
Sukkot Dinnertime Discussion Guide 
Sukkot is one of the most joyful festivals on the Jewish calendar. “Sukkot,” a Hebrew word 

meaning "booths" or "huts," refers to the Jewish festival of giving thanks for the fall harvest. The 

holiday has also come to commemorate the 40 years of Jewish wandering in the desert after the 

giving of the Torah atop Mt. Sinai. 

  

Also called Z’man Simchateinu (Season of Our Rejoicing), Sukkot is the only festival associated 

with an explicit commandment to rejoice. Sukkot is celebrated five days after Yom Kippur. One, 

which takes the commandment to dwell in booths literally, is to build a sukkah, a small, 

temporary booth or hut. Sukkot (in this case, the plural of sukkah) are commonly used during the 

seven-day festival for eating, entertaining and even for sleeping. 

Our sukkot have open walls and open doors, and this encourages us to welcome as many people 

as we can. We invite family, friends, neighbors, and community to rejoice, eat, and share what 

we have with each other. 

Another name for Sukkot is Chag HaAsif (Festival of the Ingathering), representing the 

importance in Jewish life of giving thanks for the bounty of the earth. (Adapted from 

ReformJudaism.com) 

 

Leviticus 23:42-43 

You shall live in booths seven days; all citizens in Israel shall live in booths, in order that 

future generations may know that I made the Israelite people live in booths when I 

brought them out of the land of Egypt, I the LORD your God. 

Learning from Leviticus: 

A} How many days do we celebrate Sukkot? (live in booths) 

B} What other holiday is it connected to? 

C} What is the reason for Sukkot? 

  

Discussion Questions: 

1) The "booths" in this text are the sukkahs that we build on Sukkot.  Have you ever been in a 

Sukkah, a fort, or a tent? How is it different from being in your house? Does it feel different?  

2) What do you think the Israelites might have felt when they were living in booths in the 

desert?  

3) How might building and living in a sukkah remind us of what it might have been like for the 

Israelites in the desert? 

4) Why else might we build and live in Sukkahs on Sukkot?  

  

Exodus 23:14-16 

Three times a year you shall hold a festival for Me: You shall observe the Feast of 

Unleavened Bread—eating unleavened bread for seven days as I have commanded you—

at the set time in the month of Abib, for in it you went forth from Egypt; and none shall 

appear before Me empty-handed; and the Feast of the Harvest, of the first fruits of your 

work, of what you sow in the field; and the Feast of Ingathering at the end of the year, 

when you gather in the results of your work from the field. 

 

Expounding on Exodus  

In this section the three major Jewish Holidays are talked about. Passover, Shavuot, and Sukkot.  

A} Sukkot is the third holiday mentioned.  How is it related to the other holidays? 

B} What is the reason for Sukkot? 

https://reformjudaism.org/glossary/torah
https://reformjudaism.org/jewish-holidays/yom-kippur
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 Discussion Questions 

1)All three of these Shelosh Regalim (Three Festivals)  are harvest festivals, when crops are 

ready to be picked and taken. Have you ever grown food before? How did you feel when it was 

fully grown and ready to be eaten? 

2) How do you think it would feel to be a farmer and have all your crops grown and ready for 

harvest? How would you want to celebrate?  

3) Why would farmers need a sukkah during harvest time? 

4) Why would we invite guests into our Sukkah?  

6) We are commanded to invite our communities into our sukkah with us. Why do you think that 

is?  

 

Rules of Building a Sukkah: 

A sukkah must have at least three walls. The walls of the sukkah can be made out of anything: 

canvas, wood, bricks, even metal or stone. They may even be a permanent structure, such as the 

side wall of a house. 

Certain rules about the roof of a sukkah: 

• it must be made out of something which grew from the ground. 
• the material it is made from must no longer be connected to the ground. 
• it must be possible to see at least 3 stars in the night sky through the sukkah roof. 

 

Maimonides: 

Mishneh Torah, Shofar, Sukkah and Lulav 8:12-13 

(12) ...Although it is a Mitzvah to rejoice on all festivals, on the Sukkot holiday there 

was a time of overabundant joy, for it is written, you shall rejoice before the Eternal 

your God for seven days. And how was this done? On the eve of the first holiday they 

would arrange in the Temple a place for the women above and for the men below so that 

they might not mix one with the other. And they began to rejoice from eve ending the first 

holiday, and continued on each and every day of the intercessory days of the holiday. 

They began after the Tamid offering was made in the evening to rejoice the rest of the day 

and through the night. (13) ...And how was this joy [performed]. The flute was struck 

and the violin, harp, and cymbals, were played, and every person played any 

instrument they knew how to play. And those who knew to sing, sang. And they 

danced, and bowed, and clapped, and spun, and crowed, each according to their 

ability, and spoke words of praise and song. And this joy does not supersede the 

Sabbath or the Holy Day. 

 

vii) According to Maimonides, what should be the source of our holiday joy? 

  

viii) Was the joy of Sukkot possible without the community of the Israelites? Could you 

experience such joy on your own? 

