
Luach Articles by Rabbi Rackover 
 
Feb/Mar 2020 
Purim and Passover  

Every person learns in a unique way. This is borne out in the Haggadah where we find four 
children and many rabbis all engaging with the same story but from a multitude of perspectives.  

The juxtaposition of Purim and Passover is a hint from our Tradition about different ways 
that people learn. Purim is about hiddenness and lack of order. About making noise when we 
hear the name of the villain. For adults, Purim can be a time of drinking ad d’lo yada, until we 
lose a sense of knowledge, escaping from certainty. On Purim we send food to one another and 
engage in feasts that have no ritual content. On Purim day we distribute funds to the poor so 
they can celebrate like everyone else.  

On Passover we learn about the revealed God who rescued us with an outstretched are. 
There are no costumes, stand-ins, or cover-ups. It’s all by God’s own hand. On Passover we don’t 
blot out the name of our enemy ceremonially, we retreat their bloody end by dipping our finger 
in wine and recalling the plagues. On Passover we have a seder, an orderly meal, we drink four 
cups to increase knowledge, not to cover it up. On Passover we don’t send food around, we 
hunker down with our families and celebrate with what we have. On Passover the custom is  
to give charitable contributions before the holiday so that all preparations can be made and so 
that every person feels free.  

Two holidays, right on top of each other, comparing and contrasting we see that there 
are many paths and practices that can bring us closer to our Jewish selves.  
With blessings of discovery,  
Rabbi Mordechai Rackover  
Principal, Temple Israel Religious School 
 
Nov/Dec/Jan 2019/20 
It’s as Amazing as We Expected!  

Friends, there are exciting events unfolding on a daily basis in the Religious School.  
Witness the quick strides our fifth-grade class has made in learning to read Torah. It’s only 
November and they already know about 15 tropes and combinations. Joan Waldman and Gila 
Yudewitz are using a teaching methodology that combines hand motions and vocalizing. When 
the students move their hands along with the singing, they demonstrate what the sound might 
look like. The kinesthetic experience combined with visual and audio cues is a breakthrough for 
many.  

The Torah Lab is abuzz. We dissect, draw, listen, measure, taste, examine, question and 
collaborate. So far this year our 3rd-4th grade bonus community has undertaken the following 
experiences.  

We’ve learned about what makes a shofar different from a horn. We listened to the 
different sounds and then watched videos of different ways to blow animal horns around the 
world. We even used an oscilloscope type device to compare our voices to the shofar sounds.  

In the realm of botany, we examined different etrogim and a close cousin the Buddha’s 
Hand. In the same lesson we learned about how palm trees grow and how lulavim are collected. 



When Sukkot was over, we dissected and examined etrogim up close. We even tasted a bit. Yuck, 
sour.  

There’s more, but no more room.  
In our middle school classrooms, we have reengaged with Hebrew skills. We have multiple 

instructors working on different skills from grammar to vocabulary to jargon to reading. Just this 
week we ended our first quarter and will close out with a special day with dedicated social justice 
activities. It will mark the end of our first set of electives; Yoga, Photography and Judaism & 
Superheroes. It’s been great.  

We hope you will have a chance to visit us and see our great school in action.  
 
Rabbi Mordechai Rackover,  
Principal, Temple Israel Religious School 
 
April/May/June 2019  

The “Academic Year” is bookended by two Jewish holidays of Thanksgiving. The first, 
Sukkot, which concludes the cycle of the High Holy Days, is a holiday where we reflect on the 
bounties of the harvest. Of course, most of us no longer rely on agriculture for our day-to-day 
livelihood, but nonetheless we celebrate what we have and how God has blessed us. The 
celebration takes place in the impermanent Sukkah, blown by the wind and affected by the rain, 
to remind us that the elements are controlled by God and, so too, our lives.  

