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Rationale 
 

Teenagers today are coming of age in an era of online social networking1 and 

sexually explicit movies and music.2  While their parents may have been part of the 

sexual revolution of the 1960s and 1970s, they often feel incapable of talking to their 

children about sex because they may appear to be hypocritical.  But in school, teenagers 

learn about abstinence and the possibility of sexually transmitted diseases.  The result: 

our youth may not receive sufficient ethical messages about their bodies and their 

sexuality.  Pre-teenage girls are offering oral sex at bar mitzvahs to “be cool.”3  Youth 

leaders are “hooking up” at NFTY conventions –using their bodies to receive a popular 

status, but never learning what it means to be in a healthy relationship.  Girls are starving 

themselves to look like airbrushed and computer-edited pictures of supermodels.4   

Teenage girls today need guidance regarding how to ethically use and think about 

their bodies.  We, as educators, have the exciting opportunity to open the pathways of 

communication about these difficult issues.  This curriculum guide will give students the 

opportunity to use Jewish texts and Jewish values as tools for decision-making about how 

they use their bodies, and how they approach relationships with others. 

 

                                                 
1 http://www.msnbc.msn.com/id/11165576/, 12.1.2006 Offers a general warning to the MySpace 
phenomena, reminding parents that more than just teenagers view the web sites – potential sexual predators 
do as well.  Additionally, the article mentions that some MySpace members post sexually suggestive 
pictures on their profiles.   
2 http://www.msnbc.msn.com/id/15905527/ 12.2.2006 Explains, “Sex, violence and foul language that used 
to be relegated to late-night viewing and R-rated movies are expected fixtures in everyday TV.” 
3 Kramer, Ilana.  “They Say ‘It’s Not Sex’” and “Teen Sex That’s ‘No Big Deal.’”  Lilith, winter 2003, pp. 
14-19. 
4 Dove’s Campaign for Real Beauty has drawn a spotlight on this issue, reporting that “90% of all women 
15-64 worldwide want to change at least one aspect of their physical appearance (with body weight ranking 
the highest).” (http://www.campaignforrealbeauty.com/flat4.asp?id=6126)   
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 Rabbi Eric Yoffie emphasized the importance of these issues in his 2005 Union 

for Reform Judaism Biennial sermon.  He quoted a Reform teenage girl who has serious 

questions about what Judaism can tell her about relationships:  

“I have the opinion that [my Judaism] should have a lot to say about my 
relationship with a guy. It’s not just whether or not to have sex. What 
about honesty? What about communication? What about touching? What 
about respecting and being respected? No one helps you with this. The 
Torah has all these confusing teachings. Which parts really apply to life 
today?”5 

 

The girl quoted above asks legitimate questions of Judaism and sex.  Ultimately, she 

wants to know what Judaism teaches her about relationships with others: not just about 

sex, but what does Judaism say to the other intricacies of relationships.  Rachel Adler 

describes this distinction as the language about sexuality and the language of sexuality.  

Language-about is formal, and “distanced from the experience”6 – this is the language we 

are familiar with from stuffy sex-ed classes in middle school.  Language-of, on the other 

hand, is the language of desire – this is the language of passion, trust, and commitment.  

In addition to presenting the mechanical and scientific answers about sexuality, we are 

able to offer the emotional as well; Judaism is capable of demonstrating ways to treat 

others, how to show love, and how to look inside oneself for strength.  We can strike this 

balance between language-about and language-of in order to reflect on what our sexual 

experiences mean and how we want to make choices about our sexuality. 

 Adler’s distinction of language-about and language-of can be expanded to other 

aspects of our lives.  For example, in school teenagers learn about the details of eating 

disorders, but they don’t talk about the nagging thoughts so many women have, if only I 

                                                 
5 http://urj.org/yoffie/biennialsermon05/, 10.28.2006 
6 Adler, Rachel.  Engendering Judaism: An Inclusive Theology and Ethics.  Philadelphia: The Jewish 
Publication Society, 1998, pp. 107. 
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was that skinny, or I am so fat, I don’t deserve to eat that.  Judaism can respond to these 

language-of issues with an ethical answer that commands us to see our bodies as holy 

vessels.  Moreover, body image and relationships are intimately connected – a girl who is 

uncomfortable with her appearance may go further sexually in order to feel better about 

herself.  Alternatively, she may become withdrawn and not allow others to be close with 

her.  Further, the way a girl is treated in a relationship may affect the way she views her 

body.  Educating girls to feel confident in their bodies will in turn have a positive impact 

on their self-esteem and how they approach relationships.7  Public schools and pop 

culture superficially address the issues of body image and relationships.  What is lacking 

is the explanation and exploration of the spiritual and ethical underpinnings behind these 

issues.   