 

  

https://www.sefaria.org/Mishneh_Torah,_Shofar,_Sukkah_and_Lulav.8.12-13


Simchat Torah Dinnertime Discussion Guide 
Immediately following Sukkot, we observe Simchat Torah, a fun-filled day during which we 

celebrate the completion of the annual reading of the Torah and affirm Torah as one of the 

pillars on which we build our lives. As part of the celebration, the Torah scrolls are taken from 

the ark and carried or danced around the synagogue seven times. During the Torah service, the 

concluding section of the fifth book of the Torah, D’varim (Deuteronomy), is read, and 

immediately following, the opening section of Genesis, or B'reishit, is read. This practice 

represents the cyclical nature of the relationship between the Jewish people and the reading of 

the Torah. (Adapted from ReformJudaism.com)  

 

Psalms 119:103 

(103) How pleasing is Your word to my palate, sweeter than honey. 

 

Discussion Questions: 

1) This passage in Psalms is referring to the words of Torah. What does it mean for words to be 

sweet? How can words of Torah be sweeter than honey? 

2) Is there a particular story in the Torah that you enjoy? What is your favorite part? Who is your 

favorite character? How is the story sweet for you? 

 

Joshua 1:8 

(8) Let not this Book of the Teaching cease from your lips, but recite it day and night, so that you 

may observe faithfully all that is written in it. Only then will you prosper in your undertakings 

and only then will you be successful. 

 

Pirkei Avot 5:22 

(22) Ben Bag Bag said:Turn it over, and [again] turn it over, for all is therein. And look into it; 

And become gray and old therein; And do not move away from it, for you have no better portion 

than it. 

 

Discussion Questions: 

When Rabbi Ben Bag Bag Says, “Turn it over and again turn it over, for all is therein” He is 

telling us we should read the Torah over and over again and again.  

1) Is there a book that you love that you have read more than once? Why do you read it more 

than once? Why do you think we read the Torah each year and then start over again? What might 

you learn by reading the Torah more than once?   

2) Why does Ben Bag Bag say to read the Torah until you become "gray and old"? How might 

you read the Torah differently when you are older than when you were younger?  

3) What does it mean to "not move away" from the Torah? Do you agree with it?  

4) What lessons have you learned from stories in the Torah? What values have you learned from 

the laws in the Torah? Do you prefer the laws or stories in the Torah? 

 

 Shulchan Arukh, Orach Chayim 669:1 

Rama: This last day is referred to as Simchat Torah, because we rejoice and make a celebratory 

feast on that day to celebrate the completion of the Torah… We also have the custom in these 

lands… to remove all of the Torah scrolls in the ark and recite songs and praises… We also have 

the custom to encircle the bimah with the scrolls… all [of these customs are] out of joy. We also 

have the custom to call up many people to the Torah… we also call up all of the children. 
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Discussion Questions 

1) Why do we celebrate when we finish reading the Torah each year? Do you think the 

celebration Rama describes is a good way to celebrate? 

2) How do you think we should celebrate reading the Torah? 

3) Why do you think the children are called up in the celebration Rama describes? Why might it 

be important for children to celebrate the Torah with the adults?  



Hannukat Habayit (1) Dinnertime Discussion Guide 
Hannukat Habayit, meaning Rededicating the Home is a ceremony when you move into a new 

house of putting up your mezuzah and making a house into a home. This week we will focus on 

making a covenant for our personal homes and our religious school community. Rabbi Jonathan 

Sacks teaches that contracts are were two parties negotiate terms of what they will receive from 

each other, covenants are where two parties discuss what they will give to one another. When we 

make sacred places, we always want to make sure that we have a sacred covenant.  

After Noah and his family and many animals  were saved in the ark while the rest of the earth 

preached, Noah and his family were able to step out on to dry land. Of course Noah and his 

family was scared that this would happen again. Therefore God made a covenant with them…  

 

This text is at the very end of the story of Noah: 

Genesis 9:11-17 

(11) I will maintain My covenant with you: never again shall all flesh be cut off by the 

waters of a flood, and never again shall there be a flood to destroy the earth.” (12) God 

further said, “This is the sign that I set for the covenant between Me and you, and every living 

creature with you, for all ages to come. (13) I have set My bow in the clouds, and it shall 

serve as a sign of the covenant between Me and the earth. (14) When I bring clouds over the 

earth, and the bow appears in the clouds, (15) I will remember My covenant between Me and 

you and every living creature among all flesh, so that the waters shall never again become a 

flood to destroy all flesh. (16) When the bow is in the clouds, I will see it and remember the 

everlasting covenant between God and all living creatures, all flesh that is on earth. (17) That,” 

God said to Noah, “shall be the sign of the covenant that I have established between Me and all 

flesh that is on earth.” 

 

Discussion Questions: 

1) What is a "covenant?" What other words could you replace with "covenant" in this text? 

2) If you were Noah, how might you feel to hear this covenant with God after the flood?  

3) Why does God use a rainbow as a sign of the promise he made to Noah?  

4) How does this story change how you might feel or think when you see a rainbow?  

 

Genesis 17:1-7 

(1) When Abram was ninety-nine years old, Adonai appeared to Abram and said to him, “I am 

El Shaddai. Walk in My ways and be blameless. (2) I will establish My covenant between Me 

and you, and I will make you exceedingly numerous.” (3) Abram threw himself on his face; 

and God spoke to him further, (4) “As for Me, this is My covenant with you: You shall be the 

father of a multitude of nations. (5) And you shall no longer be called Abram, but your name 

shall be Abraham, for I make you the father of a multitude of nations. (6) I will make you 

exceedingly fertile, and make nations of you; and kings shall come forth from you. (7) I will 

maintain My covenant between Me and you, and your offspring to come, as an everlasting 

covenant throughout the ages, to be God to you and to your offspring to come. 

