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InTRoDUcTIoN: iNDiVIdUAlS 
In Jewish tradition, holiness is not just a matter of worship and ritual life, but is an  
integral part of relationships and social behavior, both of which follow God’s laws 
and expectations.  We are instructed to have generosity of spirit and full  
acceptance of ourselves, and of all God’s creatures.  
 
 
TeXTs: wHO ARe YoU aS aN iNDiVIdUAl? 
SOURCE ONE: Every time a person increases their good deeds, they earn  
themselves a new name. There are three names by which a person is called: one 
which their parents call them, one which people call them, and one which they earn 
for themselves. The last is the best one of all. – Midrash Tanchuma, Parshat Vayakhel 

 
SOURCE TWO:  

EVERYONE HAS A NAME:  
A Poem for Holocaust Martyrs’ and Heroes’ Remembrance Day 

Everyone has a name 
given to him by God 

and given to him by his parents. 
Everyone has a name 

given to him by his stature 
and the way he smiles. 

and given to him by his clothing 
Everyone has a name 

given to him by the mountains 
and given to him by the walls. 

Everyone has a name 
given to him by the stars 

and given to him by his neighbors. 
Everyone has a name 

given to him by his sins 
and given to him by his longing. 

Everyone has a name 
given to him by his enemies 
and given to him by his love. 

Everyone has a name 
given to him by his holidays 

and given to him by his work. 
Everyone has a name 

given to him by the seasons 
and given to him by his blindness. 

Everyone has a name 
given to him by the sea and 

given to him 
by his death. 

– Poem by Zelda [translated from Hebrew]
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https://jwa.org/encyclopedia/article/zelda
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CoNVeRSaTIoN:
• What names/nicknames/roles/labels/identities have been given to you or have you 

given to yourself?
• What does it mean to earn a name, rather than be given a name?
• When is a time you “increased your good deeds” and earned yourself a new 

name? When is a time you've experienced the opposite?
• Why is the name you earn the best of all?

AcTIvITiES:
• Design a logo that “tells your name” – expresses who you are. You can use your 

name, your initials, an image, or any combination you like. Think about how this 
logo shows who you are.

• Interview your parents about how they chose your Hebrew and English name, 
and what they know about their own.
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InTRoDUcTIoN: eACh Is UnIQuE 
Your friends may be similar to you in some ways, and different in others. While 
people admire certain differences, for example being good in sports, there are other 
differences that are often not valued. Laura Hercher, a genetic counselor and the di-
rector of student research at Sarah Lawrence College said, “If our world didn’t have 
people with special needs and ... vulnerabilities, would we be missing a part of our 
humanity?”  

TeXT:       NO DIFFERENCE  
Small as a peanut, 

Big as a giant, 
We’re all the same size 

When we turn off the light. 

Rich as a sultan, 
Poor as a mite, 

We’re all worth the same 
When we turn off the light. 

Red, black or orange, 
Yellow or white, 

We all look the same 
When we turn off the light. 

So maybe the way 
To make everything right 

Is for God to just reach out 
And turn off the light! 
– Poem by Shel Silverstein

CoNVeRSaTIoN:
• How do you perceive having a difference, versus being unique?
• What are the benefits of us not all being the same?
• Are we willing to be friends with those who are different? Explain.
• How can you “reach out and turn off the light” in your life?
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https://www.shelsilverstein.com/about-shel/
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InTRoDUcTIoN: cOMmUNiTY 
A community is a group of people who share something in common. It can happen 
in a physical place where people connect, or a virtual space. Members might share 
interests, for example sports, or religious beliefs, or hobbies. Being part of a community 
enables us to give support to other members and to receive support in return. 

