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In this High Holiday Reader, in partnership with the Jewish Agency for Israel, you will find an overview
of each of the upcoming high holidays, customs from Jews around the world, and writings from Jews
representing various identities. Finally, each section contains reflection exercises to help foster a
sense of connection to the meaning behind Rosh HaShanah, Yom Kippur, and Sukkot: Returning to
our best selves as individuals, organizations and communities (Teshuva).  

Let the heartfelt writings, Torah, reflections, and the Belonging Checklist at the end,  guide you and
our leadership where all Jews and their loved ones find meaningful reflection and commitment to
change, a culture of belonging, and hope for a sweet new year. 

To the reader, you are probably curious or actively working on issues of social/racial justice and
equity in the Jewish community. As we enter into the holiest time of the year in our calendar, whether
secular, spiritual, or religious in some way, we take our regrets, missteps, hopes and passion for
Jewish Equity, Diversity, and Inclusion with us into these days of reflection and Teshuvah. 

In the words of Sephardic Rabbi Yehuda ben Shmuel ibn Abbas:

Knock on the gates of compassion to open ַֹעֲרֵי רַחֲמִים לִפְתּח שַׁ פְקוּ בְּ דָּ

Let us be reminded that we are made in the Divine image and our deeds can bring down much
needed compassion and justice into the world. 

About the Reader
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We commonly use phrases like “our community,” the “Jewish community,” or “am yisrael – the people
of Israel,” when we refer to ourselves collectively.  

One name for our community that used to be more common, but is less so today, is “amcha.”
“Amcha” literally means “your people.”Whose people? Pretty clearly, “amcha” is referring to G-d,
and so “your people” means “G-d’s people.”

This has particular resonance during Rosh Hashanah and the ten days of repentance that lead up to
Yom Kippur, as we add in our daily prayers:
לוֹם  ִּים טוֹבִים ולְּשָׁ רָאֵל לְחַי ית יִשְׂ ךָ֒ בֵּ תֵב לְפָנֶיֽךָ אֲנַחְֽנוּ וְכָל עַמְּ ָּכֵר וְנִכָּ לוֹם ופַּרְנָסָה טוֹבָה נִז רָכָה וְשָׁ ִּים בְּ סֵֽפֶר חַי בְּ
“May we be remembered and inscribed before You in the book of life, blessing, peace and abundant
maintenance; we and all Your people, the House of Israel, for a good life and peace.”

Well, G-d,  “your people” have had another amazing, challenging, scary but exhilarating year. In the
past year, your people have saved lives in Ukraine and Russia, resettled refugees in Israel, Europe
and North America, brought new olim to Israel from every corner of the globe, including a renewed
aliyah from Ethiopia, strengthened the security of dozens of our communities with more to come,
launched mental health supports across the Jewish community, brought relief to victims of trauma,
built affinity groups that make our communities more welcoming and inclusive, provided important
leadership development to our professionals and lay leaders alike, and much more. 

And G-d, your people could not have done it without you, but we also know we can not accomplish
anything without each other. Your people have worked together consistently and collaboratively,
lifting each other up, learning from each other and teaching each other, making an impact that can
only be achieved by collective action. 

Finally, G-d, your people come to this New Year 5784 in humility and reflection, preparing to care for
the needs of the Jewish people once again in the coming year, in our own communities and around
the world. 

On behalf of the lay leaders and professional team at the Jewish Federations of North America, we
wish you and all your loved ones a happy, healthy and sweet new year. We thank you for all that you
are doing for the Jewish people and look forward to working together in 5784! Shanah tova!

Your People

Julie Platt, Chair of the Board, Jewish Federations of North America
|Eric Fingerhut, President & CEO, Jewish Federations of North America



The Hebrew month of Tishrei is woven with a 3,000-year-old annual campaign to love, cherish and
protect humanity’s common bond and to never give up on the world and its inhabitants. 

On Rosh Hashanah, the first day of the month, we hear the shofar’s call for change, reminding us
that the world is never immutable, no matter how fixed society might seem. Ten days later on Yom
Kippur, we embody that change by disrupting our habits for a day, punctuating the 25-hour fast with
individual and communal commitments to live with integrity. Three whole days later, we dwell in a
sukkah of peace, a tent that in its parameters is truly big enough for everyone.

What bridges these days together is the birthday of humanity, or as the liturgy states hayom harat
olam — today, the world was created. Our sages taught that the world was created on the 25th day
of the previous month, Elul. Since Adam and Eve were created on the sixth day of the creation story
Genesis 1:27, that makes the first day of Tishrei the birthday of humanity.

Like our individual birthdays, these Days of Awe and raw emotion encourage us to reflect on our
collective and individual choices, assess our missteps, and integrate forthright changes so that we
can reinstate our capacity as a species to build a world of humility, sacredness and shared fortitude.
As I write these words, I can’t help but think how different this Tishrei will be. As humanity prepares to
mark its birthday, there are too many ways in which our planet faces an uncertain future. One has to
wonder: Can the spiritual technology of Tishrei respond to a moment beset by the culture wars of our
day, and profound polarization?

With an election year ahead, 5784 will test our patience, our ability to self-regulate when issues arise,
and our moral conviction and strength. May this year be a year of seeing ourselves in the other,
engaging in spiritual push-ups. And like physical push-ups, it is not always easy, but it is worth it.

The new Jewish year will dawn at a time of great complexity. But Tishrei is also a moment to set a
new standard and redefine humanity’s bond for the better — every year. These High Holidays teach
us not to ignore or repel the realities of life but to remain vigilant in reimagining what is possible. 

The High Holidays tell us to never
give up on humanity.

Rabbi Isaiah J. Rothstein, Rabbinic Scholar and Public Affairs Advisor 

https://www.sefaria.org/Genesis.1.27?lang=he-en&utm_source=myjewishlearning.com&utm_medium=sefaria_linker


Love and honor yourself: So many in our generation feel lonely and helpless. How can you remind
yourself of your unique soul qualities? If you listen to yourself, the answers will arise.

Consider your choices, actions and inactions: During the month of Tishrei, we engage in a process
called teshuvah, returning to our best selves. What is something you regret or wish to free
yourself of? Teshuvah is believing you can make life more pleasant for you and your fellow
humans.

Unlearn that which is harmful, unjust and untrue: At the close of the fall holiday season on
Simchat Torah, we return to the Torah as if it were brand new– not only because the rabbis were
romantics, but also because sometimes we need to circle back to what we thought we knew to
really move forward. What do we need to unlearn as a society to move forward? What do you as
an individual need to unlearn?

Here are three ways you might do that this year:



Elul, the month preceding Rosh Hashanah, is a time for reflection and preparation for a new
beginning. We think about how to set ourselves up for a successful year and what direction we would
like to see our lives take. Though we cannot predict every part of the year to come, an intentional
planning process will help us best know how to recalibrate when the unexpected, yet inevitable enters
our path.

This year my family was blessed to celebrate my parents' 71th wedding anniversary! When my
parents married they knew they wanted to create and build a strong family unit. Of course, no one
can predict all that may happen, but one can lay the foundation to deal with what one may
encounter. Over the 71 years of my parent’s marriage, there have been unexpected, and even tragic,
events in our family, but the strength of the roots of our family tree that my parents intentionally
planted has kept us grounded throughout painful and celebratory times. My parents were secure in
their values and direction and so our family tree blossomed on a solid and healthy foundation, which
allowed my parents to impart their values to their children, my siblings and me; and on to our
children, and now even our grandchildren.

Our tradition teaches that the Hebrew month of Elul is an acronym for “Ani Lodi V’Dodi Li” from
chapter 6 of the Song of Songs, meaning, “I am my beloved and my beloved is mine.” Many couples
say these words under the wedding huppah. These words are not only beautiful, they also represent
a deep commitment to another person, to all they value and hold dear. My parents have
demonstrated 71 years of such commitment, and this year, Jewish Federations celebrates 121 years
of commitment to this community’s vibrant Jewish life. Each one of us is nurturing a branch of our
community tree. More than enjoying the fruits of our beautiful community tree, it is about watering it,
taking care of the needs of it, and creating an atmosphere for growth; and even finding space for
new seeds.