 

Discussion Questions: 

 1) Abraham was the first Jewish person. He followed God's instructions and even moved with 

his family to the land of Canaan (the land that became Israel) when God asked. Given what you 

know about Abraham, why do you think God makes a covenant with him?  

2) How do you think Abraham felt when he heard this covenant? 

3) What does it mean to make a covenant or promise with someone? How is it powerful?  

https://www.sefaria.org/Genesis.9.11-17
https://www.sefaria.org/Genesis.17.1-7


4) Have you ever made a promise to someone? Why did you make that promise? Did you keep 

it?  

5) What promises do we make to our friends and families? How do we act towards our friends 

and families? How might our friends or family feel if we broke promises with them or treated 

them poorly? 

6) What are some rules you promise to follow in your house? (For example, you might promise 

to always be kind to each other, or to be quiet around the house when a family member is 

sleeping.)  

7) What other promises can you make to keep as a family?  

 

Exodus 3:1-5 

(1) Now Moses, tending the flock of his father-in-law Jethro, the priest of Midian, drove the 

flock into the wilderness, and came to Horeb, the mountain of God. (2) An angel of Adonai 

appeared to him in a blazing fire out of a bush. He gazed, and there was a bush all aflame, yet 

the bush was not consumed. (3) Moses said, “I must turn aside to look at this marvelous sight; 

why doesn’t the bush burn up?” (4) When Adonai saw that he had turned aside to look, God 

called to him out of the bush: “Moses! Moses!” He answered, “Here I am.” (5) And He said, 

“Do not come closer. Remove your sandals from your feet, for the place on which you 

stand is holy ground. 

 

Discussion Questions: 

1) Why does God tell Moses to take off his sandals? In what places do you take off your shoes? 

Why?  

2)What does "holy ground" mean? What are some places that are holy or special to you?  

3) How is your home a holy place to your family? How do you feel when you are in your home? 

4) How can we make or keep our homes holy? How do we act in our homes that make them 

special? 

5) What promises can we make about how we act in our homes to keep them holy?  

  

https://www.sefaria.org/Exodus.3.1-5


Hanukkat Habayit: The Mezzuzah Dinnertime Discussion Guide 
 

The Hebrew word mezuzah means “doorpost.” According to tradition, the mezuzah is to be 

affixed to the doorpost at the entrance to a Jewish home as well as at the entrance to each of the 

interior rooms except for bathrooms. The mezuzah itself consists of a small scroll of parchment 

(k’laf ) on which are written two biblical passages.  Deuteronomy 6:4–9 and 11:13–21. Below is 

the first passage. (Adapted from ReformJudaism.com)  

 

Deuteronomy 6:4-9 

(4) Hear, O Israel! Adonai is our God, Adonai is 

one. (5) You shall love Adonai your God with all 

your heart and with all your soul and with all your 

might. (6) Take to heart these instructions with 

which I charge you this day. (7) Impress them upon 

your children. Recite them when you stay at home 

and when you are away, when you lie down and 

when you get up. (8) Bind them as a sign on your 

hand and let them serve as a symbol on your 

forehead; (9) inscribe them on the doorposts of 

your house and on your gates. 

 

 דברים ו׳:ד׳-ט׳ 

ד׃ ד() הָוָ֥ה ׀ ֶאָחָֽ ינּו יְׁ ַ֖ הָוָ֥ה ֱאֹלה  ל יְׁ ֵ֑ ָרא  ע ִישְׁ ַ֖ מ   שְׁ

יָך ְבָכל־ְלָבְבָךָ֥ ּוְבָכל־ ) ֶ֑ ת ְיהָוָ֣ה ֱאֹלה  ֵ֖ ַהְבָתָּ֔ א  ה( ְוָאָ֣

ים  ָ֣ ָך׃ )ו( ְוָה֞יּו ַהְדָבר  ֶֽ ר  ַנְפְשָךֵ֖ ּוְבָכל־ְמֹאד  ה ֲאש ֶׁ֨ ל  ָהא ֵ֗

י ְמַצְּוָך   ִ֧ יָך  ָאֹנכ  ם ְלָבנ ָּ֔ ַנְנָתָ֣ ָך׃ )ז( ְוש  ֶֽ ֹום ַעל־ְלָבב   ַהיֵ֖

ְך   ר  ְכְתָךָ֣ ַבד ָּ֔ ָךֶ֙ ּוְבל  ית ֶ֙ ְבְתָךָ֤ ְבב  ם ְבש  ַבְרָתֵ֖ ָבֶ֑ ְוד 

ָך  ֶ֑ ֹות ַעל־ָיד  ם ְלאֵ֖ ָך׃ )ח( ּוְקַשְרָתָ֥ ֶֽ ְבָשְכְבָךֵ֖ ּוְבקּומ  ּוֶֽ

ת ּו ְלֹטָטֹפֵ֖ ת   ְוָהיָ֥ ם ַעל־ְמזּוֹזָ֥ יָך׃ )ט( ּוְכַתְבָת  ֶֽ ינ  ין ע  ָ֥ ב 

יָך׃ )ס(  ֶֽ ְשָער  ָך ּוב  ֵ֖ ית   ב 

 

Discussion Questions: 

Look at the Hebrew in this text. Does it seem familiar? This is the first two verses with English 

letters:  

"Shema yisrael, Adonai eloheinu, Adonai echad.  