TeXTs: 
SOURCE ONE: Two are better off than 
one ... For should they fall, one can raise  
the other; but woe betide him who is  
alone and falls with no companion to  
raise him! 
– Ecclesiastes 4:9-10

SOURCE TWO: In classical Hebrew there are three different words for community: 
edah עדה, tzibbur צבור and kehillah קהילה; and they signify different kinds of
association. An edah is a community of the like-minded. The word emphasizes strong 
identity. It is a group whose members have much in common. A tzibbur is a community 
in the minimalist sense, formed by numbers rather than any sense of identity.  To  
understand the concept of tzibbur, think of a group of people praying at the Kotel. 
They may not know each other. They may never meet again. But for the moment, 
they happen to be ten people in the same place at the same time, and thus constitute 
a minyan for prayer. A kehillah is different from the other two kinds of community. Its 
members are different from one another. In that sense, it is like a tzibbur. But they 
are orchestrated together for a collective undertaking — one that involves itself in 
making a distinctive contribution. The beauty of a kehillah is that when it is driven by 
constructive purpose, it gathers together the distinct and separate contributions of 
many individuals, so that each can say, “I helped to make this.” 
– Excerpt from Three Types of Community By Rabbi Jonathan Sacks

SOURCE THREE:  A community and a family are like a pile of stones. If you remove 
one stone, the pile will collapse. If you add a stone to it, it will stand. 
– Genesis Rabbah 100:1 [Translation by Areyvut]

CoNVeRSaTIoN:
• How do distinct and separate individuals create a community?
• How do the communities you belong to give you support?
• How do you support others in your communities? What are your contributions?
• What are the opportunities and obstacles of being a member of each kind of

community: edah עדה, tzibbur צבור and kehillah קהילה? 

t

i

c

https://thekotel.org/en/
https://www.myjewishlearning.com/article/minyan-the-congregational-quorum/
https://www.chabad.org/parshah/article_cdo/aid/2152405/jewish/Three-Types-of-Community.htm
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InTRoDUcTIoN: pARt Of ThE cOMmUNiTY
Sometimes your individual belief system is not in line with the community in which 
you live, and you don’t feel like you belong.  Some other reasons a person may not 
feel included might be because of a physical difference or because they have different 
abilities.  On the other hand sometimes there may be members of your community 
who you feel do not fit in.  

TeXTs: 
SOURCE ONE: If … one… says, “Why should I trouble myself for the community? 
What’s in it for me to take part in their disputes? Why should I listen to their voices? 
I’m fine [without this],” this person destroys the world. 
– Midrash Tanhuma, Parshat Mishpatim 2

SOURCE TWO: Ben Azzai taught: despise no one and call nothing useless for there 
is no person who does not have his hour – and no thing that does not have its 
place. – Pirke Avot 4:3 

CoNVeRSaTIoN:
• What is the responsibility of a community member?
• Share a time when you have been in a situation where someone in the group 

didn't fit in. Did the group handle it like source one, or source two, or in a 
different way?

• How do you find a place for someone who doesn't fit in?

t
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ViDEo: sTIgMA 
Stigma is a mark of disgrace or embarrassment associated with a particular circumstance, 
quality, or person. Watch the video.   

AcTIvITy:
After watching the video, create your own video focusing on one of the issues 
below, or on a different issue that you feel is important.  
• Anti-Semitism • Racism • Disabilities • Disagreeing with your friends’ choices

CoNVeRSaTIoN:
• How do you define "different?"
• How would you answer these questions from the video:

How do you look at people who are different from you?
What do you project?

c

...

https://www.chaimitzvah.org/2022/01/08/kehilah-caring-and-community-videos/
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Sara Nović discusses writing with students at the Rocky Mountain Deaf School in Colorado, US 
(Credit: Sara Nović)

t
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*Ableism is discrimination against people with a disability and in favor of able-bodied individuals.
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InTRoDUcTIoN: hURtINg OtHErS wIThOUt KnOWiNG IT 
Some of our most common expressions have damaging effects on millions of people 
– and many of us don’t know we’re hurting others through language. The text 
below was written by a person with disabilities who shares her unique perspective on 
ableism. 

TeXTs: aBLeISm*
I like being deaf. I like the silence as well as the rich culture and  
language deafness affords me. When I see the word ‘deaf ’ on the page, it evokes a 
feeling of pride for my community, and calls to me as if I’m being addressed directly, 
as if it were my name. 