We have a responsibility to give our teenagers Jewish tools in order to help them 

navigate these issues.  Judaism has much to teach us about relationships and body image: 

through biblical, rabbinic, and modern Jewish texts, we can gain insight into the Jewish 

perspectives on body image and relationships.  Jewish values and prayer can also frame 

discussions about how we treat ourselves and others.  When girls begin to see themselves 

b’tzelem Elohim, in the image of God, they can explore how this essential concept can 

affect how we relate to ourselves and to others.  These are just some of the ways this 

curriculum guide seeks to help girls make Jewish decisions about how they use their 

bodies and how they relate to others. 

This curriculum guide is shaped by the following enduring understandings: 

                                                 
7 http://www.campaignforrealbeauty.com/DoveBeyondStereotypesWhitePaper.pdf, 12.2.2006.  One 
conclusion from this study is that there is a “significant relationship between a woman’s satisfaction with 
her overall physical appearance and body weight and shape, and her sense of self-worth.”  (p. 14) 
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1. The biblical concept b'tzelem Elohim (humans are made in the image of God) 
indicates that we are holy vessels and can be interpreted as a mandate to treat our 
bodies with kavod (honor). 
 

2. Our national name “Yisrael” (the one who struggles with God) serves as a 
paradigm in which we can embrace the inherent struggle in our developing sense 
of self. 
 

3. Jewish values such as shmirat haguf (taking care of your body) and ometz lev 
(courage) are tools that can help girls build confidence in their perspectives about 
their own body image and decisions about relationships. 
 

This curriculum guide is designed as a course for high school girls to explore their 

Jewish identity relating body image, and relationships.  The material is geared toward a 

religious school, and can be offered as part of the ongoing religious school program, but 

ideally would be a separate unique educational opportunity for women in grades 9-12.  

The class should be taught by a woman, preferably one who is closer in age to the 

students so that she may have greater insight into the realities the students face.  Ideally, 

the teacher would have some experience in working with teenagers and thinking about 

these issues – she would need to be open-minded, non-judgmental, and able to talk 

openly about issues of body and sexuality.  Additionally, the teacher should have a 

modest background in Jewish studies, including some knowledge of Jewish values, 

relationships in Tanakh, etc. 

The course will run once weekly throughout the school year, and will offer 

teenage girls the chance to sit together and explore these issues without the presence and 

pressures of boys.  The choice to offer this class only to girls is a conscious effort to 

create holy bonds of community between the learners; it is difficult to discuss issues of 

body image and healthy relationships when students are busy trying to impress one 

another, or too scared they are being judged on their answers.  It is my belief that the girls 
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will be able to create a safe space and explore these issues with more depth in a girls-only 

setting than they would be able to with boys in the room. 

 Girls are developing at a much younger age than they used to.  Without a solid 

foundation of self-esteem and self-worth, girls may have difficulties making healthy 

decisions about their bodies and relationships.  This curriculum provides girls with the 

means to confront these issues and respond to them with Jewish values.   
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Enduring Understandings 
 

1. The biblical concept b'tzelem Elohim (humans are made in the image of God) 
indicates that we are holy vessels and can be interpreted as a mandate to treat our 
bodies with kavod (honor). 
 

2. Our national name “Yisrael” (the one who struggles with God) serves as a 
paradigm in which we can embrace the inherent struggle in our developing sense 
of self. 
 

3. Jewish values such as shmirat haguf (taking care of your body) and ometz lev 
(courage) are tools that can help girls build confidence in their perspectives about 
their own body image and decisions about relationships. 
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Goals, Objectives, and Expressive Outcomes  
for the Curriculum 

 
This curriculum guide is intended to help boost self esteem and confidence of the 

students.  It is important for the teacher to remember that this is a process – some of the 
participants might appear to change a lot during the course, and others may be soaking in 
the information, and processing it on their own, or using it at a later time in their lives.  
Know that this course has the potential to make a large impact on the students’ lives, 
even if they do not show the “signs” immediately. 
 