At the end of the year we have Shavuot. In ancient Israel at Passover time, the Winter 
barley harvest was ready. Following Passover and until Shavuot the ancient Israelites would wait 
on the wheat harvest. This holiday had another aspect - the bringing of Bikkurim, First Fruits. 
Trees that began to show their fruit early were marked with a ribbon and when Shavuot 
approached those fruits were harvested, placed in a basket and delivered to the Kohanim at the 
Temple in Jerusalem.  

I was thinking about these various holidays. One, Sukkot, celebrates a successful harvest, 
and the second, Shavuot, celebrates only the beginning of a potential harvest. We see what may 
be coming. Usually we think about the school year the opposite way — in the Fall we see potential 
and, in the Spring, we see something of a finished product.  

But, of course, there’s a big twist. At Shavuot there is another celebration — the receiving 
of the Torah. The receiving of the Torah is like Bikkurim, it is only a taste, a beginning. And, so 
too, education. When we close out the academic year, we do not see a finished product; we see 
only the beginning of a what is to come.  

This year has been full of wonderful beginnings: our Kindness Reports, Thank You Chain, 
more music, engagement with art, increased flexibility in certain grades. We rejoice in the 
beginnings and fruits that are on their way.  
Rabbi Mordechai Rackover,  
Principal, Temple Israel Religious School 
 
January/February/March 2019  

It’s pretty unusual for the Religious School to receive mail. We get catalogs, posters, and 
occasionally a form letter from a religious organization that thinks we may be off the path. So I 



greeted with skepticism a letter that I received after Thanksgiving from Reverend Munroe-
Nathans.  

Boy was I wrong.  
It turns out that Jennifer Munroe-Nathans is the Senior Pastor of Church of Christ 

Congregation UCC in Millis, MA. She sent me a letter, with a number of inserts. Here is an 
abridged version of that letter.  

Dear Rabbi Rackover, Greetings!  
Last week I was at the ATM at Patriot place when I noticed a paper on the ground that 
looked as if it had fallen out ofa bag or backpack. Thinking it important, I picked it up to 
discover a Kindness Report with your name on it. I was right. It is important!  
With a little Google detective work, I found you at Temple Israel in Sharon and decided to 
have some fun with the discovered paper...  
I love the idea of the kindness report and am grateful for the opportunity to share some 
good will in this era of ill will and pain...Let the work of repairing the world continue - one 
act of kindness at a time.  
Best Regards, Signed...  

  
Wow! It is worth reminding everyone that for the past three months our school has been 

focusing on Kindness. We are trying not only to do kindness but to also recognize it in others. 
This story reminds us of the Butterfly Effect; of how a seemingly random event can have 
significant impact in a far and unseen place.  

At our Religious School we are celebrating the setting in motion of waterfalls of kindness 
through the spilling of a few drops of water.  
Rabbi Mordechai Rackover,  
Principal, Temple Israel Religious School 
 
 
November/December 2018 
As we leave the High Holy Days and march into the familiar rhythm of School Days, I find myself 
reflecting on another of the deeply wise aspects of our tradition. The bookends of the Jewish 
school year — Simchat Torah and Shavuot.  

We start school around the beginning of the month of Elul, the month that precedes Rosh 
HaShannah. The daily shofar blasts and the intensity of self- reflection don’t really let us sink into 
a school rhythm. Then the holidays disrupt us with a roller coaster ride of celebrations and 
prayers and days off.  

Then Simchat Torah, the final day of the busy Elul-Tishrei holiday season, the completion 
of the Torah reading cycle and the beginning of a calmer, more consistent calendar and spiritual 
schedule. But Simchat Torah ends the cycle with a bang. Raucous music, singing, intense and very 
physical dancing.  

The school year ends with Shavuot. Shavuot is the holiday where we 
celebrate receiving the Torah from God through Moshe. It’s a very relaxed holiday, celebrated 
with prayer and a ‘regular’ holiday service. Some people stay up all night learning. But not dancing 
or singing.  



These two holidays beg the question: why not begin and end the Torah reading cycle on 
Shavuot?  