V'ahavtah et adonai elochecha b'chol l'vavcha uv'chol nafsh'cha, uv'chol m'odecha" 

  

1) It's the Shema! (the second paragraph of the Shema is often called the V’ahavtah)We say the 

Shema on Sundays during T'fillah. It is one of the most important prayers in Judaism. Why do 

you think we put these prayers in the mezzuzah? 

2) Why do you think we hang mezzuzahs on our doorposts? What might they remind us of or 

make us feel? 

3) Do you ever say the Shema at other times? How does it make you feel? 

4 ) How might the mezzuzah make a place holy or special? 

2) How are the Shema and V'ahavtah a B'rit or promise, like the covenants and promises we 

talked about last week?  

3) Look at the text, in 3 specific instructions we are told to follow in the prayer. How might 

following these specific instructions in our home make our homes holy? 

 

 

Why is the Mezzuzah always slanted?  

A slanted mezuzah is a great example of a compromise in Jewish law. Way back in the 11th 

century, Rashi, a French rabbi and commentator, said that when you put up your mezuzah, it 

should be hung vertically (Rashi and Tosafot on Menahot33a). Because of the relationship 

between people and God. But then Rashi’s grandson came along. He wrote that a mezuzah 

should be put uphorizontally, because the Ten Commandments and the Torahvscrolls were kept 

horizontally in the ark in the Temple. And because of the relationships between people and other 

https://www.sefaria.org/Deuteronomy.6.4-9
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people. The Torah teaches us about both, the relationship we have with God and the relationship 

we have with other people.  

A hundred and fifty years later Rabbi Jacob Ben Asher, also sometimes called the Tur, suggests 

that the way to hold the precedents of both Rashi and Rabbenu Tam was to split the difference, 

and to put up your mezuzah at a slant (pointing into the room). (Yoreh Deah289) This shows 

how important it is to have compromises in every home, creating Shalom Bayit, peace in the 

home.  

 

Discussion Questions: 

1. What are ways that you compromise in your home?  

2. Are there any physical signs in your home from times that you compromised?  

 

Is the Mezuzah Magical? 

One final word about the symbolic status of a mezuzah. The parchment is inscribed on only one 

side. On its reverse side, only one word appears: Shaddai, one of the names used for God. When 

the scroll is rolled properly, the “Shaddai” is facing the eye. The Hebrew letters of “Shaddai,” 

shin, dalet, yod are also the initials of the phrase shomer daltot yisrael, the Guardian of the doors 

of Israel. 

Partly as a result of this lettering, partly because some people naturally tend toward superstition, 

the mezuzah sometimes has been accorded the status of amulet, a magical charm. Not only in 

medieval cultures but even in our day, some would attribute or explain misfortune as linked to 

the lack of kosher mezuzot. 

A mezuzah is not meant to be a protective device, nor lack thereof a source of direct punishment. 

A mezuzah is a sign and reminder of the Covenant, of our love and commitment and our 

willingness to create a Jewish household. That, in itself, is sufficient! (Adapted from 

MyJewishlearning.com)  

  

https://www.myjewishlearning.com/texts/Rabbinics/Halakhah/Medieval/Shulhan_Arukh/Arbaah_Turim.shtml
https://www.sefaria.org/Shulchan_Arukh,_Yoreh_De'ah.289?lang=he-en&utm_source=myjewishlearning.com&utm_medium=sefaria_linker


Tzedakah Dinnertime Discussion Guide 
 

Tzedakah, which is most commonly translated as “charity,” has its roots in the word for 

“justice” or “righteousness.”  Jewish tradition teaches that giving tzedakah is a religious 

imperative, even for those who have little to give.  It is customary to place money in a tzedakah 

box just prior to Shabbat, holidays and other special occasions.  Keeping a tzedakah box at 

home facilitates this practice and teaches children the value of this mitzvah(divine obligation). In 

fact, some households make a monthly or yearly family project of determining which worthy 

cause will be the recipient of their tzedakah. 

Tzedakah boxes (Yiddish: pushke) are available in a variety of sizes and styles from exceedingly 

plain to ornately decorative.  The concept of hidur mitzvah (adorning or beautifying the mitzvah) 

teaches that whenever possible, one should seek to carry out mitzvot in joyful and beautiful ways. 

Many tzedakah boxes are works of art and make appropriate gifts for celebrating lifecycle 

events.  They can be purchased in synagogue and retail Judaica shops, as well as 

online.  Tzedakah boxes also are available from specific organizations that distribute empty 

boxes, later collecting the boxes and any funds that are in them.  The Jewish National Fund—

and its iconic blue and white tzedakah boxes—is perhaps the best known of these 

organizations.  (ReformJudaism.com)  

 

Genesis 18:18-19 

(18) Since Abraham is to become a great and populous nation and all the nations of the earth 

are to bless themselves by him? (19) For I have singled him out, that he may instruct his 

children and his posterity to keep the way of Adonai by doing what is just and right, in order 

that Adonai may bring about for Abraham what God has promised him.” 

 

Deuteronomy 16:20 

(20) Justice, justice shall you pursue, that you may thrive and occupy the land that Adonai 

your God is giving you. 

 

Discussion Questions: 

1) What is Abraham and his descendants singled out to do? 

2) What does it mean to be "just and right"? When have you done the right thing for someone 

else? Was it easy? Was it difficult?  

3) Was being singled out by God to do what is just and right a blessing or big responsibility? 

How might it be both?  

4) What does it mean to you to pursue justice? 

5) What can we do to pursue justice for others? 

6) Rabbis have wondered for centuries why the word justice is repeated in this verse. Why do 

you think it is repeated?  