As we use our Elul to reflect on our priorities this year, think about where each of you can use your
strengths and passions and make a contribution to our community. 
Each day in the month of Elul, we blow the shofar, the instrument passed down from generation to
generation since the time of our ancestors. The sound of the shofar wakes us up to prepare for the
tasks at hand. May it be so.

Intentionally planted, intentionally
planning
Joan Lubar, Chair of the JEDI Committee,  



Yah, prepare me to be a sanctuary… a living Sanctuary for You.
  
Being a sanctuary for The Eternal One involves recognizing our own humanity and healing our
relationships both with God and those whom we have hurt. To begin, where are you on your
forgiveness list? What are the things you say to yourself about yourself that are unkind, disparaging,
and NOT TRUE!? Are you ready to be compassionate with yourself? Doing so will increase your
capacity to be more compassionate with others, thereby generating even more compassion in the
world. 

Are we being unfair to ourselves? Some of us launch and internally engage in a tirade in response to
the least wrong or embarrassing thing. Begin to recognize the launch and listen for lies and tone.
Have you heard those words from others directed at you? Would you say any of what you are
hearing to another person? Chances are the answer is “NO!” So, why are you saying them to
yourself? 

Second, begin to interrupt the cycle. I love Sylvia Boorstein’s self-talk offering: “Put your hand over
your heart and say, ‘Oh, honey! You’re having a moment! Slow down. Take a deep breath. I promise
you; it will be okay. Take another deep breath. Have a cup of tea; go for a walk around the block or
the building.’” She knows we have time to walk away from that emotional, physical, and spiritual
state to move ourselves to be present to what’s really important. The walk around the block, office,
or home moves us to be present to what we know matters now.  

Everything we do matters. Every step we take has a consequence. Every word we speak has a
reverberation. We choose to smile or not to smile at a stranger. We choose to take offense or shrug
off another’s actions or inactions. We choose to be reactive or responsive every moment of every
day, and some moments we do better in our choices than others. 

What we do and what we say matters, particularly what we say to ourselves and those closest to us,
especially our biological and chosen children. Our kavanah/intentions matter as does our
understanding of who we are growing to become. When our actions do not land as intended, we are
responsible for their impact. When we take responsibility, we can mitigate some of the unintended
harm we have caused.  

When we don’t take responsibility, the negative energy created by our actions or inaction grows and
adds to other existing negative energies. The time may come when we are compelled to recognize
our responsibility and take action to mitigate previous mistakes.  

Making the New Year Real
Sabrina Sojourner, Co-Founding Director, KHAZBAR
JEDI Leadership Mission Alumnus

http://www.sylviaboorstein.com/


Old jealousies, useless fears, rage, anger, and resentments are the poisons we ourselves drink in
hopes that another will die.  
Haughtiness hides our vulnerability and eats up possibility.  
Greed, self-righteousness, and cynicism are vehicles through which we can miss the mark,
making us unable to see the resources that are present before us and available. 

Transformation, hope, and healing: that is the promise of the New Year. We read the story of Sarah
and Hagar on the first day of Rosh Hashanah because each is transformed. Sarah is transformed
from a barren woman to one who gives birth to laughter, experiencing the joy she previously had not
known. In the desert, Hagar’s despair is transformed to hope when the Eternal opens her eyes to see
the water, she had previously missed seeing. Each woman experiences healing and so does Avraham.
Avraham follows God’s counsel, creating peace within his home. 

Giving birth to the possibility of joy and laughter, opening our eyes to see what we may be missing,
and taking the time to make peace requires mindfulness. The cultivation of mindfulness is one of the
essential elements of Jewish practices and that’s why most of us find ways to mindfully step through
the practices and rituals of these Awesome Days to create motion and momentum toward more
good in our lives and, as a consequence, in the world. Like Sarah, we seek possibility. Like Hagar, we
seek to have our eyes opened to what has eluded us. And like Avraham, we are willing to pay the
price of our ego to make peace. 

I invite you to spend these Awesome Days in great-full-ness for all there is, including whatever may
be unpleasant, missing, and/or painful to grow compassion for your own humanness. The Gate of the
Wounded Heart is always open, and these Awesome Days are an opportunity to purge those things
that no longer serve you:  

 
I also invite you to practice generative gratitude, generosity, compassion, hospitality, appreciation,
wisdom, love, and strength as vehicles to mitigate evil. Healing and mindfulness begin with putting
yourself first on your forgiveness list. Be the compassion you want to see in the world by forgiving
yourself for not being perfect, for “failing” others by not meeting their expectations, and for showing
up and not being present. If you’ve already started the practice of forgiving yourself, assess where
you are and how to enhance your practice such that it’s not another excuse to disparage and hurt
yourself. Make this coming year real by giving yourself the space you need to discover the wonderful
being and blessing you are now. Be a living sanctuary for the Holy One, Blessed be The One, because
the Blessed One is already dwelling inside you.  

 שלום טובה וברכה לשנה טובה
Peace, Goodness, and Blessings for the New Year

http://www.mechon-mamre.org/e/et/et0121.htm


Rosh Hashanah



Known as the Jewish New Year
Time of self-reflection, Shofar- Ram’s horn blown ceremonially to represent a “wake up” call for
reflection and returning to our best selves.  
Begins the 10 days of teshuvah (repentance=return or renewal)

Apples and Honey eaten to symbolize the desire for a “sweet” year. Kabbalistically understood to
also counteract the bitterness of judgment.
Rosh Hashanah Seder in Sephardic communities- Many Jews from N. Africa and Hispanic
heritage will have a seder which is a meal featuring symbolic foods (simanim).
Black Eyed Peas Sephardic and some non-European Jews eat Rubia/blackeyed peas to
symbolize hope for increase and growth, especially in the area of good deeds.  Many African
Americans also eat these on Civil New Year to symbolize growth and good luck. Check out some
Sephardic and Mizrachi recipes.
Lemba Jews have a different celebration every Rosh Hashanah – dancing and reflecting about
where they are going and where they want to go. For older people, it is a time of reflection on
connection to God and mitzvot. There are voices in the community who oppose testing new ways,
and this is a process between the adults and the young generation.
L’Shana Tova- the customary greeting of the season meaning “To a good year” in Hebrew.

Facts

Mosaic of Jewish Customs

Reflection Exercises

    1. Teshuvah serves as hope that our past mistakes don’t determine our future. 
       We have the power to change, but we must have the courage to face mistakes 
       and commit to change. Engage with this period in your own life with Sefaria
       and Dr. Erica Brown’s Return: Daily Inspiration for the Days of Awe Z— a collection
       of modern essays with passages for textual study and self-improvement prompts.
 
    2. Have you ever celebrated Rosh Hashanah with a Jew with a different custom? 
        Can you find someone or attend a program?

This year’s Jewish Federations's Rosh Hashanah campaign theme is “Moments Like This.” To find out
how you can support, see your local Federation website.

Rosh Hashana

https://highholidaysathome.com/clip/mizrahi-and-sephardic-rosh-hashanah-recipes-from-jimena
https://sefaria.lt.acemlna.com/Prod/link-tracker?redirectUrl=aHR0cHMlM0ElMkYlMkZ3d3cuc2VmYXJpYS5vcmclMkZSZXR1cm4lM0JfRGFpbHlfSW5zcGlyYXRpb25fZm9yX3RoZV9EYXlzX29mX0F3ZSUzRnRhYiUzRGNvbnRlbnRzJTI2dXRtX3NvdXJjZSUzRE5ld3NsZXR0ZXIlMjZ1dG1fbWVkaXVtJTNEZW1haWwlMjZ1dG1fY29udGVudCUzRFBlcnNwZWN0aXZlcyUyQm9uJTJCc3Bpcml0dWFsJTJCZ3Jvd3RoJTJCdGhyb3VnaCUyQnRoZSUyQmFnZXMlMjZ1dG1fY2FtcGFpZ24lM0QlMjU1QkdFTiUyNTVEJTJCSGlnaCUyQkhvbGlkYXlzJTJCUmVzb3VyY2UlMkIwOTAzMjM%3D&a=%7C%7C27769750%7C%7C&account=sefaria.activehosted.com&email=fLslQc07LxzRTNlgj7Ztg52DP%2B%2FGZcUOmo2AHHvlkY7Tgg%3D%3D%3AQ6g35sANmsC%2B32IjVGuz1dkwrKmvqaKy&s=2e97707507e0417ad49496029e72debd&i=267A324A1A4620&sig=DkVQ3jkFDhRYnNF3AQwkFUbGmDVEjTHiGjybfBrXhKuv&iat=1693857779


There were once three siblings who loved adventure. They made a pact for each one to go on a long
adventure to a different part of the world where they would stay for ten years. But after ten years,
they would return home, each bearing an unusual gift. 