There is a very deep answer: Not everybody is a prayer person, not everybody is a book 
person, not everybody is a dancing person. We each have a different way into Torah. Celebrating 
Simchat Torah doesn’t require of us that we are Torah scholars or  particularly learned. We can 
jump in and dance. Celebrating Shavuot, some of us may want to learn all night. Others may 
simply be present when the Revelation is re-enacted.  

This wisdom is applied at our school. Some of our kids love to sing, some to dance, some 
to draw, some to read, some to study Hebrew and others still to pray. Drawing on our Tradition 
we know that we must reach each and every one of our students through their preferred mode, 
while at the same time engaging them in ways that they may not see as their favorite path.  
 
With blessings for a year of success in learning,  
Rabbi Mordechai Rackover,  
Principal, Temple Israel Religious School 
 
September/October 2018 
Getting Better All the Time  

School is about to begin. Those words fill some of us with trepidation that is equal to or 
exceeding what we feel from “U’Netaneh Tokef ” – “Who by Fire?”  

At Temple Israel Religious School we have been working hard through the summer 
months to place our school in a position to increase student engagement and overall success. 
Some changes are small – tidying and rearranging classrooms. Others quite significant.  

We have redesigned the middle-school program. In recent years our Grade 
7 students would depart from Sharon Middle School directly to an offsite volunteer project under 
the auspices of the JCRC and Telem. This meant they would only be in the Temple studying for 
about an hour a week. This coming year, both 6th and 7th grade students will have the 
opportunity to volunteer through Telem, but their time at the Temple will increase to 2 or 3 hours 
per week. In their time at TI they will have a variety of educational options along with a core 
curriculum that will round out the studies they have had in K – 5. Electives will also be offered to 
allow students to engage in personal interests, brush up on their Hebrew skills, or spend extra 
time prepping for their B’nei Mitzvah.  

Kindergarten will once again be a weekly, as opposed to bi-weekly, program. In that 
context we are increasing our work on Hebrew letter recognition and language immersion. Our 
goal is to push back the start of students’ engagement with Hebrew language.  

School-wide we will be practicing Hebrew immersion. For those of you familiar with 
Ulpan, this method is not new: teachers at Ulpan never speak in English. At TIRS we won’t 
abandon English altogether, but we will have a list of words that we only say in Hebrew. The list 
will get longer grade by grade and in time students will naturally think of these words in Hebrew 
and not in English. Pencils will be ipparonim; desks, shulkhanot, on and on as we stretch their 
vocabulary.  

Finally, another school-wide change that we will be introducing is a kindness curriculum 
that will be a critical part of our everyday experience at TI. Each school day will begin with a 
community circle and communal recognition of positive values in our lives. Teachers will also take 



some class time to work with curricular materials from the RAK (Random Acts of Kindness 
Foundation) website. We think that this is a key component to the Jewish souls we are working 
to create.  
 
With blessings for another year of success,  
Rabbi Mordechai Rackover,  
Principal, Temple Israel Religious School 
 
May/June 2018 

In Yeshivot, seminaries, the bulk of one’s time is spent in learning Talmud. Usually from 
around 8 am until 12 pm, five daysa week. This seder, or session, has a rhythm. As you experience 
Talmud Seder day to day, week to week, over the course of the year, you become accustomed to 
the movements of the sun through the windows of the beit midrash, and the feeling of your body 
as you learn through the morning.  

There is one Talmud Seder a year that is totally other and, for that reason, thrilling. On 
the night of Shavuot, after services and the holiday dinner, there is a Talmud Seder, from 10 pm 
until 2 am. For one night the world is different. The learning is different. The light is different. 
Your body is different. It’s a little magic.  

There is another night like this — Simchat Torah — the only night of the year during which 
we read Torah from a Torah Scroll and with a minyan.  

