathers reading Jewish books, taking Jewish courses, bringing Jewish questions and enthusiasms to the dinner table, they absorb the idea that Jewish study is something grown-ups do. And they will want to do it, too.

         

2. Identify Jewish Teachable Moments Everyday life is filled with what educators call “teachable moments,” opportunities to tease out a fact, practice a skill, encourage appreciation, introduce a new word, explore a moral dilemma. Parents tend to do this automatically. Driving in the car you might say, “See that sign? It says, ‘Merge.’ Do you know what that word means?” Walking in the park you might stop and say, “Do you hear that sound? It’s a robin singing.”

Connecting Jewish moments—or words or objects or values—with your child’s natural curiosity is a simple extension of this process. Many Jewish teachable moments are embedded in the holidays, Shabbat, and life-cycle rituals. Judaism’s entire ritual structure might be seen as a way to insure that such moments happen to every Jewish child. “Look at the special challah I got for Rosh Hashanah.” “How many candles in the menorah tonight?”

Nowhere is this more obvious than during Passover. The seder, most beloved of all Jewish rituals, was actually structured to beguile little children, to provoke their questions, to create a whole evening of teachable moments.

But Jewish teachable moments don’t have to be limited to “Jewish time.” Parents can introduce Hebrew words into everyday speech: boker tov and leila tov (good morning and good night), Ima (Mommy) and Abba (Daddy). Shopping for food can be a time to teach about tzedakah (righteous giving): “Would you like to pick out a can of soup for tzedakah to bring to the temple’s food drive?” Vacationing in a new city or country, put some Jewish “sights” on your itinerary: “How is this synagogue different from ours?”

         

3. Create Positive Jewish Memories Most Jewish adults will tell you that their happiest and most meaningful Jewish childhood memories are connected to family celebrations, and associated with meals and good times. Or else they are connected to summer camping or youth groups. Providing your children with these memories requires planning: inviting guests to your holiday table, saving for camp, choosing a synagogue with a strong youth program.

Another kind of cherished memory is created in the rhythms of the day and the week, reading Jewish storybooks at bedtime, visiting the bakery for challah and cupcakes every Friday, making origami frogs for the family seder.

         

4. Make Room for Holy Moments Children are curious about God. They ask what God looks like, where God lives, what God wants. The best way to answer is by asking your child what she thinks God looks like, where he thinks God lives, and what he believes God wants. Avoid telling a child that she is “wrong.” Be honest and say, “Nobody knows what God looks like.” Or “Everyone spends their life trying to figure out what God wants.”

It may help to put aside the “G word” and its unfortunate association with a bearded old man in the sky. If your child asks about God, share the “holy moments” in your life: the birth of a baby or the first sight of an adopted child, the glow of Shabbat candles on your children’s faces. Jewish life provides many openings for such “holy moments.” Take advantage of them; point out the beauty of your holidays, the peace of your Sabbath table, acknowledge and name these holy moments.

Whenever you say a prayer—any prayer—you help your child frame a moment of wonder or peace as an expression or acknowledgment of holiness. And whenever or however your child expresses awe or reverence, applaud their sensitivity.
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Values and Goals

Jewish parents celebrate the birth of children with delight, with food, and with an ancient promise called brit—covenant. Brit is the way Jews conceive of their relationship with God: it is a contract renewed in every generation when parents gather family, friends, and community to say, “This child is now part of the Jewish people.”

This covenant is “sealed” with rituals and celebrations (explained in Chapter 6). But the ceremonies are only the beginning of this “bargain.” At virtually every brit milah (covenant of circumcision) or brit bat (covenant for a daughter), parents and friends recite a prayer/wish/promise that constitutes the “fine print” of the brit:


As he/she has been brought into the covenant, so may he/she enter into Torah, huppah [the wedding canopy] and ma’asim tovim [good deeds].1


This ancient threefold wish gives voice to the dreams and hopes of Jewish parents. Generations understand and interpret these terms differently, but the fundamental principles transcend history, because they express universal wishes that children reach their full potential—intellectually, emotionally, morally, and spiritually.

Torah, huppah, ma’asim tovim. Each of these ideas is both metaphor and goal, each implies traditional values and demands authentic standards. And though they may seem like nouns, they are really imperative verbs. Torah means “Learn.” Huppah means “Love.” Ma’asim tovim means “Live righteously.”