The oldest one traveled East. Way out East, the oldest came upon a marketplace where there were
w/jugglers, musicians, dancers, singers, fire eaters, and magicians. One magician had a Magic Glass
through which all parts of the world could be seen. It just so happened that the owner owed a great
deal of money, and reluctantly, sold his magic glass to the oldest sibling. The Oldest now had in hand
a most unusual gift to bring back home.

Now the Middle sibling traveled West. Way out West was an open market selling all kinds of carpets,
gold, glass, spices, silks, and wondrous things to eat. One merchant called, in a singsongy voice,
“Come and buyyy my beautiful carpeeet!”And what a pile of carpets it was! At the very bottom of a
pile of carpets, something was moving. “What wondrous carpet is this? O my soul O my soul! What
kind of carpet moves by itself?” The merchant motioned the Middle sibling to come closer, “Buy this
carpet, for it is a flying carpet! Wherever you want to go, you will find yourself there in a matter of
moments!” And so after some bargaining, the Middle sibling bought the flying carpet, a most unusual
gift to bring back home.

Now the Youngest sibling travelled south. Way down South, the Youngest came to a place known for
its forests. Here and there were only trees, trees of every kind! But one tree was different than all the
others. It was a pomegranate tree. So many stories are told about pomegranates. Do you know how
many juice kernels are inside a pomegranate? Hundreds? What about 500, 600? What about 613? A
storyteller once counted them and testified that it was true. 

A Most Unusual Gift 
Rabbi Mira Rivera, Rabbi in Residence Harlem JCC
JEDI Leadership Mission Alumnus



There were 613 kernels, 613 juicy pieces, just like there were 613 mitzvot in the Torah. What was
unusual with this tree was that there were hundreds of blossoms, hundreds of flowers, but there was
only one pomegranate fruit, hanging from a branch. The youngest sibling looked up at the gleaming
crimson red pomegranate, on top of which rested King Solomon’s crown, and wondering, said “What
sort of magic do you contain? I don’t know, but I will bring you back to my siblings when it is time to go
home.

Ten years passed, and the three siblings finally traveled home. You can imagine how overjoyed they
were to see each other. The Oldest Sibling said, “Let me look through my magic glass.” saw a distant
kingdom where the daughter of the King lay ill. The Oldest sibling said, “Let us help her, O Middle
Sibling with the flying carpet!” So they flew to that distant kingdom and when they arrived, they
found the King grieving at his daughter’s side. The king said, “Alas, no doctor has been able to help
her. Whoever saves my daughter will become part of our family and have half the kingdom besides!”
The Youngest sibling heard a whisper: “The pomegranate, the pomegranate!” He stepped before
the king and said, “O King, let me try to save your only daughter!” The Youngest sibling cut open that
pomegranate, took out one juicy kernel after another, and fed them to the princess one by one. In
just a few moments, the princess looked stronger, stood up, and was eventually fully restored to
health. The King overjoyed to see his daughter well again, turned to the Siblings and said again,
“Whoever saved my daughter will be rewarded.”

The brothers began to argue. The oldest sibling said: If it were not for my magic glass, we would
never seen this distant kingdom. I deserve the reward. The Middle sibling said: If it were not for the
flying carpet we would not have arrived in time. I deserve the reward. 
The Youngest sibling said: If it were not for the magic pomegranate, we could not have cured her.
The Siblings could not decide, so the King turned to his daughter and said “You are known for your
wisdom, your grace. Tell me, whom do you think deserves a reward?” 
She said, “I must ask each of you a question.” 

She asked, “Oldest Sibling, has your gift changed in any way since you arrived in this kingdom?”
Oldest sibling said, “No, my magic glass can still see all parts of the world.” She asked, “Middle Sibling,
has your gift changed in any way since you arrived?”
Middle Sibling answered, “No, my flying carpet is the same. It can still fly anywhere you want to go in
a matter of moments.” She asked, “Youngest Sibling, has your gift changed in any way since you
arrived?” The youngest sibling answered “Yes, my pomegranate has changed. It is no longer whole
because you ate it.” So the daughter said, “I choose you because you gave up something of your
own.”A lavish celebration was prepared for the daughter of the King and the Youngest sibling who
appointed the oldest sibling and middle sibling as advisers to the throne and they all lived happily
ever after. 



Here we are again, in the season of Teshuvah. Many translate this as repentance and look to
apologize to those they have wronged during the year. But Teshuvah comes from the shoresh (root)
shuv, meaning return. What is the teshuvah or return needed at this time, still recovering from a
pandemic and seemingly constant social unrest? We need the teshuvah of returning to ourselves.
Returning to our core selves, exploring ourselves, and knowing ourselves better than before. 

Our collective hearts, spirits, minds, souls, and bodies need our viduy, pleas for forgiveness.

For all the times we ignored our guts and exiled our hearts, rachim aleynu.

For all the times we allowed others to control our destinies, time, resources, and talents and just
melded into a mold, rachim aleynu.

For all the times we ignored our bodies, depleted their resources, and pushed them to please others,
for contorting, assimilating, and asking no questions, rachim aleynu.
You are our Father, the only true Father we may have known, consistent, true, compassionate,
provider, and confidant.

Like a tender shoot, we are rising, pushing our heads through the hard surfaces of life. Shine your
light on us and nourish us with dew from shamayim. Gently tug at us when we want to withdraw into
the shadows. Propel us into the fields you created for us to flourish in, so when our spirits are finally
summoned, we can say, we returned to ourselves.

Tizku L’shanim Rabot (Wishing you abundant years).

Return to Ourselves

Stacey Aviva Flint
Director of Education and Community Engagement, JEDI Initiative



Yom Kippur



Known as the Day of Atonement
It is customary for many to wear white to symbolize purity
25 hour fast from food and drink
We apologize to people we hurt or may have hurt intentionally or unintentionally

Iraq/Morocco/Yemin - Quince, a fragrant pear-like fruit is cooked and used in meals as a base
for cooking sauces and jam.  Children may carry a quince pierced with cloves to synagogue for
people feeling faint to smell. 
Kreplach-Served pre-fast by many Jews of European heritage (Ashkenazim). These triangle
meat-filled dumplings have three corners which represent the patriarchs Abraham, Isaac, and
Jacob.
Tzedakah-Throughout the High Holidays prayers include the phrase, “Repentance, prayer, and
tzedakah may avert the evil decree.” Tzedakah is monetary giving to take care of the needs of
others. Many see it as cultivating mutual empathy and responsibility, cultivating an open heart
and moral consciousness of the injustices and disparities around us. 
Gmar Chatima Tovah- A customary greeting among Jews on Yom Kippur [and the period
between Yom Kippur and Rosh haShanah]" (JPS). lit. "a good end of [the process of] sealing [in
the Book of Life]".

As we look many times during this season at the 13 attributes of G-d (Exodus 34), compassionate,
slow to anger, abounding in loving-kindness and truth…pick an attribute you would like to commit
to emulating in 5784.
In the days leading up to Yom Kippur, reach out to those 5 people you have harmed. Perhaps
there was something that has been left unsaid or perhaps too much was said. In Jewish tradition,
community is paramount and with that strengthening its ties takes intentional work and
dedication.
Take some time to reflect on the ways that you’ve let yourself down during this year, and write an
apology letter to yourself. While it is important to acknowledge the ways that we’ve missed our
mark, what is most important is the practice of forgiveness. Be generous and write yourself a
forgiveness letter to hold on to throughout the year.