As we celebrate Shavuot, I want to reflect on these moments as moments of profound 
pedagogy. Oftentimes, we view routine as the ultimate guarantor of educational success: we get 
up, go to school on time, do X, Y, & Z, come home, do homework, play, eat dinner, bedtime. Same 
time. Same light. Same body feelings.  

But sometimes breaking habits is really the most valuable means by which we can 
energize and see in a new way. Breaking habits, whether good or bad, can bring new energies 
and shed new light.  

I think that this is why the Rabbis created the all-night learning on Shavuot and the 
dancing on Simchat Torah. To try on different modes and to give each of us opportunities to see 
in a new light and with different parts of our body.  

 
Blessing us all to receive the Torah anew each day.  
Rabbi Mordechai Rackover,  
Principal, Temple Israel Religious School 
 
March/April 2018 

In our mid-year parent feedback survey we’ve found that 68% of parents feel “better” or 
“much better” about their child’s experience at Religious School this year. We are proud of that 
number but want to get to the 19% who feel that the school experience is the same.  

Improvements continue: We have retested children whose Hebrew was on the lower end 
of grade level and have found measurable improvement across the board. Teachers are more 
frequently communicating to the parent body, and, in particular making direct contact with each 
family on a regular basis. As recruitment begins, we are happy to share that we will be rolling- 
out significant curricular revisions for next year.  



A particular concern of our school is character education. We all want our children to be 
mentschen, but it’s more than that. Our school community will invest time and emotional energy 
to build a conscious-caring-community. We want our alumni to feel profoundly connected to 
positivity and the idea of community.  

In practical terms, we want our students to make the small choices that make a big 
impact: helping peers, using kind words instead of critical words, picking up a piece of trash, and 
acting with respect towards teachers and parents. We can fill the children with information and 
skills, but we want the vessel to be as whole as the contents.  

When we look at our current curriculum, we see a skeleton. A framework of skills and 
knowledge. Currently we are working on a horizontal and vertical enrichment of the curriculum. 
In practical terms: content, bibliographies, definitions, learning goals, all located in the curriculum 
itself. We trust our teachers to teach. What we want to do is make it easier for them to by having 
the materials at their fingertips.  

All of the above sounds pretty dry. But think about it like this: if I were to describe to you 
the inner working of building a restaurant you’d think, that’s pretty dry, dull even. But without 
the right stoves, counters, knives and recipes the food would be terrible. We’re building, and day 
by day, week by week we are seeing the changes in our students.  
 
Rabbi Mordechai Rackover,  
Principal, Temple Israel Religious School 
 
September/October 2017 
Welcome to a new year and a new school.  

We are proud to introduce to our community changes we have made to the TI Religious 
School. These past months, Rabbi Silverman and I have spent time consulting with the education 
committee, listening to parents, speaking with professionals in the field and drawing on our own 
professional experiences to craft the best educational program for our incoming students.  

Our teaching staff for the coming year includes veterans of our staff and new faces, each 
with more than 15 years experience. Religious School now meets on six days of the week, Shabbat 
through Thursday, and is open for longer hours on weekdays, giving families more scheduling 
flexibility. Shabbat School will be a boon to the entire Temple community: by expanding the age-
range of participants in our Shabbat experience, we are guaranteeing a more vibrant community 
in the present and in the future.  

We are planning to provide our students with more experiential learning this year: each 
student will participate in at least one field trip, will craft one or more pieces of functional Judaica 
that will set them on a path of lifelong observance, and will be given books that will form the 
basis of their Jewish library. As a school community we have plans for two all-school Shabbat 
dinners, grade specific Shabbat and holiday programming, whole school gatherings around major 
holidays, and open-houses for current and prospective families. In addition, members of the 
school community can make arrangements with the administration to come in and observe 
classes and activities.  

There was a time when educators strove to develop “Teacher-proof ” curriculum— 
lessons that no matter the quality of the delivery agent, the outcomes would be the same from 
the student side. This has been shown to be impossible, and thus, when it comes to curriculum, 



our first step toward rejuvenating our school has been to seek out the best teachers possible. We 
have a deep trust in our current and new teachers and know that, more than anything, the 
classroom culture is the deciding factor in how much and how well students learn.  