Unit 1: What is Beauty? 
Goals: 

• Begin to create a safe classroom environment. 
• Introduce the concept of b’tzelem Elohim and demonstrate how it impacts one’s 

self-understanding. 
• Show that media images can give us an unreasonable image of attainable beauty, 

thereby impacting our own body image in negative ways. 
• Have students begin to express their own feelings and opinions on beauty and 

body image. 
• Introduce the biblical characters of Rachel, Leah, and Esther as Jewish images of 

beauty. 
• Explore the concept of the Jewish American Princess and Mizrahi/Sephardi issues 

with body image. 
• Show the students that beauty should be defined by more than our looks and our 

bodies. 
 
Objectives: 
At the end of this unit, students should be able to: 

1) Explain the concept of b’tzelem Elohim and demonstrate how it impacts their self-
understanding. 

2) Construct their own definition of beauty. 
3) understand that beauty is more than just physical looks. 
4) apply the beauty and identity issues of biblical characters (such as Leah, Rachel, 

and Esther) to their own lives. 
 
Unit 2: How Do I Care for My Body? 
Goals: 

• Introduce the Jewish value of Shmirat HaGuf through text and activities. 
• Get girls talking about how they take care of their own bodies. 
• Discuss destructive behaviors that are counter to the value of Shmirat HaGuf. 
• Introduce students to Jewish value of tzni-yut (modesty). 
• Develop connection between caring for the soul and caring for the body. 
• Introduce yoga and meditation experiences for learners. 
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Objectives: 
At the end of this unit, students should be able to: 

1) give examples of how they can/will care for their bodies, and explain how 
Judaism supports their answers. 

2) describe some Jewish perspectives on body image. 
3) define Shmirat haguf and explain its personal significance. 
4) offer a modern interpretation of tzni-yut and explain its impact on their dress. 
5) explain why Judaism links the body and the soul. 

 
Unit 3: How Does What I Say Impact Others? 
Goals: 

• Explain shmiat ha-ozen and facilitate class discussion about experiences with 
listening. 

• Introduce idea to students that in addition to shmiat ha-ozen, our words can also 
have a large impact on others. 

• Introduce the idea that not only what we say, but how we say it, affects others. 
• Have students practice using passive, assertive, and aggressive language. 
• Introduce the idea that tochechah (rebuke) is a mitzvah. 
• Demonstrate positive uses of tochechah, and negative uses of tochechah. 
• Discuss coping mechanisms both in giving and receiving tochechah. 

 
Objectives: 
At the end of this unit, students should be able to: 

1. Define shmiat ha-ozen, tochechah, and Shmirat halashon in their own words, 
giving examples of each. 

2. Present potential coping mechanisms to tochechah, and Shmirat halashon. 
3. Explain how their language affects their relationships. 
4. Offer ways to improve their communication skills - both by being a better listener 

and by use of language (aggressive/assertive/passive). 
5. Reflect on their own inner dialogue, and judge whether or not it is “healthy,” and 

what they can do to improve it. 
 
Unit 4: How Do I Express Love? 
Goals: 

• Introduce Buber’s concept of I-it and I-thou relationships. 
• Have the girls assess and analyze their relationships according to Buber’s 

definitions. 
• Introduce the students to images of love in Jewish text 
• Demonstrate that Judaism values loving relationships 
• Develop a safe classroom environment to talk about and question issues of 

sexuality. 
• Make students aware of Jewish ethical dilemmas around promiscuous sexual 

relations 
• Create a code of sexual ethics with the class 
• Empower students to regard their bodies and sexuality with kavod (honor). 
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Objectives: 
At the end of this unit, students should be able to: 

1. define I-thou and I-it relationships. 
2. apply I-thou and I-it relationships to their own lives. 
3. voice a personal “code of ethics” regarding their own sexuality and relationships. 
4. identify examples of loving relationships in Jewish text. 
5. talk about their own “self-love” and how it relates to their relationships with 

others. 
 
Unit 5: How Do I Stay True to Me? 
Goals: 

• Introduce value of ometz lev (courage) 
• Discuss biblical examples of ometz lev – Daughters of Zelophehad and Vashti 
• Revisit Jewish values of shmiat ha-ozen (being a good listener) and tochechah 

(rebuke) with a new lens: ourselves. 
 