Facts

Mosaic of Jewish Customs

Reflection Exercises
1.

2.

3.

Yom Kippur

https://jel.jewish-languages.org/words/624
https://jel.jewish-languages.org/words/461
https://www.sefaria.org/sheets/259762?lang=bi


As a queer individual whose work centers around LGBTQ+ inclusion and belonging in Jewish
communal life, I find myself uncertain about how I engage in teshuvah, especially when my basic
rights are under attack. And, if I’m being honest, I feel this way every year. I often find myself
grappling with what it means to “atone” or “repent” and how these terms connect with me
individually.

When I first started working in the Jewish communal world, I would often refer to myself as a “Jew
for pay” because I had one mission: “to make the Jewish community inclusive for all who want to be a
part of it.” Notice how this mission feels barren of spiritual or religious connection? It’s not by
accident. I crafted this mission as a 19-year-old when I decided to teach a learning session on my
local college campus called, “The 8 Different Genders in Talmud”. This session meant for 10 college
students, ended up being the focal point for LGBTQ+ hate from the surrounding Jewish community.
A prominent local rabbi even took out a whole page in the local Jewish newspaper just to smear the
event and, unfortunately, others in the community rallied with them.

Luckily, I found great support from those who ran the session with me and the study session went on
without a hitch. However, the backlash stuck with me. This religious figurehead’s callout occurred
while I was also working on local marriage equality campaigns. I would find myself at state houses
helping couples who had been civil partners for decades fight to marry their partner so that they
could do things like visit their partner in a nursing home or hospital. During those days at the state
houses, I heard from so many religious figures about how marriage equality was against their
religious beliefs and values. This essentially sent me a clear message: Don’t get involved with Judaism
on a religious level; it’s not meant for you.

However, as I’ve continued my work in Jewish communal life, I’ve found myself opening up more to
what Judaism can mean to me on a spiritual level. That willingness to open up didn’t happen
overnight; I’ve spent what feels like 40 years wandering through the desert trying to understand how
to heal. Part of that healing was witnessing Jews go through the process of atonement: making clear
apologies for not allowing civil unions for LGBTQ+ members at their synagogues, saying Kaddish for
those who died from AIDS who were never acknowledged at the time of their death, developing
B’nai mitzvahs that encompass gender-expansive Hebrew and prayer, and more. 

Turning Back to Teshuvah
Hannah "Hensch" Henschel, Associate Director of Education and Training for Cohort
Learning for Keshet



As we enter the new year, I feel a hardening once again considering the past two years have been
one of the worst years for anti-LGBTQ+ legislation in the United States. I feel exhausted and I can’t
help but wonder: now that I’ve opened myself to Judaism on a spiritual level, could that connection
just turn on me? Will my community eventually reject me for being queer? Will I feel like I did when I
was 19? As I entertain this inner narrative, I’m reminded of Psalms 27:3: “Should an army besiege me,
my heart would have no fear; should war beset me, still would I be confident.”

I find that this verse reminds me that Judaism is mine to grapple with, even when I feel weary of
putting trust in Jewish institutions. I’m empowered to focus on atonement for my younger self as we
enter into 5784 by chipping away at the shell that protected me when I needed it the most. This year,
I’m taking teshuvah literally by turning back to acknowledge the hurt that I’ve spent so long straying
away from. Not only does this version of teshuvah give me the strength to show up as my full,
authentically queer self, but it also helps me make the Jewish community inclusive for all who want to
be a part of it. I hope that by doing so, I’m making my 19-year-old self proud.

May you find meaning in teshuvah this new year, no matter what it looks like, and remember that you
deserve to show up exactly as you are all year long.

https://www.sefaria.org/Psalms.27.3?lang=he-en&utm_source=keshetonline.org&utm_medium=sefaria_linker


I have rarely missed the annual Sigd event in Jerusalem. When I lived in Ethiopia, the annual holiday
was a fixture of the Jewish community, taking place 50 days after Yom Kippur each year and
celebrating our connection to Jerusalem. After I moved to Israel in 1984, I fell in love with the holiday
all over again, celebrating it in Eretz Yisrael.
This year, however, I am not there — not just because of COVID-19, but also because I am here in the
United States for a postdoctoral year to preserve the heritage of Ethiopian Jewry, creating an oral
history project that will educate and be a source of strength for the community.

My last Sigd in Ethiopia was November 1983. The entire village ascended the nearby mountain. Men,
women, and children all dressed in our best festive clothes for a day of fasting and prayer. I
remember the strong feeling that surrounded us all, that soon our dream would come true: to reach
Jerusalem. By that year, some of the villages of the Beta Israel had already left to go to Eretz Yisrael,
including some of my uncles. I watched from the sidelines as the adults prayed, while at the same time
quietly conversing with my cousins, excited that we would no longer have to go up this mountain,
because we would soon reach Jerusalem and pray in the Holy Temple.

There are other memories. I can still see a woman sitting on the side and scattering grains of wheat
on the ground while lamenting in a whisper and crying. At that time, I did not understand what she
was doing. Today I understand that it was part of the observance of Sigd. The Kessim, our religious
leaders, read verses from the Torah and prayed for a return to Zion. But our elders also prayed for
the release of the souls of the dead, sprinkling grains of wheat or teff, asking the birds to eat the
grain and fly their prayers to heaven. Sigd is not only a gathering of the living, but also a day to
remember and be reunited with those that have passed.

Once in Israel, Sigd quickly found a place in our community’s life. For as long as I can remember,
every year, on the 29th day of the month of Cheshvan, people gathered on the Promenade in the
Armon Hanatziv neighborhood in Jerusalem, with a breathtaking view of the Temple Mount in the
Old City, reenacting the rituals of our Ethiopian heritage.

My views and practices around Sigd have changed as well. When I first arrived in Israel, I was sent to
a girls’ religious boarding school where we did not celebrate or even learn about Sigd. The only
concession was that the school took all of the Ethiopian students to the main Sigd event in Jerusalem.
We wore festive clothes that we got specially for the celebration. I was so excited — not so much for
the holiday, but for the reunion, the gathering. 

Sigd is not Just a Holiday for
Ethiopian Jews
Shula Mola, Post Doctoral Fellow at Brandeis-An Excerpt from JTA 



Sigd was a meeting for so many people from our community who came from all over the country, just
like they did in Ethiopia. I was excited to see the uncles and aunts I had not seen for a long time, and
my friends who had been sent to other boarding schools. We swapped stories about our new lives in
Israel, and the religious elements — the fasting, the praying — were secondary.

When my children reached school age, I worked to raise interest in our Sigd holiday at their school. I
volunteered to talk and lead activities. I wanted the school to reflect our presence among the variety
of traditions and customs in Israel. I wanted the school to see us. Yet my activism was tinged with
ambivalence. I longed to help my children feel connected to their origins and be proud of who they
are. But I chafed at my assumed responsibilities, as the school failed to create space for all children
and their cultures.

In those years I served as chairwoman of the Association of Ethiopian Jews. The association’s staff
came up with an idea to make the Sigd a national holiday. Status as a national holiday would mean
that community members could take the day off without penalty, and would allow us to pressure
educational institutions to include appropriate content about the holiday and the community into the
curriculum. I had reservations about the initiative. I worried that we were trying too hard to ask Israeli
society to accept our culture. I preferred to fight against racism and promote equality in education
and employment.

I am glad I did not actively oppose this initiative. The association’s staff lobbied successfully, and the
Knesset enacted a law to designate Sigd a national holiday in 2008. Over time I realized that there is
no full integration without recognition, no equality without belonging. The fight for Sigd was an
integral part of our struggle.

Once the law came into effect, the celebration of Sigd flowered. Every school and community center
that values multiculturalism invites Ethiopian-Israelis to come talk about Sigd and dedicates a day of
learning about the “Ethiopian community,” including the schools in which I worked, and where my
children studied. I often spoke on these days, still ambivalent. Years later, these schools still asked me
and my children to participate. I refused, explaining that these schools cannot rely on my family and
volunteerism alone, and that Sigd programming must come from the schools as an integral part of
their mission.