These principles are not abstractions, because each of them is a mitzvah. Mitzvah is the Hebrew word for “commandment” or “good deed,” or “Jewish obligation.” There really is no English term that captures the complexity of this concept. Mitzvah is simultaneously value and goal, concept and action. Mitzvah is praxis—it is how you “do” Judaism, which is an activist tradition, passionately concerned with the details of how life should be lived. Matters of faith are, by comparison, left unspoken, which is why it’s no accident that the threefold prayer for babies does not mention God.

Of course, for many Jews, “commandments” imply a divine Commander, which means that mitzvot (the plural of mitzvah), laid out in the revealed scripture, called Torah, must be obeyed. But there are other ways to understand mitzvot and to feel commanded or directed by Jewish tradition.

The Hasidic teacher Rabbi Yehuda Aryeh-Lieb of Ger discerned a relationship between the Hebrew mitzvah and an Aramaic word that means “together,” and taught that a mitzvah could be seen as an act that unites people and connects people with the divine.2 Thus, teaching and modeling mitzvot to your children becomes a way to unite them with the Jewish people throughout history and around the world, and also to unite their lives with such sacred purposes as shalom (peace) and tzedek (justice).

Merle Feld, a contemporary Jewish feminist, recasts the word in a different light. “I can’t honestly say we are ‘commanded’ to rest—it’s not my language—I don’t think I’ve ever felt ‘commanded’ to observe Shabbat or anything else for that matter. ‘Invited’ feels like a more accurate verb for me.”3

Being a Jewish parent means forging your own understanding of and connection to these mitzvot, and then teaching and showing your children how to learn, love, and do good—as Jews.

         

Torah Torah is a complicated word. “The Torah” refers to the first five books of the Hebrew Bible,*1 also called the Pentateuch, or the Five Books of Moses.

“A Torah” is the handwritten scroll from which Jews read in an annual cycle of Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers, and Deuteronomy.

“Torah” means “teaching,” and can refer to much more than the Five Books of Moses. It may be applied to the entire Bible—as well as to Jewish commentaries, starting with the Talmud and embracing contemporary theology.

Finally, since every person is unique and every person has something to contribute to the ongoing conversation about Jewish texts and Jewish life, everyone can be said to be in possession of his or her own “Torah.”

The Talmud, the great collection of Jewish thought compiled between 200 B.C.E. and 500 C.E., places Torah study at the apex of all human endeavor:


These are the obligations without measure, whose reward, too, is without measure: To honor mother and father, to perform acts of lovingkindness, to attend the house of study daily, to welcome the stranger, to visit the sick, to rejoice with the bride and bridegroom, to comfort the bereaved, to pray with sincerity, to make peace when there is strife.

And the study of Torah is equal to them all.4


Torah study is considered a delight and one of life’s great pleasures, yet it is not entirely its own reward. As the Talmud points out, it is meant to lead to all forms of righteous behavior: offering hospitality, making peace where there is strife, participating in all of life’s pleasures (weddings) and sorrows (funerals)—in other words, Torah study is the path to doing mitzvot.

A life of Torah may also be understood as an ongoing engagement with others in a lively reading and rereading of Jewish texts. Torah study is not accomplished through memorization and recitation, nor can it ever be “mastered,” since Torah is an ongoing, dynamic, and essentially creative process.

Nevertheless, the process of Jewish learning does yield intellectual rewards. The back-and-forth dialectic that is the essence of classical Torah study, encourages curiosity, diligence, intellectual precision. It rewards hard questions and honors new ideas. Students of Torah are expected to disagree with one another and even with their teachers—respectfully but forcefully.

Torah celebrates context (the warmth of community) as well as content (the light of insight). Or, in more traditional language:


It is a tree of life to those who hold fast to it

And all of its supporters are happy.5


Teaching “Torah” Universal literacy among Jews is a long-standing tradition. Even in times and places when reading and writing were the privilege of aristocracies and their minions, Jews taught their sons to read. The most sought-after groom was not a rich man but a promising scholar. And even though literacy was considered less important for women, fathers in every generation saw to it that their daughters learned to read, though often in a vernacular, such as Yiddish, rather than the sacred language of Hebrew.

The American Jewish community is famous for academic attainment. In any given year, 20–40 percent of students at Ivy League schools are Jewish,6 as are nearly 40 percent of America’s recent Nobel laureates.7 But Jewish literacy is another matter. While most American Jews are familiar with the works of Shakespeare, the writings of Maimonides are known to a much smaller number. Only a minority can read Hebrew.