In support of these teachers, we have adopted a new behavioral code based very closely 
upon the system in use at the Sharon Public Schools. Since the majority of our students are in the 
Sharon Public School system, we believe that the consistency of experience and expectations will 
go a long way to ensuring positive behaviors.  

The curriculum that was adopted in 2016 has provided a good foundation for the learning 
and experiences we wish to impart to our students. We will continue to work to deepen the 
curriculum so that each class has the right building blocks to ensure success and go “from 
strength to strength.”  
 
We believe that we are on a path to great success and look forward to a year of growth and 
creativity.  
Shanah Tovah, 
Rabbi Mordechai Rackover,  
Principal, Temple Israel Religious School 
  



November/December 2017 
 

Our Religious school is a place where we not only inculcate values and skills, we also work 
to equip our students with a life- time of Jewish spiritual and physical content.  
We had a great example of these goals coming to fruition in a 5th grade lesson just before Sukkot. 
Every grade level does at least one art project that gives the student a piece of usable Ju- daica. 
We make Kiddush cups one year, candle holders another, Seder plates etc., all with the hope that 
these objects become part of the child’s toolbox of Jewish content and experience.  

This year, each student in the fifth-grade class, in preparation for his or her bar or bat 
mitzvah in the next couple of years, created a Yad. A Yad - די , literally a ‘hand,’ is the device that 
the Torah reader uses to point at the words for the sake of the person who is called up for an 
aliyah. While we are accustomed to listening to the Torah reader, ideally the one who is called 
up for an aliyah should read along in an undertone as the Torah reader reads audibly for the 
benefit of the whole congregation.  

I was privileged to go into the fifth-grade class to introduce the project. I gave a five-
minute micro-lesson on why we don’t touch the Torah scroll with our bare hands – so we don’t 
smudge it. We also spoke briefly about the word Yad – hand. If you count up the bones in the 
fingers and thumb of one hand you’ll find that there are fourteen. In Hebrew the number 
fourteen is represented by a 
Yud and a Dalet – put the 
letters together and you get 
the word Yad.  

Our students had a 
great time creating their 
custom Yads. They were all 
eager to bring them home and 
make them part of their 
toolbox. For now, we asked 
them to keep them at school 
as we are going to be using 
them in the near future as we 
learn more about Torah 
reading and Torah scrolls.  
 
Rabbi Mordechai Rackover,  
Principal, Temple Israel Religious School 
 
 
January/February 2018 
So much to be proud of.  

As many in our community know, our religious school has made many changes this year. 
There have been small changes: everyone gets snacks and recess as soon as they arrive. And big 
changes: data-driven Hebrew placement, Shabbat School, and smaller classes spread over 
multiple days of the week.  



Hebrew school is not just Hebrew and there is much to be enthusiastic about. We are working 
with our students to broaden their concept of Jewish experience and Jewish learning.  

What we have been most impressed with: our teachers continue to push our students 
into powerful Jewish experiences. In the fourth-grade, students have studied Hanukkah songs in 
Hebrew, English, Yiddish and Ladino. Emphasizing to our children the varieties of Jewish cultures 
is an important aspect of our educational program.  

As part of our general emphasis on tzedakah and helping others, our small school has 
already participated in the following programs: Rofeh International’s Toy Drive, visits to Head 
Start in Brockton, visiting with seniors at Whitney Place, sending a contribution to Magen David 
Adom, World Kindness Day, and hosting a US Army vet on Veteran’s Day to learn more about 
how our service-people help us.  

As we prepare to promote and recruit for next year, we hope that you’ll pop by and check 
out our exciting classrooms and consider children and families who would benefit from our 
school.  
 
Rabbi Mordechai Rackover,  
Principal, Temple Israel Religious School 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