Released from the duties of school ceremonies, I turned inward. I focused on the celebration in my
home with my immediate and extended family. Together, we have renewed an old tradition where
those who live closest to the Sigd ceremony host those who come from further away. My apartment
in the Baka neighborhood transforms into a special place for family and friends who come to
Jerusalem for the holiday. 

https://www.jta.org/2018/11/07/israel/mass-prayer-jerusalem-marks-national-day-ethiopian-jews


With each Sigd, I learn more and more about the essence of the holiday and its role in our lives. The
heart of Sigd is in the renewal of the covenants between a person and God, a person and the
community, and a person and society. 

The day’s customs reflect and strengthen these bonds — charity, togetherness, singing,
dancing, and communal meals. Rabbi Sharon Shalom argues that Sigd was an ancient
holiday that was once celebrated by all Jewish communities and subsequently forgotten.
Only Beta Israel, Ethiopian Jews continued to celebrate and preserve Sigd.

This year I am away from home again, in residence at the Schusterman Center for Israel
Studies at Brandeis University. We will celebrate Sigd with friends, far away from
Jerusalem’s mountains. It is a strange feeling to see all the many invitations and publications
about Sigd celebrations on social media. I long for our home in Jerusalem, that, this year, will
not be open to all our family and friends who come to us for the Sigd. Hopefully, soon we will
return.

https://www.aish.com/jw/s/From-Ethiopia-to-Israel-Sharon-Shaloms-Epic-Story.html


Sukkot



Jewish tradition tells us to build temporary structures and sleep, eat, and invite in “Ushpizin,''
Hebrew for guests for seven days.
Four species consisting of etrog (citrus-like fruit), palm fronds, myrtle, and willow are shaken and
waved according to a prescribed ritual. There are several correlations to their symbolic
meaning, “defined by both their smell and taste, or lack thereof, along with some interesting
imagery from the Midrash (Vayikra Rabbah 30:12)”:
The etrog has both taste and smell, representing people who both perform good deeds and have
Torah (knowledge).
The lulav has taste but no smell, representing those who do not use their knowledge to perform
good deeds.
The hadass (myrtle) has smell but no taste, representing those who perform good deeds but lack
the knowledge to excel at them.
The aravah (willow) has no taste and no smell, representing those who lack both.

Sukkahs in Florida have AC, Canadian Jews have heaters, many Israelis erect sukkahs on the
porches of their apartments.
Moroccans “hang” a chair for Elijah and Israelis decorate with Christmas lights.
In the Abayudaya Jewish community of Uganda, the tradition is a big walk, where the entire
community walks around viewing one another’s sukkahs before settling in one for kiddush. Read
the new book, Sukkah: A Story from Uganda.
The book of Kohelet also known as Ecclesiastes is read.

Facts

Mosaic of Jewish Customs

Reflection Exercise

Just like each of the four species has something different to offer and only together do you have the
required elements for the Lulav and etrog, every Jew has something to offer the community. Look
around at your community (synagogue, work, social group, etc.) that is NOT represented there. How
can you invite them in and not only invite but ask them what needs to be in the space for them to
contribute with their whole authentic self? Be willing to CHANGE up the “spaces” based on the
answers.

Sukkot

https://reformjudaism.org/glossary/etrog
https://reformjudaism.org/glossary/lulav
https://globaljews.org/jewishand/a-new-african-jewish-childrens-story-for-sukkot/


As dusk begins to fall, the Jewish families walk to synagogue for Shabbat services. At the synagogue,
I sit with my brothers. During his Shabbat talk the Rabbi reminds us that the serious Yom Kippur
holiday is over, now it is time to celebrate the Jewish people's journey through the desert to Israel, it's
time for Sukkot. My brothers and I smile at each other; Sukkot is our favorite holiday. When the
service is over everybody everyone gathers on the lawn for kiddush. My brothers and I lay on the
grass and watch the sky fill with stars, we try to count them all, of course, I count the highest.

So what's the plan for our sukkah this year? Asked my little brother Abram? I tell my brother about
the pile of nsambya tree branches that I have been collecting for the roof of our hut so we will be
able to celebrate the Sukkot holiday. Good job Shoshi, says Abram! This year our sukkah is going to
be the best in the village. Every year families compete to create the most beautiful sukkah. People
work hard to build and decorate their sukkahs, having local fruits like bananas, passion fruits,
mangoes, pineapples, and jackfruits.

By the end of the seven days of the celebration, the whole village smells like sweet ripening fruit. All
week long people take turns visiting one another and eating in their neighbor's sukkahs. Each sukkah
looks different and each one reflects its builder’s skills and talent. Dina is the school art teacher; her
family sukkah is decorated with her students' colorful artwork. Nalongo, the mother of twins and the
village seamstress, has sewn beautiful curtains and pillows for her family's sukkah. Nalongo is a name
that we give to a woman who gives birth to twins in Uganda. 

All year long, Daudi and his daughter Rebecca sell delicious samosas at a stand in the village. Daudi
has saved up his money to buy fancy battery-operated lights and elegant crochet rims in the big
town of Kambala to decorate his sukkah. That's not fair complains Sarah! I spent weeks crocheting
and Daudi just went into the store and bought everything? How can I compete with those sparkling
lights, sighs Yonatan? Daudi will definitely win the contest this year, exclaims Isaac. It makes me sad
to hear everyone so upset. 

The Very Best Sukkah-A Story
From Uganda
Shoshi Nambi-JTS Rabbinical Student, Member of Abadaya Community- Book Excerpt



Abram, David, and I put five finishing touches on our sukkah and we all agree that while we might not
have Daudi’s fancy decorations, this is the best Sukkah we have ever built. Tomorrow is the first day
of Sukkot. The Rabbi will make his big walk and choose the most beautiful sukkah. Oh, I hope he
chooses ours! Before the big walk, the Rabbi gives his big talk under the mango tree. The Rabbi tells
us that we can compete and still feel kindness towards each other. He reminds us that the Sukkot
competition in our community is to bring people together and to admire and appreciate the beauty,
creativity, and talents of our friends and families.

During Sukkot, will remember the Jewish people's journey through the desert to Israel. Like those
ancient Jews, we must also work together as a community. In my heart, I agree with the Rabbi, but I
still want our sukkah to be chosen. Do you think we will win Jaja? I ask as she tucks me into bed that
night. Shoshi, you and your brothers made the best sukkah you have ever built, I think you've already
won.  

Click to purchase and add the book to your Jewish Library 

http://kalaniotbooks.com/the-very-best-sukkah-a-story-from-uganda/


Beyond the mitzvah/commandment (duty) to wave the four species during sukkot, what is the
meaning of this ritual? 

According to the Talmud, the primary purpose is to praise the Creator of heaven and earth (four
directions), and to request the withholding of “bad dew” (from above) and the withholding hard
winds (all directions). The beginning of Rosh HaShanah (Head of the New Year) signals the
beginning of the rainy season in Israel. The four species are presented as a request for a bountiful
winter and reminded to the Eternal that “We are Your people.”

Is there more than one way to wave/shake the lulav? 

Yes! And, though we frequently speak of “shaking” or “waving” the lulav, the brakhah/blessing
speaks of “taking” the lulav. In many communities, we start and face the east. After saying the
blessing for taking the lulav, we shake/wave to the east and continue clockwise – south, west, north,
up to heaven, and down to earth. Some Sephardic and Chassidic communities shake/wave south,
north, east, up, down, west based on a teaching of Rabbi Yitzchak Luria. 

What’s to love about Sukkot? 

Everything! We are alive for the change in the season. Some of the best produce of the year comes
during the fall. If we have a garden or are near farms, we are very aware of the rush to harvest
before the cold comes. Another way to be with the ritual is to shake away what we need to release
in order to see and welcome the bounty to come.  

The Kabbalists assigned values to each of the directions. I’ve added the ancient meanings to
consider as well as a 7th direction. 