Jewish parents are becoming less tolerant of this discrepancy between general and Judaic knowledge and are working to provide their children with a solid understanding of Jewish concepts, languages, values, and texts.

No two Jews will agree on what belongs on a list of the fundamentals of Jewish literacy, but for the sake of a worthwhile argument, here is one attempt at an outline of the Jewish Basics that will guide you as you consider what you want your own child to learn:

         

• A Jewish Vocabulary English, Yiddish, and Hebrew terms that give the speaker a sense of membership and mastery of some basic Jewish concepts: synagogue, Israel, rabbi, cantor, chutzpah, kippah, mitzvah, schlep, shalom, Shema, Shabbat, Torah, tzedakah.

         

• Familiarity with Jewish Holidays The annual cycle of major celebrations: Rosh Hashanah, Yom Kippur, Sukkot, Simchat Torah, Hanukkah, Purim, Passover, Shavuot. Also, Tu B’Shvat, Holocaust Remembrance Day, Israel Independence Day, Tisha B’Av.

         

• Biblical Characters and Bible Stories The stories we’ve been telling our children from the beginning: Adam and Eve, Noah and the Flood, Abraham and Sarah, Isaac and Rachel, Jacob and Leah and Rebecca, Joseph and his brothers, Moses, Aaron, Miriam and the Exodus, Ruth the convert, Isaiah the prophet.

         

• Famous Jews Names that are a source of identity and pride: the Baal Shem Tov, Bruria, Martin Buber, Albert Einstein, Anne Frank, Abraham Joshua Heschel, Emma Lazarus, Maimonides, Golda Meir, Rashi, Yitzhak and Leah Rabin, Jonas Salk, Henrietta Szold.

         

• Jewish Geography Finding ourselves around the world: Jerusalem, Babylonia, Barcelona, Warsaw, Chelm, Borough Park, Tel Aviv.

         

• Jewish History From Ancient Israel to the State of Israel, the four-thousand-year saga includes the Golden Age in medieval Spain, the Holocaust, and the story of the Jews in America.

         

• Modern Jewish Culture High and low: the stories of Sholom Aleichem and the humor of Mel Brooks, the klezmer stylings of Mickey Katz and the symphonies of Leonard Bernstein, the show tunes of George and Ira Gershwin and the pop tunes of Paul Simon, the fiction of Cynthia Ozick and Allegra Goodman.

         

• Teaching Tools From board books to young-adult fare, children’s books are a great resource for parents as well as kids. Sharing books with Jewish content is an intimate way to create indelible and positive connections. Ask children’s librarians (both in synagogues and in public libraries) for recommendations. For updates on new titles, see “Notable Children’s Books” at www.jewishlibraries.org.

Ultimately, Jewish literacy requires some kind of formal Jewish education. Unfortunately, many adults recall Hebrew school as a miserable or irrelevant experience that may have even alienated them from Judaism and Jewish life. To instill a love of Torah—a lasting commitment to Jewish learning that can be a source of meaning and connection—means insisting on excellence in whatever Jewish educational institution you select for your children.

Parents must apply the same standards to Hebrew school curricula and teaching as we do for public or private school. Parents also have to hold their children to the same standards in terms of attendance, getting homework done, and respect for teachers. Kids need to know that their Jewish studies are not on a par with “extracurricular activities” such as dance lessons, gymnastics, or soccer.

One of the best ways to do this is by modeling Jewish learning yourself. If you are taking an adult education class, make sure your children know about it: “The babysitter is here so Mommy can go to her Hebrew class.” Or, “I’ll be in the temple library reading a Jewish book while you’re in Sunday school.”

But Jewish learning is not just a matter of classrooms and books. Taking the family to Jewish book fairs, children’s music and storytelling concerts, Israel Independence Day parades, Jewish craft fairs, synagogue Purim fairs, and Hanukkah parties are also ways to impart Jewish basics. Participating in community and/or synagogue-sponsored social-action projects brings Jewish values to life. Summer camps and youth groups give children new sets of Jewish peers and Jewish communities in addition to and separate from their families.