7) The word Tzedakah comes from the word Tzedek that we see above  and means justice. 

Where have you heard the word "Tzedakah" before? What does it mean to you? Why do you 

think it is so connected to the word Tzedek? 

 

8 Levels of Tzedakah:  

 

The Jewish ideals of Tzedakah were summarized and taught by Moses Maimonides (RaMBaM), 

a great teacher who lived in Spain. Maimonides believed that Tzedakah is like a ladder. It has 

eight rungs, from bottom to top. Each step you climb brings you closer to heaven. These are the 

levels:  

https://www.sefaria.org/Genesis.18.18-19
https://www.sefaria.org/Deuteronomy.16.20


  

1. The person who gives reluctantly and with regret. 

2. The person who gives graciously, but less than one should. 

3. The person who gives what one should, but only after being asked. 

4. The person who gives before being asked. 

5. The person who gives without knowing to whom he or she gives, although the recipient knows 

the identity of the donor. 

6. The person who gives without making his or her identity known. 

7. The person who gives without knowing to whom he or she gives. The recipient does not know 

from whom he or she receives. 

8. The person who helps another to become self-supporting by a gift or a loan or by finding 

employment for the recipient. 

 

Discussion Questions: 

1) Do you agree with this order for Tzedakah? Are there rungs you think should be higher or 

lower?  

2) Why do you think Maimonides ordered them this way? What makes level 1 different from 

level 2 and level 8? 

3) Based on Maimonides' levels, how should we act on the values of Tzedakah? How should we 

feel or behave when give tzedakah? 

4) In Judaism, we have blessings for doing almost all the mitzvot, like lighting Shabbat candles, 

putting on a Tallit, or putting up a Mezzuzah. However, there is no blessing for giving Tzedakah. 

Why do you think that is?  

 

Even the poor who are supported by Tzedakah must give from what they receive – Rabbi Yosef 

Karo, Shulchan Aruch, Yoreh Deah 248:1 

 

If people come to you for assistance and you tell them, ‘God will surely help you’ then you are 

acting disloyally to God. For you should understand that God has sent you to help the needy, not 

to refer the poor back to God.” – The Leover Hassidic Rebbe 

 

Discussion Questions: 

1. How do you help people less fortunate than yourself? 

2. Do you think it is up to God to help the poor or up to us? 

  



Blessings Dinnertime Discussion Guide 
 

There are lots of people we thank for many things, every day. You may thank your parent for 

making lunch, your grandparent for driving you to baseball practice, or your best friend for a 

birthday present. Just as we say thanks with words, a hug, a note or an email, we say thank you 

for God’s gifts with prayers called brachot. There are different kinds of brachot-blessings- for 

the different things we are grateful for like waking up, eating or even seeing something beautiful. 

Most brachot begin with the same six words… 

עֹולָּם ה ְייָּ ֱאֹלֵהינּו ֶמֶלְך הָּ רּוְך ַאתָּ   בָּ

Praised are You, Adonai our God, Ruler of the world…  

(Adapted from heneni prayer booklet)  

 

Menachot 43b:15 

It is taught in a baraita that Rabbi Meir would say: A person is obligated to recite one 

hundred blessings every day, as it is stated in the verse: “And now, Israel, what [ma] does 

Adonai your God require of you” (Deuteronomy 10:12). Rabbi Meir interprets the verse as 

though it said one hundred [me’a], rather than ma. 

 

Discussion Questions 

1) Why does Rabbi Meir say a person should recite one hundred blessings a day? 

2) What is a blessing? What does it mean to bless something? 

2) Have you ever blessed something? What do we do when we bless something? How do we feel 

about the things we bless? What might we think or feel when we bless something? 

3) How might we be saying thank you for something when we bless it? 

4) How might you act and think differently about the world if you found 100 things to bless each 

day?  

 

Berakhot 35a:9 

The Gemara responds: It is understood: What do we find, from the produce of a vineyard: 

Just as the fruit of the vineyard is an item from which one derives benefit and it requires 

a blessing, so too, any item from which one derives benefit, requires a blessing. 

 

(Just like we must say a blessing over a vineyard because we get the benefit of eating the grapes, 

therefore we need to say a blessing for anything that gives us something we enjoy!) 

 

Discussion Questions: 

1) What does it mean to say we "derive benefit" from fruit of the vineyard? What kind of 

benefit? What are other things you derive benefit from?  

2) Why does the Gemara think we should bless all things we derive benefit from? 

 

Below is a list of some of the things we have specific blessings for. For each, discuss why we 

have a blessing for that experience. (See attached sheet with all these blessings written in 

Hebrew and English) 

 

-For Lightning  

-For Thunder 

-For Natural Beauty 

-For a Rainbow 

-For Flowers and Herbs 

https://www.sefaria.org/Menachot.43b.15
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-For Shrubs, Bushes, and Trees 

-On a Joyous Occasion 

-On Hearing Good News 

-Upon Experiencing Wonder 

-To Acknowledge Mysterious Events 

-Upon Recovering from a Serious Illness 

-Upon Working to Fix the World 

-When Pursuing Justice 

-When Creating Art or Crafts 

-Before Participating in Sport/Exercise 

-Studying Torah 

-Before and After Eating 

 

What are some things not on this list that you think should be? (This is not an exhaustive list, 

what you are thinking of may already have a blessing!) If you come up with some, we encourage 

you to research as a family and see if you can find blessings for experiences not on the list. Or 

write a blessing!!  

