
In a Nutshell 
We’re thrilled to pilot Gesher — an active, engaging, 

experiential program that feels like summer camp 

all year round. In Hebrew, “gesher” means bridge. 

We are connecting students to Jewish ideas, Jewish 

identities, and Jewish practices. We are rooting our 

learning in Jewish values and texts, concentrating 

on a range of Jewish themes, and focusing more on 

celebrating and living Judaism than learning about 

it out of context. Here it is in a nutshell: 
• Outdoor education on Sunday mornings in 

September and October 

• Monthly retreats on Sundays from November 

through April  

• Workshops and outings on Sunday mornings 

• Intergenerational Shabbat services on 

Saturday mornings 

• Shabbat dinners on Friday evenings  

• Holiday celebrations and services for children 

and families 

• Hebrew tutoring half an hour a week for 

grades 3-7  

 
 

Background 
Over the years we have created some wonderful 

learning opportunities for our students through our 

Bet Sefer program. We have provided meaningful 

weekly lessons, and our students have their own 

community within the community of the 

congregation.  

However, students often felt that the program was 

too much like school. They talked about being  

Jewish, but they didn’t celebrate enough Jewish 

experiences together. Two hours every Sunday 

couldn’t provide immersive experiences that are 

essential to developing Jewish identities. 

The pandemic wreaked havoc and hardship on our 

lives in profound ways. One bright spot, however, is 

that it created an opening to pilot a new approach 

to Jewish learning. Because this year will not be 

totally back to normal, we decided to use it as an 

opportunity to experiment. If the program is not a 

good fit, we will return to our previous Bet Sefer 

program the following year. 

This year, we are asking a different set of questions, 

ones that are better explored by active learning and 

in the context of retreats, workshops, and Shabbat 

experiences: 

• How do we create meaningful Jewish 

communities rooted in justice and equity? 

• How do we live out Jewish tradition’s insistence 

on debating important ideas grounded in Jewish 

texts? 

• How do we absorb the breadth of Jewish history, 

practice, and peoplehood while also cultivating 

our own particular Jewish identities? 

• How can Jewish ritual enrich our lives and give 

expression to the range of feelings we 

experience? 

Read on to learn more about our new program! 

Congregation Shaarei Shamayim  



We will send out a chronological calendar in August,   

but for now we’ve broken the program down into 

these categories: 
 

 

Outdoor Education  
Sunday mornings, 9:30-11:30 a.m. 

• September 12, 19, 26 

• October 3, 17, 24, 31  
 

We’ll meet at Penn Park Shelter on Madison’s south 

side, rain or shine! Our intergenerational Shabbat 

service on October 9 will replace class on October 

10. October 31 we will be at the Aldo Leopold 

Nature Center. 
 

Holiday Celebrations 
• Rosh Hashanah programs - September 6-7 

• Yom Kippur programs - September 15-16 

• Sukkot service - September 24 

• Simchat Torah celebration - September 28 

• Chanukkah party - December 4 

• Purim celebration - March 16 

• Passover seder (at retreat) - April 10 
 

Shabbat Programs 
Intergenerational Shabbat Morning                 

Services 

• October 9 

• March 12 

• April 23 
 

Friday Night Shabbat Dinners 

• January 28 

• Other dates to be decided 

Retreats 
Sundays, 9:30 a.m.-2:30 p.m. 

• November 7 

• December 12 

• January 15-16 (overnight) 

• February 13 

• March 6 

• April 10  

 

Most retreats will take place at Camp Shalom or the 

Aldo Leopold Center. The January 15-16         

overnight will be held at the Perlstein Retreat               

Center. 
 

Workshops and Outings 
Sunday Mornings, mostly 9:30-11:30 a.m. 

• Chanukkah Workshop - November 21 

• Family Sledding - January 9 

• Purim Carnival - March 13 

• Workshop TBD - March 20 

• Workshop TBD - May 8 

• Picnic Point Outing - May 15 

 

Hebrew Tutoring 
Students in grades 3-7 work with a tutor once a 

week for half an hour, a  total of 26 sessions. 

Seventh graders can opt out if they are working with 

a bnei mitzvah tutor. Most sessions will be held on 

Zoom this year. 
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Our Goals 
The traditional every Sunday Hebrew school 

model helps students learn about Judaism. While 

that’s important, our retreats will provide an 

opportunity for students to live Judaism 

authentically with their community of peers and 

parents by:  

• Participating in and creating Jewish rituals;  

• Forming bonds with other students through 

a camp-like experiential education program;  

• Celebrating Shabbat with their families and 

community; and  

• Engaging in tikkun olam (repair of the world/

social justice work) and gemilut chasadim 

(acts of kindness).  
 