         

Huppah When the word huppah is used at a baby’s brit ceremony, it is usually translated as “marriage,” an image that seems both a little silly (she can’t even lift her head yet!) and melancholy (before you know it…). But huppah is as complex a word as “Torah.” It means “that which covers or floats above,” making the marriage canopy a beautiful and multifaceted symbol that hovers over the ineffable power of human love.8

On the most basic level, the huppah symbolizes bedclothes. In Talmudic times, a groom’s father would set up a purple tent in his courtyard and the couple consummated the marriage within it. The canopy has not been used as a bedroom for centuries, but it remains as a kind of public affirmation and celebration of sexuality.

Judaism frowns on celibacy, and encourages marriage and parenthood for everyone in the community. Many contemporary Jews read huppah as an umbrella term that covers all committed relationships, including those between gay and lesbian couples. The huppah proclaims that physical love can be holy.

Huppah also stands for the new home being established by the wedding couple. It is a unique model of home. Nothing like a fortress, but open on all four sides like Abraham’s tent, it is always ready to welcome strangers who may turn out to be emissaries from God. Indeed, even during the wedding ceremony, the huppah is “inhabited,” not only by the bride and groom. Depending on local custom, there may be a rabbi (or two), a cantor (or two), both sets of parents, and other witnesses. The huppah is not only a bedroom, it is a living room.

The huppah is also a symbol of community and the relationship between individual families and the larger “family” of Israel. Most huppot (the plural of huppah) are held aloft on poles by four honored relatives or friends. The four faces surrounding the couple are the pillars of the “house” and represent the community. Their presence reassures the couple that their relationship will have the support and fellowship it needs to thrive.

The huppah is a symbol of the Jewish future, the place where the first mitzvah, “Be fruitful and multiply,”9 will be fulfilled, where Jewish children will be conceived and nurtured.

In the Jewish mystical tradition, the huppah is a sign of God’s presence. The Bible uses the metaphors of bride and groom to describe the relationship between the people of Israel and God, and the Zohar compares the tabernacle built by the Israelites in the desert to a bridal canopy.10 According to one legend, the divine Name floats above the huppah, making the space spiritually charged. At some weddings, after the ceremony, people come forward to pray under it and couples who have been married for a long time come forward to reconnect with the feelings that brought them to their own huppah.

While any piece of fabric can serve as the canopy at a wedding, many couples marry under a tallit, a prayer shawl. The ritual fringes and knots on the four corners of the tallit—called tzitzit—are reminders of the mitzvot or connections between the Jewish people, to the dream of peace (shalom) and justice (tzedek), and to God.

Finally, a huppah can be raised anywhere, testifying to the mobility and flexibility of Jewish tradition. The portability of the huppah also shows that human beings can transform any place on earth into a Jewish space, into a holy place, into an occasion for rejoicing.

         

Teaching “Huppah” A prayer that your child be “entered into huppah” is a prayer that he grow up to be an adult capable of love and commitment to another human being. It is also a prayer that your child will love and marry as a Jew.

There are no guarantees in parenting, especially when it comes to such mysterious matters as our children’s love lives. We can only provide the best Jewish examples we can—and hope. The examples are, however, crucial.

Parents “teach huppah” in all the ways they treat one another. Children learn about loving relationships and develop expectations about marriage and commitment by watching what their parents do and say. The best lessons are taught by affectionate and respectful partners who take time for each other. It also helps to avoid jokes that belittle marriage and to voice disapproval of negative stereotypes that populate much of the mass media.

The image of the huppah as a welcoming Jewish home means extending family feeling beyond the confines of the nuclear family. In this sense, teaching huppah means being a model of hospitality: supporting family and friends through bad times and celebrating with them during good times, making sure there’s a comfortable sofa bed for guests, inviting guests to the Friday-night Shabbat table—and the Tuesday lunch table, too.

         

Ma’asim Tovim There are countless kinds of good deeds: giving money to the local Jewish federation, volunteering in a Jewish agency, becoming a physician, visiting the sick, membership in Amnesty International, running for Congress, organizing a food drive, cooking for a grieving member of your temple. According to the Talmud, “Though it is not your duty to complete the work, neither are you free to desist from it.”11

         

Teaching “Ma’asim Tovim” This entails showing children that Jews are supposed to behave as though everything we do in life can make the world a better place.

Judaism does not leave good deeds to the vicissitudes of human kindness or generosity. For Jews, feeding the hungry, clothing the naked, and housing the homeless are not voluntary acts of charity. The word “charity” derives from the Latin caritas, and means “Christian love” the Hebrew word that underlies the Jewish obligation to do good (tzedakah) is tzedek, which means “justice.” The Jewish community as a whole is obligated to organize on behalf of the poor and the needy, but every individual must assume the responsibility, too.