Objectives: 
At the end of this unit, students should be able to: 

1. Define ometz lev (courage). 
2. Make a list of ways to be courageous with peers. 
3. Relate tochechah (rebuke) and shmiat ha-ozen (being a good listener) to the self – 

not only a method of treating others.  
4. Reflect on their own sense of self, ideas of beauty, relations to others, and finding 

their own voice. 
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Unit Plan 
 

Unit 1: What is beautiful? 
1) Topics: 

a) B’tzelem Elohim – we are made in the image of God 
b) Biblical images of Beauty: 

i) Rachel and Leah 
ii) Esther 

c) the Jewish American Princess 
d) Sephardi and Mizrahi beauty 
e) Identifying negative body images, affirming positive ones 

2) Assessment: 
a) Paper-tear Midrash: What is beauty?  What does b’tzelem Elohim look like? 
b) Eshet Chayil poster 
c) Journal 

 
Unit 2: How do I care for my body? 
1) Topics: 

a) Shmirat HaGuf – Taking Care of Your Body 
b) Dealing with Stress 
c) Tzni-yut – Modesty 
d) Asher Yatzar – in praise of all of our working parts 

2) Assessment: 
a) Prepare a presentation about the Jewish responses to, and methods to finding 

balance for eating disorders and drug and alcohol abuse 
b) “What Does Shmirat HaGuf” look like closing activity 
c) Write your own blessing for body/strength 
d) Shmirat HaGuf poster campaign 
e) Journal 

3) Memorable Moment: 
a) Prayer through Yoga workshop 

 
Unit 3: How does what I say impact others? 
1) Topics: 

a) Shmiat ha-Ozen – Being a Good Listener 
b) Lashon hara – Gossip  
c) Assertive/Aggressive/Passive Language 
d) Ruth’s Communication Skills 

2) Assessment: 
a) Role play scenarios with different reactions: assertive, aggressive, and passive 
b) List of guidelines and responses for lashon hara, and tochechah. 
c) Journal: 

3) Memorable Moments: 
a) Moving Beyond Words of Hurt and Hate 
b) Mural: Hurting Words, Healing Words  



  Rachel Isaacson 
  Looks, Love, and Life 

 13

 
Unit 4: How do I express love? 
1) Topics: 

a) V’Ahavta L’rei-echa K’mocha – Loving others As you Love Yourself 
b) images of love in Jewish text: 

i) excerpts from Song of Songs 
ii) David & Jonathan 
iii) Reish Lakish & Rabbi Yohanan 
iv) Rebecca & Isaac 

c) Intimacy, Sexuality 
d) How can Shmirat haguf (caring for one’s body), kedusha (holiness), and tzni-yut 

(modesty) impact your sexuality? 
2) Assessment: 

a) Personal reflection on Love – create a poem, song, picture of your own 
interpretations of love (How do you share love?  How do you want to be loved?) 

b) Personal code of ethics regarding sexuality and relationships 
c) Relationship Brochure 
d) Journal 

 
Unit 5: How am I true to Me? 
1) Topics: 

a) Ometz Lev – Courage  
b) Biblical examples of courage: 

i) Daughters of Zelophehad 
ii) Queen Vashti? 

c) Breaking Up 
d) Peer Pressure 
e) Self-Reflection on Tochechah (rebuke) and Shmiat ha-ozen (being a good 

listener) 
2) Assessment: 

a) Journal 
3) Memorable Moment: 

a) Self Defense workshop 
b) Me Mosaic 
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Unit 1: What is Beautiful? 
 
Unit Goals: 
This unit will confront issues of beauty and body image in the media, Jewish text, and our 
personal lives.  What is Beautiful? is the first unit because it intends to begin the process 
of bolstering the girls’ confidence from the very first lesson.  This unit should frame the 
course and help the girls see that a positive image of themselves will affect every part of 
their lives. (i.e. the way they treat others and let others treat them in a relationship, etc.)  
In this unit the girls will study the biblical characters Leah, Rachel and Esther, learn 
about the Jewish value of b’tzelem Elohim (that we are all created in the image of God), 
and confront the image of the JAP (Jewish American Princess) and stereotypes about 
Sephardi and Mizrahi women.  They will also be exposed to media images of beauty. 
 
Understandings: 

• All of us are b’tzelem Elohim – made in the image of God, and are therefore holy 
beings. 

• Images of women in the media can leave a lasting negative impact on girls in our 
society today. 

• Biblical women also dealt with complicated body images. 
• Beauty is more than good looks and shape – it is about what lies beneath the 

surface. 
 
Knowledge: 

• Most images of models are doctored to make them look “better” and therefore 
leave us with an unrealistic understanding of achievable beauty. 

• The term Jewish American Princess (or JAP) is a complicated term that many still 
understand to be anti-Semitic and misogynist. 