 

  



Shabbat Dinnertime Discussion Guide 
 

Genesis 2:1-3 

(1) The heaven and the earth were finished, and all their array. (2) On the seventh day God 

finished the work that God had been doing, and God ceased on the seventh day from all the 

work that God had done. (3) And God blessed the seventh day and declared it holy, because 

on it God ceased from all the work of creation that God had done. 

 

Discussion Questions: 

1) What made the 7th day holy? 

2) Why do you think God rested on the 7th day of creation?  

3) Have you ever needed to rest after doing a lot of work? How did you feel?  

4) Why is it important to rest? 

 

Exodus 31:16-17 

(16) The Israelite people shall keep the sabbath, observing the sabbath throughout the ages 

as a covenant for all time: (17) it shall be a sign for all time between Me and the people of 

Israel. For in six days Adonai made heaven and earth, and on the seventh day God ceased 

from work and was refreshed. 

 

Discussion Questions: 

1) What does it mean to you to "keep" and "observe" Shabbat? (We have two shabbat candles 

each week because of this verse in Torah. We light two candles so we are both Observing and 

Keeping Shabbat)  

2) Why are we commanded to keep and observe Shabbat? 

3) What traditions or rituals do you keep in your home? What days are special to you and your 

family and stand out from the rest of the week?  

4) Why is it important to stop working? What does it mean to be "refreshed"? What does it feel 

like?  

 

Ahad Ha'am, Hebrew Essayist: 

  

“More than the Jewish People has kept Shabbat, Shabbat has kept the Jewish People.” 

  

1. What does this mean?  

2. How do you think Shabbat has “kept” the Jewish people? How does ritual connect you to 

your ancestors, community, religion, or family? 

 

Nina Beth Cardin, The Tapestry of Jewish Time: A Spiritual Guide to Holidays and Life-

Cycle Events (Springfield: Berhrman House Publishing, 2000) 

 

“Every seventh sunset, Shabbat comes. Whether heralded or not, welcomed or not, on the 

seventh day Shabbat comes. Brushed with the dew of Creation, Shabbat is different from the 

other Jewish holidays.  

It does not mark a historical event for a seasonal harvest. It is not dependent upon the phases of 

the moon, and it existed even before there was a Jewish people. Shabbat is, as it were, God’s 

holiday, the eternal seventh day of Creation, the day of completion and rest….Having set aside 

https://www.sefaria.org/Genesis.2.1-3
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our weekday distractions, on Shabbat we can devote ourselves fully to the blessings and 

goodness in our lives” 

 

Rabbi Joshua Heschel, "The Sabbath" 

 

“The meaning of the Sabbath is to celebrate time rather than space. Six days a week we live 

under the tyranny of things of space; on the Sabbath we try to become attuned to holiness in 

time. It is a day on which we are called upon to share in what is eternal in time, to turn from 

the results of creation to the mystery of creation; from the world of creation to the creation of 

the world.” 

  

“The seventh day is a palace in time which we build. It is made of soul, of joy and reticence.” 

 

Discussion Questions: 

1) How is Shabbat connected to time? What do you think Heschel means when he says we 

"celebrate time" during Shabbat? 

2) What does it mean for us to stop "creating"? (Refer to the first text on creation) What is 

something you have created? How did you feel when you finished creating it? Were you able to 

take time to appreciate it? 

  

3) What does it mean to build a "palace in time?" How is a palace different than a house? Why 

say that Shabbat is a "palace in time" and not a house or place in time?  

4) How can your home become a "palace in time" on Shabbat? How can you as a family take 

time to appreciate each other and what is around you? How can your family make special and 

holy time for each other? 

 

  



Havdallah Dinnertime Discussion Guide 
 

The beautiful ritual of Havdalah is the ceremony marking the end of Shabbat. According to 

Jewish tradition, the Havdalah service may be recited through the following Tuesday. 

Nevertheless, Havdalah is most often observed on Saturday evening, marking the end of the day 

of rest. 

Havdalah is a Hebrew word meaning “division” or “separation” and is the name of this ritual 

that formally ends Shabbat, “separating” it from the beginning of the new week. Separating the 

holiness of Shabbat with the mundane nature of the rest of the week. Havdalah is a short, 

participatory service infused with music, symbols, and meaning. The basis for Havdalah comes 

from the fourth of the Ten Commandments: “Remember the Sabbath day to sanctify it” (Exodus 

20:8). The Rabbis decided that “remembering” Shabbat required “sanctifying it” at both its 

beginning (Kiddush) and its end (Havdalah).  

This service has become popular at synagogues, summer camps, retreats, and at home. As the 

sun sets and stars become visible in the night sky, groups gather in circles to share in this ritual 

together. Jewish communities around the world and across denominations use a melody for the 

Havdalah blessing composed by Debbie Friedman(z”l) often using guitar and other instruments 

to enrich the experience. (ReformJudaism.com)  

 

Genesis 1:4 

(4) God saw that the light was good, and God separated the light from the darkness. 

 

Discussion Questions: 

1) What does it mean to separate light and darkness? What might that look like?  

2) Do light and darkness ever mix, or always stay separate? What would a world without light be 

like? What would a world without dark be like? How are both light and dark important? 

3) What are some other examples of things in the world you can think of that are separated like 

light and darkness? Could you have just one without the other? 

4) Some people interpret "light" and "dark" in this passage to mean "day" and "night." How do 

you observe the difference between day and night? i.e. What do you do when day turns to night, 

and vice versa? Do you get ready for bed as it gets darker? What do you do in the mornings 

when your day begins? 