So, it always stings when I’m reminded that for many, the word ‘deaf ’ has little to do 
with what I love most – in fact, its connotations are almost exclusively negative. For 
example, in headlines across the world – Nevada’s proposed gun safety laws, pleas 
from Ontario’s elderly and weather safety warnings in Queensland – have all “fallen 
on deaf ears.” 

Frequently, ableist language (known to some as ‘disableist’ language) crops up in the 
slang we use, like calling something “dumb” or “lame,” or making a declaration like, 
“I’m so OCD!” Though these might feel like casual slights or exclamations, they still 
do damage. – Excerpt from Equality Matters By Sara Nović, 5th April 2021  
Read the rest of this important article. 

https://www.bbc.com/worklife/article/20210330-the-harmful-ableist-language-you-unknowingly-use


2

9© Chai Mitzvah & Shutaf

3

CoNVeRSaTIoN: cOMmUNiCAtIOn Is KeY 
• How do you choose your words? How do you respond if you overhear someone 

saying something you find offensive?
• Who or what influences you? Parents, friends, social media? Who else? Explain.
• According to [disability equality charity] Scope, more than two thirds of the British 

public admit that they feel uncomfortable talking to disabled people. Why do you 
think this is so? What are some ways to bridge this communication gap?

• In what ways might an ableist attitude impact on those who are not disabled?

AcTIvITy: sPReAD THe WoRD
• Plan an advertising campaign which shines a light on the awkwardness that many

people feel about disability. Share it in your class or in your school.
Watch this video to help get started.

c

...
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https://www.scope.org.uk
https://www.chaimitzvah.org/2022/01/08/kehilah-caring-and-community-videos/




InTRoDUcTIoN: cOMmUNaL rESpONsIBiLItY 
A community is made up of many separate individuals, each with their own needs. 
What is the responsibility of the community towards it’s members? 

TeXT:
There are those who say that the commandment to [build and support] a synagogue 
takes precedence over the commandment to give tzedakah to the poor, but the 
commandment to give money to youth to learn Torah or to the sick among the 
poor takes precedence over the commandment to build and support a synagogue. 
– Shulchan Aruch, Yoreh Deiah 249:16

CoNVeRSaTIoN:
Do you agree with the priorities above? 
What would your priorities be? 
What commandments would you add or delete? 
What is the purpose of prioritizing? 
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ViDEo: iN tHE COmMUnITy 
• Watch the video.  How does it relate to the text on page 10?

CoNVeRSaTIoN: eVErY mEMbER’s NeEDs 
• What is the difference between voluntary community help for those who need it,

and laws that require us to help? How does this relate to Jewish tradition about
communal responsibility?

• What are some modern examples of this kind of communal thinking?

AcTIvITy: cOMmUNaL rULeS/vOLuNTaRY ACtIOn
• As a class community, create a brit (contract)for your class or school. What do 

you promise to provide to meet every member’s needs?
• Plan a project that includes community action.

3
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https://www.chaimitzvah.org/2022/01/08/kehilah-caring-and-community-videos/
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InTRoDUcTIoN: a MoST EMbARrASsINg ToRAh PaSSaGE 
Sacrifices of animals, grain, oil, wine and other substances offered on the altar were 
an integral part of the service in the Holy Temple in Jerusalem.  A service entrusted 
to the kohanim (priests), sacrifices are mentioned in numerous places in the Bible, 
and large sections are dedicated to discussing their laws. In the Torah, human  
interactions with the sacred — especially within the Temple — are full of limitations. 
The text that follows limits who was qualified to make offerings. It might make us 
uncomfortable, but it invites us to think about the ways people with disabilities are 
excluded from a community. 
 
According to the Talmud, the Torah is a document from which law must be created 
through human debate and consensus. With this in mind, read the next text, and be 
prepared to debate and come up with your own interpretation! 
 