• B’tzelem Elohim is a biblical concept whereby humans are created in the image of 
God. 

 
Skills: 
At the end of this unit, students should be able to: 
5) Explain the concept of b’tzelem Elohim and demonstrate how it impacts their self-

understanding. 
6) Construct their own definition of beauty. 
7) understand that beauty is more than just physical looks. 
8) apply the beauty and identity issues of biblical characters (such as Leah, Rachel, and 

Esther) to their own lives. 
 
Authentic Assessment: 

• Paper-tear Midrash: What is beauty?  What does b’tzelem Elohim look like? 
• Eshet Chayil poster 
• Journal: 

o Lesson One: 
 What do you think beautiful is?   
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 Where do you see this image of beauty?   
 Do you think you are beautiful, and why?   

o Lesson Two: 
 Describe some Jewish images of beauty.   
 Do you identify with these images?  Why or why not? 

o Lesson Four: 
 What does a beautiful woman look like to you?   
 How has this changed in the last three weeks?   
 Where does your own beauty fit into your life?   
 How do you define your own beauty? 

 
Other Evidence: 

• Discussion of body image/self esteem 
• Teacher observation of student body language and self-reflection in class 

participation 
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Sequence of Core Activities: 
LESSON 1 
Understandings 

• All of us are b’tzelem Elohim – made in the image of God, and are therefore holy 
beings. 

• Images of women in the media can leave a lasting negative impact on girls in our 
society today. 

 
Essential Question 
What is beauty? 
 
Goals 

• Begin to create a safe classroom environment. 
• Introduce the concept of b’tzelem Elohim and demonstrate how it impacts one’s 

self-understanding. 
• Show that media images can give us an unreasonable image of attainable beauty, 

thereby impacting our own body image in negative ways. 
• Have students begin to express their own feelings and opinions on beauty and 

body image. 
 
Materials 

• rope (about 10 feet) or tarp for All Aboard! activity 
• one index card for each student  
• pencils/pens 
• copies of text study sheet 
• pictures and video clips of images of beauty in the media 
• one journal for each student (preferably a nice journal) 

 
Activities 
(10-15 minutes) Welcome and introductions.  Teacher should introduce herself, and have 
the students introduce themselves with an ice-breaker.  (For example, go around the room 
and have each girl say her name and her favorite singer.)  Give a course overview.   
 
(15 minutes) Teambuilding exercise: Choose one – All Aboard! or the Human Knot.   
All Aboard!: The goal of the game is to get the people in the group to fit in a small area.  
Once the group succeeds in getting everyone in the small area (within the circle of rope, 
or on the tarp), decrease the area (make the circle smaller, fold the tarp).  This game 
emphasizes communication and cooperation. 
 
The Human Knot: The goal of the game is to unravel the human knot without letting go 
of people’s hands.  Have the class stand in a circle, and reach across the circle and hold 
hands.  Each girl’s hand should be holding another girl’s hand.  Tell the girls to unravel 
their knot, without letting go of anyone’s hands.  You might want to suggest that the 
students address each other with their first names.  (This will both help to improve 
communication, and is a way to help the girls remember each other’s names.) 
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(5 minutes) Monitoring: Debrief the activities with the students.  Ask: 
• How well do you think you worked together? 
• What could you have done differently? 
• What did you learn from these activities that can be applied to future activities?8 

 
(10 minutes) Hand out the index cards and pens/pencils.  Ask the students to write down 
their definition of beauty.  Collect the definitions, and hand them back out, so that each 
girl gets a definition different from what she wrote.  Have the class read through 
everyone’s definitions, and ask:  

• Are there any common themes?   
• What do you think of these definitions?   
• Do they speak to one kind of beauty over another?   

 
(20 minutes) Next, introduce the Jewish value of b’tzelem Elohim (humans are created in 
the image of God) with the text study sheet of biblical verses (Genesis 1:26-27) and 
commentary.  Do a guided text study with the students, asking each to read a piece of the 
text, and ask the questions following each text.   
Notes on the text study for the teacher: 

• Rashi (Rabbi Shlomo ben Yitzchaki, 1040-1105) struggled with the idea of a 
tzelem of God – how could God have a form?  He argued that God made humans 
with a mold that was made especially for humans.  The creation of humans was 
different than any other creation because God created humans with God’s own 
hands. 

• Nehama Leibowitz (1905-1997) taught at Tel Aviv University.  She is recognized 
as one of the leading teachers of the Torah of the twentieth century. 