Ma’asim tovim—good deeds—include three kinds of actions: tzedakah, gemilut hassadim, and tikkun olam.

Tzedakah, “righteous giving,” basically means donating money to the poor. It is a value of paramount importance; according to the Talmud, “Tzedakah is as important as all the other commandments put together.”12

There is no notion of the “undeserving” poor in Judaism; the mitzvah of giving to anyone in need is based upon a belief that all human beings deserve help. And giving is not only a responsibility; it is also seen as a privilege, an expression of dignity and one of the activities that defines a mensch, a good and honorable person. Thus, Jewish law requires that the poor give to those less fortunate than themselves—even if their gift comes directly from someone else’s tzedakah.13

Gemilut hassadim, “acts of lovingkindness,” are the kinds of activities Americans associate with voluntarism, such as reading to the blind or working in a soup kitchen. Money cannot assuage some kinds of pain, thus gemilut hassadim calls for a face-to-face encounter with need. Its traditional forms include providing clothes for the naked, visiting the sick, comforting mourners, accompanying the dead to the grave, providing for brides, and offering hospitality to strangers. A contemporary definition might also include helping people find jobs, teaching people to read, providing shelter for the homeless, saving animals from suffering, planting trees, and lifting the spirits of the depressed.

Tikkun olam, “the repair of the world,” is the religious obligation to work for peace, freedom, equality, justice for all people, and the protection of the natural world. The distinctions between religious duties and social obligations are blurred in Jewish life. The notion of redemption articulated by the biblical prophets calls for an end to poverty, bigotry, and all forms of oppression.14 Tikkun olam assumes that the world is not perfect, but that it is perfectible, and in our hands.

         

Teaching Righteousness Providing children with models and age-appropriate experiences of charitable giving, kindness, and repairing the world, teaches them not only about the problems and needs around them, but also that it is in their power to make things better.

Make tzedakah a part of your child’s weekly allowance. Open your checkbook and show them how much you give to charity, and what organizations you support. Support school tzedakah and volunteer projects. Ask if the bar and bat mitzvah curriculum has a social-justice or charitable component.

If you do volunteer work, let your children know what you are doing and why, and provide appropriate opportunities for them to volunteer, too. Teaching children about tikkun olam can include suggesting they e-mail Congress about topics discussed in social studies classes, taking them to rallies, supporting local recycling efforts, and engaging them in discussion of the political issues of the day—injecting a Jewish perspective wherever it applies. (For more about tzedakah, see Chapter 4.)

BOOKS FOR CHILDREN

Because Nothing Looks Like God, by Karen Kushner and Lawrence Kushner (Jewish Lights, 2000).

The Bedtime Sh’ma, by Sarah Gershman (EKS, 2007). The CD of the same name is performed by Rabbi Julie Andelman.

God’s Paintbrush, In God’s Name, and other books by Rabbi Sandy Eisenberg Sasso (Jewish Lights).

What Is God? by Etan Boritzer (Firefly, 1990). Part of a series that includes What Is Right? and What Is Death?

BOOKS FOR PARENTS

Jewish Literacy by Rabbi Joseph Telushkin (William Morrow, 1991).

Living a Jewish Life by Anita Diamant and Howard Cooper (HarperCollins, 2007).

When Children Ask About God: A Guide for Parents Who Don’t Always Have All the Answers, by Harold S. Kushner (Schocken, 1995).

BOOKS FOR CHILDREN AND PARENTS TO READ TOGETHER

The Book of Miracles: A Young Person’s Guide to Jewish Spirituality, by Lawrence Kushner (Jewish Lights, 1997).

A Coat for the Moon and Other Jewish Tales, selected and retold by Howard Schwartz and Barbara Rush (Jewish Publication Society, 2000).

Does God Have a Big Toe?: Stories About Stories in the Bible, by Marc Gellman (HarperTrophy, 1993).



Chapter 2
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Creating a Jewish Space

Home is where the heart is, where tastes are shaped, where the eye first focuses, where identity is forged. Home is the place where children learn life’s most intimate and powerful lessons about love, respect, beauty, sanctity, and community. Most people think of their homes as a haven, a refuge from the rest of the world. In Jewish tradition, the home is called a mikdash ma’at, “little sanctuary.” Making your little sanctuary into a Jewish space is more a matter of what your family does inside it (celebrating holidays, welcoming guests, learning and teaching) than what it looks like.