 
TeXT: ThE pRIeSTlY bLEmISh In JeWIsH lAW 
The Lord spoke further to Moses: Speak to  
Aaron and say: No man of your offspring  
throughout the ages who has a blemish shall  
be qualified to offer the food of God. No one  
at all who has a blemish shall be qualified: no  
man who is blind, or lame, or has a limb too  
short or too long, no man who has a broken  
leg or a broken arm, or who is a hunchback,  
or a dwarf, or who has a growth in his eye,  
or who has a boil-scar, or scurvy. No man  
among the offspring of Aaron the priest who  
has a blemish shall be qualified to offer the  
Lord’s gift; having a blemish, he shall not be  
qualified to offer the food of his God. He may  
eat of the food of his God, of the most holy  
as well as of the holy, but he shall not enter  
behind the curtain or come near the altar,  
for he has a blemish. He shall not profane  
these places sacred to Me, for I the Lord have  
sanctified them. – Leviticus 21:16-23 

 

 

t
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https://www.myjewishlearning.com/article/talmud-101/
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    CoNVeRSaTIoN: hOW DO YOu InTErPReT bLEmISh? 
According to the Talmud, people can interpret the Torah and arrive at the rules that 
govern us. In this case, how would you decide who is qualified to offer the sacrifices?  
 
 
AcTIvITy: dEBaTE! Do you agree with the text above? Hold a Talmudic-style 
debate about this “job description” where one side supports the letter of the law, 
and the other side supports the spirit of the law.  3

InDIvIDuAL & cOMmUNiTY

c
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InTRoDUcTIoN: fIGhTInG sTIgMA WItH fAMiLIaRItY
Some rabbinic texts interpret the verses in Leviticus 21 to mean that people with 
disabilities can indeed offer the priestly blessing to a congregation — as long as they 
are “familiar” in that community.  

TeXT aND EXpLAnATiON
A priest whose hands are blemished may not lift up his hands. Rabbi Yehudah says: 
Also one whose hands are stained by woad or madder [plants that yield a blue and 
red dye respectively] may not lift up his hands because the people might gaze at 
him. — Megillah 4:7 

EXPLANATION: The Mishnah sees Leviticus 21 in a different social context. The 
Temple where the priests once offered sacrifices has been destroyed. Now, priestly 
duties center upon the synagogue. Priests are charged with offering a blessing to the 
congregation, a blessing that requires them to “lift up their hands.”  The hands are 
central to the symbolism of the ritual. The priest spreads his fingers in a particular 
gesture and lifts his hands to convey the blessing. Those who receive the blessing are 
forbidden from looking at the priests while they bless.  

The congregation is forbidden to look at the priest’s hands for two reasons. First, 
out of respect for God, as the light of God is said to shine through the priest's 
fingers. The second reason is that the congregation should concentrate on receiving 
the blessing, and not be distracted. Priests customarily draw their talit (prayer shawl) 
over their heads and hands, veiling themselves at this intimate moment. 

t
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CoNVeRSaTIoN: fAMiLIaRItY aND ACcEPtANcE 
•

•

The Mishnah prohibits a priest with blemishes on his hands from reciting the blessing, 
adding that a priest whose hands are discolored by dye from his work should not 
come before the congregation to bless. As the final line in the Mishnah makes 
obvious, the hands are perfectly capable. These hands, after all, are a workman’s 
hands, so why is this an issue?
Why do you think including these “working hands” in its prohibition is significant?
How does it lay the groundwork for Jewish teachings that obligate us to make 
people with disabilities a familiar presence within our communities: youth groups, 
schools, camps — to treat people with disabilities as insiders, not outsiders?

AcTIvITy: tAKe AcTIoN 
What can you do to include people with disabilities in your community, youth 
group, school, or camp and help them become a familiar presence? 

c

...



Chai Mitzvah was created as a way to engage adults, teens, 
and families in a Jewish journey throughout their lives.  
Combining texts to spark discussion, ritual, and social action, 
Chai Mitzvah provides the framework for a meaningful  
Jewish journey. 
 
Shutaf is dedicated to providing quality, inclusive services for 
children, teens, and young adults with disabilities, regardless 
of labels and perceived functioning differences, while inspiring 
and educating others towards the acceptance and inclusion 
of all members of the community. 
 
It is our hope that your Chai Mitzvah/Shutaf experience will 
ignite deeper Jewish engagement and continued growth.

www.chaimitzvah.org shutafinclusionprograms.org

https://shutafinclusionprograms.org
https://www.chaimitzvah.org