1. East: harmony (tiferet) and honoring our past.
2. South: lovingkindness (chesed) and honoring our journey.
3. West: connection (yesod) and honoring our future.
4. North: discipline (gevurah) and honoring our choice.
5. Up: perseverance (netzach) and honoring our persistence.
6. Down: submission (hod) and honoring I don’t know.
7. (Added) Bringing the four species towards one’s heart and stir: communication (malchut) and
honoring all there is!

Sukkot Explanation and Expansion

Sabrina Sojourner, Co-Founding Director, KHAZBAR
JEDI Leadership Mission Alumnus



God Does Not Discriminate, People
Do
Rabbi Isaiah J. Rothstein, Rabbinic Scholar and Public Affairs Advisor 
JFNA’s JEDI Initiative

Of all the words that I heard prayed as a child during the High-Holidays, there was one prayer that
stood out and puzzled me: “…may it be God’s will …that peace spread across the world, with the
entire Jewish people…” I wondered who were the “entire Jewish people” (Klal Yisroel) in the “world”
(Olam) that we were praying about. I wondered if my family was included, I wondered if my friends
of mixed-race identities were included, I wondered if my friends who don’t believe in God were
included, or those who identified as LGBTQ or secular were included.

Today, as an adult, I still wonder.

Moreover, the limited awareness of the world I had as a child has broadened. Wars, attacks, and
brutality, how can I not doubt the possibility of a world-peace. When bombs could be falling at any
moment, and when natives to lands are being exiled, and peoples are being physically and spiritually
massacred, can we come together? Is there a place where we can truly respect each other?

Consider this: What if, at the end of all of this, God came to the Muslims and said “You were right. 

The whole thing! The Koran, the holy wars, Al Aqsa…it's all true!” would the Hindus, Sikhs, Christians
and Jews bend? Would the whole world start to go to do Hajj in Mecca? Would the whole world
accept upon themselves the Sharia Law? What if, at the end of all of this, God came to the Christians
and said “You were right. The whole thing, the Gospel, Jesus, Grace and the Trinity—Yup—True!,”
would Jews and Muslims suddenly start praying in a different direction? Would the day of rest
become Sunday? I know…slightly provocative, but hear me out, this idea is a little unsettling for me
too. 

I don’t believe that God would gather some peoples of the world for peace, at the expense of
disowning the many. You know why? Because God doesn’t discriminate; people do.

God doesn’t hold a ruler out to your torso to see how tall you are before riding the roller coaster of
life, at least the God I believe in doesn’t. God doesn’t watch your eyes to see if you are “really
praying,” or if your body language gives off the impression that you care, God just doesn’t. 



God doesn’t say “you’re cool, but you are not.” But people do.

After thousands of pages of penitence and supplication, the mind, body and spirit need an
opportunity to slow down, and see how God may exist in the world. 

The High Holidays come to an end and the holiday of Sukkot arrives.

Sukkot is also called, “The time of our rejoicing” is upon us (Zman Simchataynu), the holiday of
gathering (Chag Ha’asif). Our tradition tells us to build a temporary dwelling, a sukkah. The God I
believe in would build a sukkah for the entire world to dwell in, no matter what color, creed or political
leaning.

The God I believe in would spread the Sukkah of Peace across the world unto everyone “like water
covers the sea (Isaiah 11:9),” the God I believe in would say that love belongs to everyone and that
although there were many generations of Pharaohs’ decrees, this is a generation of Abraham’s
brave big tent, relentlessly opening doors for others despite how different they may be from me.

The sukkah comes to remind us of a unity beyond our wildest dreams, a unity that resonated with all
peoples of all kinds, the palm branches, the citrons, everyone! Maybe that is why the holiday is called
the Feast of Tabernacles, because just as the Tabernacle was a place for all peoples of all streams to
stand in awe of the one Source of all, on Sukkot we dwell in the sukkah as if the high-priest dwelling in
the Temple of Jerusalem (Talmud: Mesechet Sukkot 9a) fully in the presence of a loving God.

https://www.sefaria.org/Isaiah.11.9?lang=he-en&utm_source=myjewishlearning.com&utm_medium=sefaria_linker


Turning a Trickle Into a Stream of
Justice
Michael Saxon, Vice Chair of Empowerment on the JEDI Committee

It is an especially white affliction to be unable to see beyond race to the value of an individual. To
claim we do not see race is to admit to being blinded by it. The question is not whether we see race
but whether we see beyond race. Can we honor the differences between us and be strengthened by
those differences as we move forward together?

How long will we live in a society where we allow people to be defined by race without speaking up?
How long will we allow people that don’t look like us to be humiliated in ways large and small. How
long will we insist that the police “keep people in line” at the expense of the humanity of both. 

I’m not afraid of the term White Supremacy - if the shoe fits, wear it - but if that term doesn’t
resonate with you, think of it as “Race with Benefits.”

Being born white was not my choice, but it has been my benefit. It has sheltered me from hatred,
even as a Jew. It has provided me with easy access to the normal resources that people in a
community need to thrive - housing, education, loans. It has meant that I’ve been taken seriously for
what I might contribute to society without having to first prove myself; that people I didn’t even know
well have believed in and encouraged me. It has meant that others have dignified me with the
humanity that I ought to be entitled to.

Do I feel guilt over having had these benefits? No. Am I ashamed of having been the beneficiary of
these advantages? Absolutely not. But I’m angry that these benefits are still not available to
everyone.   

I am outraged by the injustice and humiliation suffered by others and am not willing to let myself fall
victim to my own indifference, much less my own arrogance. It is my intention to make a difference
by not sitting idly by; by spreading the message openly and privately to others; by encouraging them
to be outraged that racial injustice is still a part of our lives; by hoping that they, too, will recognize
the need for this to be an active process - to spread the message themselves - because if we are all
outraged, it will no longer be so.  

My voice is a drop. Together, our voices become a trickle. Joined with others it becomes a brook and
then a stream and then a river. When it becomes an ocean, our work will be done.



Four Worlds Model
Soo Ji Miranda, Executive Director of Aleph

JEDI Leadership Mission Alumnus and JEDI Committee Member



Hoshana Rabbah
Shemini Atzeret  
Simchat Torah



The Seventh day of Sukkot is called Hoshana Rabba
Shemini Atzeret means the Eighth day.
Simchat Torah means Rejoicing in Torah
Some Jewish communities combine all the celebrations for Shemini Atzeret and Simchat Torah
into one day after sukkot; more traditional communities have separate days of celebration.

At the end of Sukkot, during Shemini Atzeret, we add a verse to the second blessing of the
Amidah called “gevurot geshamim,” meaning the power of rain. Sephardic Jews recite a
different prayer for rain, Tikkun Hageshem. Take a listen to a rendition by Yonatan Razel.
Many American Jews will say Chag Sameach or Gud Yontif, Sephardic and Israeli are more likely
to say "Moadim L'Simcha!" This special greeting for the middle days of Passover and Sukkot
means 'Joyous Festivals!' And then the person can respond: "Chagim u'zmanim l'sasson" which
means "Joyous holidays and seasons!"
The season is deeply connected to water as it is a time the rains begin in Israel. All of the symbols
relate back to water in some way. In Temple times there was a special water libation ceremony.
“He Who fashions their hearts alike, Who considers all their deeds”; and on the festival of Sukkot
they are judged concerning water, i.e., the rainfall of the coming year. Mishnah Rosh Hashana 1.
Water gives life and sustenance when it is enough, yet has life destruction potential when rain or
water is too abundant or is altogether absent. 