But physical surroundings are not incidental. There are countless ways to identify your home as a Jewish space and to make it a beautiful setting for Jewish living: a mezuzah on the doorway, candlesticks and a kiddush cup on the mantle, Jewish books on the shelves, a Jewish calendar and kosher cookbooks in the kitchen, a tzedakah box in the dining room, a Chagall print in the living room.

Whatever your tastes or interests, if you make your Jewishness visible, the implicit lesson for children is pride in the family’s identity and traditions. You also teach—without saying a word—that Judaism is not something to pull out of a cupboard three times a year, but a beautiful part of everyday life.

DOORS AND WALLS

The Mezuzah The little box on the doorways of a Jewish home tells the outside world: “Jews live here.” But its main function is to remind the Jews inside: “Jews live here.”

Inside each mezuzah, there is a handwritten parchment scroll called a klaf, which is inscribed with the Shema, the affirmation of God’s oneness, and the commandments to love God everywhere, “When you sit in your home, when you walk by the way, when you lie down, and when you rise up.” The klaf also contains the words “and you shall write them upon the doorposts of your house.”

A mezuzah is a signal that the space within is a place where special, holy things can happen. In traditional language, the goal for what happens inside a Jewish home is shalom bayit—“peace in (or of) the house.” Shalom/peace here does not mean the absence of conflict: no family is stress-free or problem-free. Shalom bayit is what happens when people act respectfully toward one another, parents toward children as well as children toward parents. The mezuzah thus serves as a reminder to leave “garbage” outside when you enter, and to take shalom bayit with you when you leave.

The practice of hanging mezuzot (the plural of mezuzah) dates back to biblical times and has been part of the Jewish landscape ever since. Containers can be made of any material—wood, ceramic, silver, glass—and are available at Judaica shops and from catalogues in a wide variety of styles and prices. There are colorful, fun designs made especially for children’s rooms, decorated with balloons, Noah’s ark animals, or teddy bears.

Mezuzah cases and their scrolls are usually sold separately. Since the scrolls are handwritten by a trained scribe (sofer in Hebrew), the parchment may cost more than the case.

Mezuzot are usually hung within thirty days of moving into a new house, but a “naked” doorway may be dressed at any time. A mezuzah is hung on the front door of a home and may also go on every doorway inside, except for doors to closets and bathrooms. It goes on the right-hand side as you enter, on the upper third of the doorway. A mezuzah is hung at an angle, with the top facing inward.

Two simple blessings are said when you hang a mezuzah:


Baruch Ata Adonai Eloheynu Melech Ha-olam asher kid’shanu b’mitzvotav vitsivanu likboa mezuzah.

Blessed be the Eternal One, Source of Life, by Whose power we sanctify life with the mitzvah of affixing this mezuzah.

Baruch Ata Adonai Eloheynu Melech Ha-olam shehechiyanu v’keyamanu v’higianu lazman hazeh.

Blessed be the Eternal One, Source of Life, Who has given us life, helped us to grow, and enabled us to reach this moment.


Make sure your children are with you as you hang the mezuzah, or make it an occasion—a housewarming party called a Hanukkat HaBayit, “dedication of the home.” You can ask your guests to gather outside the door while the family says the blessings and hangs the mezuzah. Then, as each person enters the newly dedicated home, he or she offers a blessing or wish for the family: that the house should always be filled with laughter, that the company gather soon and often for happy occasions, that squirrels never nest in the attic.




What It Says Inside the Mezuzah

Listen, Israel, Adonai the Eternal, Adonai is One.

You shall love your God with all your heart, with all your soul, and with all your might. And these words, which I command you this day, shall be upon your heart. You shall teach them diligently to your children, and shall speak of them when you sit in your home, when you walk by the way, when you lie down, and when you rise up. You shall bind them as a sign upon your hand, and they shall be for frontlets between your eyes. You shall write them upon the doorposts of your home and upon your gates.