5) Think back to our discussion about Shabbat last week. How is Shabbat separate from the rest 

of the week? What do we do to mark the beginning and end of Shabbat as separate from the rest 

of the week? 

 

Wine: 

We make a blessing over the wine, a symbol of joy, to sanctify the moment. Wine is always used 

in Jewish rituals to sanctify the moment and make it holy.  

 

Twisted Candle: 

We light a multi-wicked candle – which symbolizes how our busy separate selves come together 

on Shabbat. 

We use the light of the candle by looking at our fingernails and palms in the light with our hands 

palms-up, making finger-shadows on our hands that display the distinction between light and 

darkness. 

This light is the first fire of the new week. It is a sign that the time to begin creating again has 

arrived. (My Jewish Learning) 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=DfwZMlUyXuA
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Spices: 

Beitzah 16a:12 

As Rabbi Shimon ben Lakish said: God gives a person an additional soul on Shabbat 

eve, and at the conclusion of Shabbat removes it from him, as it is stated: “He ceased 

from work and was refreshed [vayinafash]” (Exodus 31:17). Rabbi Shimon ben Lakish 

expounds the verse as follows: Since he ceased from work, and now Shabbat has concluded 

and his additional soul is removed from him, woe [vai] for the additional soul [nefesh] that is 

lost. 

 

Rabbi Shimon ben Lakish teaches here that we each receive an additional soul, a neshama 

yetera, on Shabbat, which will sadly depart at the end of this sacred day.The spices have come to 

symbolize this additional soul. Although we are saddened when this soul leaves as Shabbat 

draws to a close, we retain the memory of Shabbat when we smell this fragrance. 

Another opinion on this teaching is that the spices are like epsom salts- reviving the soul to make 

sure we are okay as shabbat leaves each week with our additional shabbat soul.  

 

Extinguishing the Candle: 

Siddur Ashkenaz, Shabbat, Havdalah 17 

Blessed are you, Adonai, our God, Ruler of the universe, who 

makes a distinction between the holy and the secular, between 

light and darkness, between Israel and the other nations, 

between the seventh day and the six working days. Blessed are 

you, Adonai, our God, who makes a distinction between the 

holy and the secular. 

 

 סידור אשכנז, שבת, הבדלה י״ז

ְך  ) ל  ינּו מ  יז( ָברּוְך ַאָתה יי ֱאֹלה 

ש ְלחֹול,   ין ֹקד  יל ב  ָהעֹוָלם, ַהַמְבד 

ְך, ין אֹור ְלֹחש  ל   ב  ְשָרא  ין י  ב 

ת  ש  י ְלש  יע  ין יֹום ַהְשב  ים, ב  ָלַעמ 

ה, ָברּוְך ַאָתה יי,   י ַהַמֲעש  ְימ 

ש ְלחֹול:  ין ֹקד  יל ב   ַהַמְבד 

 

Havdallah is a special service we do when Shabbat is over and the next week begins. During a 

Havdallah service we say blessings over wine, spices, and the Havdallah candle, which we 

extinguish at the end of the service.  

  

Discussion Questions: 

1) What might it mean to have a special soul on Shabbat? What does your special Shabbat soul 

feel like? 

2)How do you feel when Shabbat or the weekend is over and the next week begins? How do you 

prepare for the new week? 

3) Have you ever been to a Havdallah service? How did it feel? Why do you think we observe 

Havdallah this way? (There are no wrong answers!) 

  

4) Why is it important to mark the passages of time? What would it be like if we acted and did 

all the same things at night that we did in the day, instead of separating them?  

5) What if, instead of separating your birthday from the rest of year, you celebrated your birthday 

every day? Would your birthday still feel special? Would it stop being fun? What might it be like 

if we treated every day like Shabbat? Would it stop being special? 

 

  

https://www.sefaria.org/Beitzah.16a.12
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Hanukkah Dinnertime Discussion Guide 
 
Hanukkah, one of the most widely observed Jewish holidays, is a festive eight-day celebration that for 

many people falls during the darkest, coldest season of the year. Also called the Festival of Lights, the 

holiday brings light, joy, and warmth to our homes and communities as we celebrate with candles, food, 

family, and friends. Light comes literally, with the lighting of an additional candle each day, and 

metaphorically, through a newer emphasis on charitable donations and a commitment to tikkun olam 
during the holiday. Hanukkah, meaning "dedication" in Hebrew, commemorates the victory of a small 

group of Jewish rebels (led by Judah Maccabee and his brothers, collectively known as “the 
Maccabees”) over the armies of Syria in 165 B.C.E. and the subsequent liberation and "rededication" of 

the Temple in Jerusalem. Modern celebrations of Hanukkah focus on family and friends and include the 

lighting of the Hanukkah menorah(also called a hanukkiyah); singing and playing special songs and 
games (dreidel); and eating foods prepared in oil including latkes, sufganiyot, bimuelos (fried dough 

puffs) and keftes de prasas (leek patties). (Adapted from ReformJudaism.com)  

 

The Hanukkah Story…  
The story of Hanukkah happened a long, long time ago in the land of Israel. At that time, the Holy 

Temple in Jerusalem was the most special place for the Jewish people. 

The Temple contained many beautiful objects, including a tall, golden menorah. Unlike menorahs of 

today, this one had seven (rather than nine) branches and was lit not by candles or light bulbs, but by oil. 