Facts

Mosaic of Jewish Customs

Hoshanah Rabah, Shmini Atzeret,
Simchat Torah

Reflection Exercise

Rabbinic sources tell us that water is a metaphor for Torah because water is a necessity of life and is
a transformative substance. But the water must be LIVING, not stagnant. Stagnant water stands still,
trapped, sitting undisturbed for hours or days. But how does this relate to people? A dry or stagnant
person or system sits undisturbed by harm to people or the environment. A dry human being can’t
breathe or live to their full potential, finally, when there is little “oxygen” flow spiritually, this can lead
to low oxygen physically. Yet, A human being emulating living water is moist, adhesive, and able to
bond with others

Consider, where do you feel stagnant or dry in your concern for the state of the world we live in and
in relationship with others? With whom or where would you like to increase your water-like bonding in
5784?

https://youtu.be/rNboxxNnZpcor-sukkot-tikun-hageshem.html
https://www.sefaria.org/Mishnah_Rosh_Hashanah.1.2?lang=bi&with=all&lang2=en
https://www.sefaria.org/Mishnah_Rosh_Hashanah.1.2?lang=bi&with=all&lang2=en


For most of my adolescence, "inclusion" felt like a bad word, because when it was being used it was
being used to fight for me, stick up for me, or as a reason the community couldn't do what they had
planned because they had to accommodate me, a kid with special needs. In ninth grade, I had the
opportunity to go away to this incredible boarding school. It wasn't a school for kids with disabilities, it
was more a place that celebrated individuality and creativity and pushed students to be their best
selves and outside of our comfort zones.

I remember being in ninth-grade math class and up until this point I'd been so accustomed to being
asked to leave a room when my Tourette's became disruptive, then allowed to return when it was
under control -and as I was sitting in math class that day, I started making almost a metronome type
sound. My math teacher said, "Pam!" and I got up to leave as I had so many times in the past, and
instead he said, "Pam sounds like a metronome. Let's write a song about math." And we did.

We wrote an entire CD about math with me sounding like a welcomed accompaniment in the
background. In that classroom, at that moment inclusion took a turn in my head. It no longer felt like
what the community couldn't do because I was a part of it, and started feeling like what the
community got to do because I was a part of it. Because they were learning and growing with every
member. Inclusion is creativity. If we look at the Torah, it's like a cast of characters of people with
disabilities. But the story of Moses stands out. Moses had a disability, and a speech impediment, and
God chose Moses to lead the Israelites out of Egypt. No easy task. And Moses pretty much told God,
"No, not gonna do it, I have a disability!" I don't really feel like I should put words in God's mouth, but
I'm going to go ahead and put some words in God's mouth. God was like, "Mose..." - I would imagine
that was God's nickname for Moses -God was like, "Mose, yes you have a disability, and yes you can
do this. And yes, Aaron, he's over here to be an accommodation should you need it and yes, you're
gonna be a rockstar. God got creative, God provided support, and God thought outside the box.

And as we now know Moses ended up being one of the greatest leaders in our religion. If anybody
here has ever taken an improv class or workshop, they have the right idea. The real only rule of
improv is this idea of "yes, and." This idea that if you're in a scene with somebody creating it on the
spot, and they say something like, "We're on the moon, but I need new shoes!" You don't say, "No,
we're not!" You say something like "Good thing there's a moon shoe store right over there." That's yes
and-ing. You don't necessarily say "yes, and," it's more of a mindset where you accept what's
happening as truth, and you build off of it. 

I am Here, Hear me Bark

Pamela Schuller, Comedian. Speaker. Disability Advocate. Eli Talk excerpt



20% of people in the U.S. are deaf/hard of hearing; that’s 48 million Americans. A substantial
percentage of folks who are hard of hearing are the elderly typically found in many
congregations and communities.
More than 1 million people in the U.S. are blind and more than 12 million have low vision.
It’s likely that more than 40 million Americans have a learning disability.
Many English-language learners, and those following along in Hebrew, find that it’s helpful to
have both sounds and captions when they are following content.

When the Jews accepted the Torah at Mount Sinai nowhere is it written that some of the Jews were
in the back because they were barking, and nowhere is it written that everybody was able to walk up
to accept the Torah, and nowhere is it written that everybody was able to see every part of the
Torah. But if everyone was there, then Torah and Judaism need to be accessible to everyone.

It was easier to get all of the Jews in one room to accept 613 commandments than it was to get some
of the Jews in one room to accept me. It took me a long time to feel Jewish again. I came back to
Judaism because of Jewish summer camp, because of Goldman Union Camp Institute in Zionsville,
Indiana. They decided to say yes, and they decided that everything that they tried, they'd root in
Jewish values. B'tzelem elokim, kehillah kedoshah, words that our kids didn't just learn, they lived.
That first summer that I applied to be a counselor, my Tourette's was still pretty disruptive. In fact, at
that point, I still had the part of Tourette's that at times had me yelling bad words. I should say, most
people with Tourette's don't have that part of Tourette's; it's like an extra-special part that I was
lucky enough to go through. How scary must it have been for that camp to hire somebody who
sometimes uncontrollably yells the F word. I remember sitting in a room with third, fourth, and fifth-
grade campers to explain Tourette's, and instead, we talked about how all of us have something that
makes us unique -my Tourette's is one of the things that makes me unique.

And you know what the kids did? They accepted that I was their counselor. The same that they
accepted that another counselor had dreds, and another counselor was training for a marathon.
They accepted me as the counselor. And that summer when they had questions, instead of explaining
it away or saying something like, "You should be thankful you're not going through something like
that," we talked about it. We unpacked it. We talked about how all of these pieces, when they come
together, they create something incredible. They make that camp something unique and special and
Jewish. And that summer, when I accidentally yelled the F word,
all of the counselors - in unison - would say, "Is a bad word!"

That camp yes and-ed me back into Jewish communal life. Creativity is not new to the Jewish people.
In fact, our religion is full of improvisation and yes, and-ing. Judaism is creative. In fact, when the
Temple was destroyed, prayer was an innovation. The Jewish people could have said, "The Temple
was destroyed...but that's how we were Jewish!" and given up. Instead, they said, "This is our truth.
What do we need to continue doing to be Jewish?" Judaism has always been willing to change and
adapt as long as we've been willing to be intentional about it and that doesn't negate our tradition or
our lives. 



To dwell in unity

It is a wonderful experience to dwell in unity

To come together to form a community

Unity and Community

One speaks to togetherness

The other to personal connectivity

Something we strive for each day

Something that makes us

Something that binds us and protects us

Each Shabbat and holiday we come together

To celebrate, to rejoice, to remember

To laugh, to learn, to teach

Not only on these days but every day

We rely on each other to move forward

To create better and to live wiser

Today we are here to do all and much more

To Dwell in Unity
Kadija Spence, NYC Teaching Fellow-Pace University



On Erev Rosh Hashana, I usually prepare a celebratory dinner before heading to the synagogue. As

a Mexican Jew, dinner to express my culture is very important. My typical menu is:

Lengua en Salsa Verde con arroz (Beef tongue in green salsa with rice) 

Pollo Colorado con Papas (Chicken and potatoes in red sauce)  

Camote Asada (Grilled sweet potato) Ensalada Tricolor con Nopales (Tri-colored salad with cactus.

Tri-color is in reference to the colors on the Mexican flag (Red, White, and Green) 

Round Challah  

Kosher wines 

Té de Jamaica (Hibiscus iced tea)  

Jugo de Granada (Pomegranate juice)  

Caprirotada (apple bread pudding) for Dessert 

Flan (egg custard) for Dessert

Sample Menu
From the Jewish Agency Network



JEDI Belonging 
Checklist



The Rabbis teach: The Mitzvah of welcoming guests into your space is so great that they say
“Gedolah Hakhnasat Orchim M’kabalat Pinei HaShekhina - Welcoming guests is greater than
greeting the face of the Divine.                                גדולה הכנסת אורחים מקבלת פני שכינה” 

Background

The JEDI Belonging Checklist was created to empower Jewish communal organizations (Jewish
Federations, Synagogues, Schools, Hillels, Camps, and Home-based) to apply best practices relating
to Jewish Equity, Diversity, and Inclusion (JEDI). 

Jewish, Equity, Diversity and Inclusion (JEDI)

Jewish Federations’ JEDI Initiative supports the Jewish communal ecosystem in creating a culture of
belonging for all Jews and their loved ones while building bridges across socially and culturally
diverse communities.  Since its inception in June 2020, JEDI has established itself as a leader in
driving a system-wide effort to advance a transformation in the American consciousness, centering
social/racial justice, equity, diversity, and inclusion with a Jewish lens amidst political divides. Through
education, engagement, and empowerment programs, JEDI increases individual and organizational
capacity to collectively build flourishing Jewish life and civil society. 