With five hours in a camp-like atmosphere, we’ll 

be able to go deeper into our proposed themes 

and engage in active learning and community 

building.  

 
 

Retreat Themes 
Our outdoor education sessions at the beginning 

of the year will provide the basis for learning 

throughout the year. We will focus on Torah and 

other Jewish texts. These will provide the basis 

for the retreats. Each retreat will have a theme. 

Possible themes include: Tzedakah, Tikkun Olam, 

Jewish Life Cycle, Jewish Rituals, Shabbat, and 

Israel and the Israeli-Palestinian Conflict. 

Sample Schedule 
• 9:30-10:00 a.m. - Assembly (Singing and 

Torah Skits, parents welcome) 

• 10:00-10:15 a.m. - Community-building and 

games 

• 10:15-11:15 a.m. - Learning Block I: Activities 

on the retreat’s theme 

• 11:15-12:00 p.m. - Lunch and song session 

with Motzi and Birkat Hamazon (blessings 

before and after a meal) 

• 12:00-1:00 p.m. - Learning Block II: Activities 

on the retreat’s theme 

• 1:00-1:15 p.m. - Break 

• 1:15-2:00 p.m. - Chugim (multi-age choice 

activities such as art, drama, music, and gaga) 

• 2:00-2:30 p.m. - Closing Circle (an              

opportunity to share our learning, parents 

welcome) 

 

 

Congregation Shaarei Shamayim  



We will be out of town during a couple of 

these retreats. Is my child going to miss a 

significant part of the year? We know that 

families’ lives are complicated, and many of us 

are resuming travel. When we calculated the 

learning hours over the year, we assumed that 

kids would miss some of the retreats. Even if they 

miss two retreats, they will still get the same 

amount of learning hours as our previous 

programs, because we are offering more 

workshops, Shabbat dinners and services, and 

holiday programs. These additional programs will 

help the kids remain connected in between 

retreats. 
 

Tell me about the retreat locations. What 

happened to RISE? Unfortunately, RISE is 

remodeling their building in a way that is no 

longer suitable for our learning program. The 

good news is that we have two new fabulous 

locations. Camp Shalom is located in Verona and 

is run by the Jewish Federation of Madison. It’s a 

beautiful camp that has plenty of spaces for our 

programs. Since some parents might not want to 

drive all the way out there every month, we are 

also planning retreats at the Aldo Leopold 

Center. Located in Monona, it’s an amazing 

nature center with both indoor rooms and 

outdoor spaces for exploring. We feel very lucky 

that we secured these locations. 
 

How are you handling COVID protocols? We 

are hoping by November that children younger 

than 12 can be vaccinated, but the truth is that 

we do not know what the fall will bring. That said,  

we are working with our COVID Advisory Committee 

of healthcare professionals and public health 

experts. Our sessions at the beginning of the year 

will be outside, and we are working with the Aldo 

Leopold Center to adopt protocols for our retreats 

to reduce risk when we are indoors.  
 

I have very young children - how will they fit in? 

The five-hour retreat is designed for children in 

Kindergarten through 7th grade. However, we plan 

to have shorter, parallel programs for 2-4 year-olds. 

We want them to feel part of our community! 
 

What about my Kindergartener - isn’t five hours 

too long? We don’t think so, because the programs 

will be active and engaging. We’ll work with their 

shorter attention spans and immerse them in our 

fun activities. Parents are welcome to try it out and 

observe. Also, having the outdoor education at the 

beginning of the year will provide a good 

introduction for the longer retreats. 
 

I have teenagers - is there any role for them? Yes! 

Retreats are perfect for this age group. We are 

planning teen programs to coincide with the K-7th 

grade program. We are also hoping to have a 

teachers’ assistant program; we just haven’t figured 

out yet how these programs will work together. 
 

What will parents do during the retreats? We 

know that some parents like to get their errands 

done while their kids are occupied. Other parents 

like to participate with their children. We are 

encouraging parents to attend assembly at the 

beginning and closing circle at the end of the 

morning. We will also offer adult programs on site to 

coincide with the kids’ retreats. 
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