And it will come to pass, if you will listen diligently to My commandments which I command you this day, to love your God and to serve Me with all your heart and with all your soul, that I will bring rain to the land in its season, rain in autumn and rain in spring and harvest rich in grain and wine and oil. And there will be grass in the fields for the cattle and abundant food to eat. But you must take care not to be lured away to serve gods of luxury and fashion, turning away from Me. For I will turn My face from you, and I will close the heavens and hold back the rain and the earth will bear no fruit and you will soon perish from the good land that I am giving you. Therefore impress My words upon your heart and upon your soul; bind them as a sign upon your hand, let them serve as frontlets between your eyes. Teach them to your children and talk about them when you are at home and when you are away, in the evening and the morning. Write them on the doorposts of your home and upon your gates. Then will your days be multiplied and the days of your children, upon the land which I promised to give to your ancestors, as the days of the heavens above the earth.1



Home Decoration Your home says a lot about you. The art on the walls, the bookshelves, the presence of religious images and ritual items express your values as well as your tastes. Your home also provides your children with an aesthetic benchmark and a visual vocabulary. There are many ways to incorporate Jewish elements into your home decoration, not only for its own sake but also to inspire your children.

The rabbinic principal of hiddur mitzvah holds that whenever Jews need a physical object to fulfill a commandment, the object should be beautiful. Thus, while you can say the blessing over wine using a chipped coffee mug, it’s better to use a fine china kiddush cup, which enhances enjoyment of the mitzvah.

Of course, what one woman calls art is another woman’s vision of tacky kitsch. Fortunately, there has never been a greater choice of Jewish art objects or ritual items, which means that there is no reason to “settle” for a pair of candlesticks or a kiddush cup you don’t love.

Living a Jewish life usually entails the purchase of ritual and seasonal objects, from Shabbat candlesticks to Rosh Hashanah greeting cards. The Jewish life cycle comes with a whole set of accoutrements as well: a ketubah (marriage certificate), birth announcements, photographs from the bar mitzvah, and so on. Displaying such items rather than keeping them in a cupboard or drawer gives family and friends occasion to revisit good times.

Jewish ritual objects are decorative elements, too. A particularly handsome hanukkiah (Hanukkah menorah) can stay on the mantle all year round. Some people start a collection of a favorite ritual object, such as spice boxes, and display them. And many couples frame and hang their ketubah.

There are lots of creative ways to incorporate personal, Jewish images in your decor; for example, family heirlooms such as a challah cover hand-embroidered in the old country, or a great-grandparent’s passport, can be framed and displayed. Depending on your interests, you can hang photographs of Israel, Hebrew calligraphy, posters from the Jewish Museum, illustrated Jewish calendars, prints or posters by such well-known Jewish artists as Marc Chagall, Ben Shahn, Chaim Gross, and Agam.

The Jewish holidays provide opportunities to fill your home with beautiful touches your children will enjoy and remember. In addition to displaying your child’s Rosh Hashanah artwork and livening up the Hanukkah table with colorful paper goods, the holidays can be occasions for buying fresh flowers, creating vivid centerpieces out of recyclables and toys, rearranging the art on the walls, hanging a banner on the front door. (Chapter 4, “Defining Jewish Time,” contains specific suggestions for celebrating holidays.)



Creating Jewish Space for Children

• If your child’s room lacks a mezuzah, let him or her select one or make one, and celebrate with a family party when you hang it.

• Teach your children the traditional gesture of touching the mezuzah and then kissing their fingers.

• Make a mezuzah for the doll’s house.

• Put your child’s name on his or her door in Hebrew and English.

• Decorate your child’s room with colorful posters of the Hebrew alphabet, Israel, the Jewish holidays.

• Post drawings or paintings from Hebrew school on the refrigerator.

• Put magnetic Hebrew letters on the refrigerator.

• When your child creates a real “masterpiece” of Jewish art, have it framed and hang it in a prominent place.

• As each holiday approaches, put the Jewish books about the upcoming celebration face out on the child’s bookcase.


THE LIBRARY

Jews have long been called “the people of the book.” In fact, we are the people of the library. Given the levels of educational achievement among

























































































OEBPS/images/Diam_9780805212303_epub_001_r1.jpg
HOW
TO RAISE A
JEWISH CHILD

A Practical Handbook
for Family Life

Anita Diamant
with Karen Kushner

ey ok e ekl et





OEBPS/images/Diam_9780805212303_epub_002_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Diam_9780805212303_epub_cvi_r1.jpg
SCHOCKEN BOOKS

HOW TO RAISE
A JEWISH
CHILD

ANITA DIAMANT WITH
KAREN KUSHNER





OEBPS/images/Diam_9780805212303_epub_003_r1.jpg
Parents
as Teachers