Every evening, oil would be poured into the cups that sat on top of the menorah. The Temple would glow 

with shimmering light 

At the time of the Hanukkah story, a cruel king named Antiochus ruled over the land of Israel. “I don’t 

like the Jewish people,” declared Antiochus. “They are so different from me. I don’t celebrate Shabbat or 

read from the Torah, so why should they?” Antiochus ordered the Jewish people to stop being Jewish and 

to pray to Greek gods.  “No more going to the Temple, no more celebrating Shabbat, and no more 

Torah!” shouted Antiochus. He sent his guards to ransack the Temple. They brought mud and garbage 

into the Temple. They broke furniture, tore curtains, and smashed the jars of oil that were used to light the 

menorah.This made the Jews very angry. One Jew named Judah Maccabee cried out, “We must stop 

Antiochus! We must think of ways to make him leave the land of Israel.” At first, Judah’s followers, 

called the Maccabees, were afraid. “Judah,” they said, “Antiochus has so many soldiers and they carry 

such big weapons. He even uses elephants to fight his battles. How can we Jews, who don’t have 

weapons, fight against him?” Judah replied, “If we think very hard and plan very carefully, we will be 

able to defeat him.”  It took a long time, but at last the Maccabees chased Antiochus and his men out of 

Israel. 

As soon as Antiochus and his soldiers were gone, the Jewish people hurried to Jerusalem to clean their 

Temple. What a mess! The beautiful menorah was gone, and the floor was covered with trash, broken 

furniture, and jagged pieces from the shattered jars of oil. The Maccabees built a new menorah. At first 

they worried that they would not be able to light their new menorah, but they searched and searched, until 

at last they found one tiny jar of oil -- enough to light the menorah for just one evening. The Maccabees 

knew that it would be at least eight days until they could prepare more oil, but they lit the menorah 

anyway. To their surprise, this little jar of oil burned for eight days. The Jewish people could not believe 

their good fortune. First, their small army had chased away Antiochus’ large army, and now the tiny jar of 

oil had lasted for eight whole days!The Jewish people prayed and thanked God for these miracles. Every 

year during Hanukkah, Jews light menorahs for eight days to remember the miracles that happened long 

ago. (PJLibrary.com)  

 

Discussion Questions: 

1) Review the Hanukkah story together. What is a "miracle"? What, to you, is the most 

miraculous part of the story? 

2) Why do we remember and celebrate Hanukkah? What does this story teach us? 

https://reformjudaism.org/glossary/tikkun-olam
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3) How do you celebrate Hanukkah in your family? What are some of your favorite Hanukkah 

traditions? 
 

Lighting the Candles 

In the Talmud, there is a debate between two schools, Beit Shamai and Beit Hillel. Beit Shammai says 

that we should light eight flames on the first night, seven on the second night, and then decreasing 

number of candles as the holiday continues. This countdown is equal to the number of nights left to go in 

the holiday. It is also exactly the way the Torah tells us to sacrifice the bulls on Sukkot, eight on the first 

day, seven on the second day, etc. 

Beit Hillel says that we should light a candle on the first night, two on the second night and so on. We 

light this way because we should go up in holiness and not down. 

  

1) Today we light the candles the Beit Hillel way. If you were free to choose, which would you 

prefer, a countdown or a countup? What would be your reason? 

2) Why do you think Beit Hillel's argument beat Beit Shammai's? What principle beat out an 

established practice from the Torah? 
 

Rava asks the Rabbis: “What if one has to make a choice between lighting a Hanukkah light and making 

Shabbat Kiddush? Is Shabbaat Kiddush the right choice since it’s a weekly thing, whereas Hanukkah 

lights only happens once a year? Perhaps lighting the Hanukkah light is preferable, since it publicizes the 

miracle that happened for the Jewish people” 

  

1) What would be your choice? Would you choose lighting the Hanukkah candles or the Shabbat 

candles, if you could only do one? 

(The Talmud says: After Rava asked this question, he resolved it himself. Kindling the 

Hanukkah lights is preferable, since its purpose is to publicise the miricle. (Shabbat 23b)  

 

The Rabbis taught: The requirement to place the Hanukkah light by the doorway of one’s house, outside. 

If one lives on the upper floor and has no place in the courtyard to put the Hanukkah light, one should 

place it in a window that others can see from outside. In the time of danger, one should place the light on 

the table and that is enough to fulfill the mitzvah. (Shabbat 21b) 

  

1) Why do the Rabbis say to place the Hanukkah light where others can see it? 

2) What might "times of danger" mean?  

 

Mishnah Bava Kamma 6.6 (This is one of Rabbi Kramer’s favorite rabbinic debates) 

If a person is working and a spark flies out from under the hammer and does damage, the worker 

is obligated to pay for the damages. 

If a camel is loaded with flax and it is passing on a public street and some of its flax goes into a 

shop and catches fire from the shopkeeper’s lamp, in tern setting fire to the building, the camel 

owner is obligated. 

If the storekeeper sets his lamp outside, the storekeeper is obligated. 

Rabbi Judah says; “If it is a Hannukah lamp, he is not obligated.” 

If the storekeeper sets his lamp outside, the storekeeper is obligated.  

Rabbi Judah says; “If it is as Hannukah lamp, he is not obligated.”  

 

1. Why is there a distinction made in this Mishnah between a regular lamp and a Hannukah 

lamp? 

2. Why should a shopkeeper or any person be responsible for a regular lamp that is placed 

outside, but not for a Hannukah lamp? 