What does Belonging look like at programs or events?

Jewish events are often key touch points for individuals and families and can determine their
receptivity for Jewish involvement for the year, and even years to come. The JEDI Initiative’s event
checklist is a community and organizational resource for professional and volunteer organizers to
integrate a Jewish Equity, Diversity, and Inclusion (JEDI) lens, tools, and best practices into the
processes, curation, and content of Holiday events, programs, services, conferences, retreats, and
safety and security. Together our aim is to cultivate a culture of belonging for participants both in the
virtual and in-person setting.

Community Safety and Security - JEDI LIVESECURE
 
LiveSecure is a comprehensive program created by the Jewish Federations of North America, in
partnership with the Secure Community Network, to create a system of safety and security for all
communities served by our Jewish Federation system. Not only is it important to consider aspects of
JEDI and belonging when implementing safety and security initiatives with LiveSecure, but also when
considering how we show up as authentic allies for all who are at risk of attack because of who they
are.

JEDI Belonging Checklist for
Conferences and Events



Pre-Event Planning 



When building planning committees and working groups, make sure to consider the
diverse representation across JEDI’s Identity Pillars. For example, one-pager on the
history of a holiday and relevant language.
Be explicit about the purpose, outcomes, and processes (POP) and provide in writing a
skeletal arc for its program before inviting partners in. This will expedite the alignment
necessary to empower individuals to bring their input, ideas, and feedback and will help
ensure that a JEDI lens is transparently incorporated into the agenda.
It is essential that the planning of programming be administered with enough time to
make sure that planning committee members are able to source diverse representation
across all aspects of the program.
Ensure a wide range of presenters across social and cultural groups, and in particular,
those who have been historically underrepresented. 
Communicate expectations around JEDI code of conduct presenters
Provide presenter training on facilitation skills to help navigate difficult conversations
without implicit biases leading the way. 
Moderators should be given identifying information for speakers that include their
demographics, correct pronunciation of their name, and how to refer to the speakers. 
Solicit presenters for their feedback on how they would like to engage with the audience.
Be deliberate about treating program staff, senior leadership, presenters, and
maintenance staff with equal care and concern. 

Ensure a percentage of registration spots are allocated to diverse social and cultural
groups across identities, geographic regions and areas of expertise.
When inviting individuals to attend, make sure there are funds allocated to subsidize any
financial burden that might prevent ideal audiences from participating.

Planning Committee, Volunteers, Staff + Presenters

Representation, Recruitment & Invitations



Ensure all security staff, paid and volunteer are briefed about the diversity of the
community.
Take time to listen to community members most impacted by engaging with security
representatives and be sensitive to the fact that for some community members, the
presence of armed security may be triggering.
Develop a consistent protocol for security to follow when engaging with community
members and communicate relevant security requirements to all event attendees,
volunteers, and staff. Eg., “All bags will be checked by security” or “All adults will need to
show a government-issued ID before being allowed to enter…”
Communicate firearm protocols for attendees, as this may vary from community to
community. 
Develop a process for resolving diversity related security complaints.
Seek guidance from local safety and security experts to develop security protocols and
ways to approach security in an inclusive, respectful, and culturally competent manner. 

Ensure marketing and communication materials are using language and visuals
representative of the people you serve. Consider how the swag of your conference
highlights and reflects JEDI and the rich mosaic of Jewish life. 
Be sure to engage a diverse range and broad spectrum of organizations in promoting
the event/program and that promotion is sent to diverse target audiences.
Include questions in the registration form that ask about dietary needs, accessibility,
pronouns, and what one might need for their experience to cultivate a sense of
belonging.
Be clear on what kind of accommodations you can offer so that participants can request
from a range of provided offerings. 
Ensure clear instructions are provided on transportation and mobility needs.
Connect with every individual and family before program via phone call or email
communication to demonstrate they matter and are essential to the event mandate and
vision.

Safety and Security

Marketing + Communications, Promotion and Invitations



Confirm Program dates do not conflict, or immediately before or after, a secular or
religious holiday, school or school district calendar/s. 
Make sure all rooms have the same technology set up and that all presenters have equal
resources to present, e.g., all rooms should have wireless microphones, projectors,
adaptors for laptops, and enough space for the presenter to present.
When budgeting, be sure to factor in expenses relating to the diversified needs of the
audience you are trying to serve (e.g., kosher, vegan, gluten-free, and/or nut-free food,
wheel-chair access, and regional proximity). 
When choosing an outside venue, or if using your own facility, ensure the space caters to
a variety of accessibility needs. Reconfirm as the conference gets closer and order
materials at least 8 weeks in advance.

Mapping of locations 
Reserved seating
Magnifying sheets
Different strengths of reading glasses
Ear plugs
Materials in other languages including braille
Music stands for people who have trouble holding materials
Elevators
Assistive learning devices (ALD)
Closed caption/sign-language interpreters
Ramps
All-gendered bathrooms
Legible signage
Proper sound and lighting
Ventilation
Rooms for prayer
Private space for breastfeeding
Quiet checklist

 Date, Venue, Food, Transportation, Budget



During the
programming/event



Have a printout of JEDI Code of Conduct for people to sign at registration
Ensure technology used for registration models the JEDI lens in language, representation, and
accessibility (e.g. many elderly participants are still more fond of paper than electronics, etc.)
When checking in make sure the tables, signs, and materials are all visible and accessible for
those in need (elderly, disabled, pregnant, etc.)

Create sessions dedicated to communal well-being, mental health, and belonging.
For ongoing educational programming, gather teachers, moderators, and leads to envision how
the programming may go how to engage families, students, and participants on an ongoing
basis, and how to anticipate and navigate “critical conversations”.
If programming or events include children/families, provide education resources to ensure
current families and children/youth understand the language and have the tools to interact with
empathy and confidence.
Make sure formal programming begins and ends at an hour that allows for individuals to travel
home. Or if it is an overnight event, allow decompression and 6-8 hours of sleep.
Provide over the counter essentials including feminine hygiene products, facemasks, aspirin, and
first aid supplies in or near every bathroom.
For multi-hour/day programming, ensure a designated organizer of the events checks in with
people throughout the event/program to ask them how they are feeling and if there is anything
they can do to enhance their experience. (an official “Belonging Ambassador” squad).
Create opportunities for people to engage with their families virtually or in person by creating a
family friendly drop-in

Develop and distribute a code of conduct and statement of belonging for the
programming/event or into handbooks (for ongoing programs), swag bags, and hard copies of
schedules to every participant. Please also have this code digitally available on the program
platform.
JEDI Code of Conduct should be referenced at main stage programs and plenaries, at the
beginning of the sessions as the container for creating a sense of belonging. For ongoing
programs/events, the Code of Conduct should be referenced on a regular basis and/or posted.
Delineate easy and clear steps to follow in the event of an incident. For incidents involving
children and families, please allow for privacy and ask for parent consent to speak with minors.

Registration

Program, Panel, and Session Preparations

Apply JEDI Code of Conduct



Post-Event Programming



Send a post event survey out with questions about JEDI and belonging where
experienced by participants.
For family programming where children are separate from parents/households, send
surveys asking about their child’s experience of belonging. If multiple sessions, consider
sending after the first session, middle, and at the end.
Ensure contracted guest speakers are paid on the day of the event, or within 2 weeks of
the event's close. Or as their contract stipulates.
Reach out to presenters to thank them personally and ideally include examples of what
you appreciated from their presentation. Also, ask them for feedback based on the
overall experience.
Follow up with participants individually for 20-30 minute meetings to encourage
relationship building and provide pathways for further engagement.

Follow-up, Authentic Relationships

Please adjust this checklist to your organization’s internal processes and review as some of
these items may require consensus and community input. 
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JEDI@Jewishfederations.org

For questions and support, contact:

Jewish Federations’ JEDI initiative for Jewish Equity, Diversity, and
Inclusion exists to support Jewish life in creating a culture of belonging
for all Jews and our loved ones. By increasing individual and
organizational capacity, JEDI works to mobilize the collective, and
respond to the call for justice in equity in Jewish life and broader society.