Ask:  
• How does God have an image?   
• What does it have to do with beauty?   
• How is your idea of beauty affected by this Jewish value? 

 
(10 minutes) Introduce media images of beauty.  You can present the students with clips 
from shows (such as “The Biggest Loser” and “America’s Next Top Model”), magazine 
ads, pictures of model and movie stars.  Be sure to include a variety of women in all 
shapes and sizes.  This will give the girls the opportunity to talk about what the media 
deems as beautiful, and compare it to their own idea of what beautiful is.  Ask:  

• According to the media, what is beauty?   
• What language is used to describe some of the women?   
• How does the media place a value on size and weight?  Hair?  Color?   
• Does the Jewish value of b’tzelem Elohim correspond to the media’s definition of 

beauty?  If so, where? 
 
(10 minutes) Hand out the journals to each student.  Explain that throughout this course, 
the girls will have guided journal time to write or draw about their thoughts.  These 
journals are private and only the teacher will look at them.  At times the teacher will write 
                                                 
8 Adapted from http://wilderdom.com/games/descriptions/HumanKnot.html, 1/31/2007. 
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comments and more questions for students in their journals.  This gives the students the 
opportunity to have one-on-one “conversations” with the teacher about the important 
issues covered in this class.  The teacher will provide questions to help guide journal 
entries, but if the students would like to write about more than what’s asked in the 
questions, they should.  Guiding questions: 

• What do you think beautiful is?   
• Where do you see this image of beauty?   
• Do you think they are beautiful, and why? 
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B’tzelem Elohim: We are Made in the Image of God 
 
And God said, let us make humans in our image, after our likeness.  They shall rule the 
fish of the sea, the birds of the sky, the cattle, the whole earth, and all the creeping things 
that creep on earth.  And God created humans in God’s image, in the image of God, God 
created him: man and female, God created them. 
(Genesis 1:26-27) 
 
The greatness of the Holy One, blessed be God, is thus demonstrated.  For whereas when 
humans print many coins from one die, each one is a replica of the other, but the Supreme 
Ruler, the Holy One, blessed be God stamped every human with the die of Adam and yet 
no one exactly resembles another. 
(Mishnah Sanhedrin 37a) 
 
According to this Mishnah, what does it mean to be created b’tzelem Elohim? 
 
 
And God created humans in God’s image (Genesis 1:27) – In the mold that was made for 
humans.  Because everything [else] was created through a statement of God, but humans 
were created with God’s hands.  As it says, “You formed me, back and front, and You 
placed Your palm upon me.” (Psalms 139:5)  Humans were made with a stamp, like a 
coin…in the image of God, God created him (Genesis 1:27) – The verse explains that the 
image which is fixed for humans is the image of the semblance of God. 
(Rashi, on Genesis 1:27) 
 
According to Rashi, what does it mean to be created b’tzelem Elohim? 
 
 
Nehama Leibowitz explains that every person has a personal relationship with God, and 
“every individual is equally significant before God” because every person was created in 
God’s image.9 
 
According to Rashi, what does it mean to be created b’tzelem Elohim? 
 

                                                 
9 Leibowitz, Nehama.  Studies in Bereshit (Genesis).  Israel: Maor Wallach Press, p.3. 
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LESSONS 2 & 3 
Understandings 

• All of us are b’tzelem Elohim – made in the image of God, and are therefore holy 
beings. 

• Images of women in the media can leave a lasting negative impact on girls in our 
society today. 

• Biblical women also dealt with complicated body images. 
• Beauty is more than good looks and shape – it is about what lies beneath the 

surface. 
 
Essential Question  
How do Jewish images and stereotypes of beauty affect our identity? 
 
Goals 

• Introduce the biblical characters of Rachel and Leah as Jewish images of beauty 
• Explore the concept of the Jewish American Princess 

 
Activities 
(This lesson is intended to take place over the course of two sessions) 
 
(10 minutes) Set induction: Free write.  Are there people to whom your beauty is 
compared?  Who makes these comparisons?  How does this make you feel?  How does it 
affect the other person? 
 
(20-25 minutes)  Rachel & Leah – Biblical examples of beauty compared.  Read the 
biblical story of Rachel and Leah (Genesis 29:9-30:24).  Ask the students what the text 
says about each woman’s beauty: 

• Is there more to the women’s beauty than just their physical look?   
• How do other characters’ opinions of their beauty affect the sisters?   

Explain that the Torah leaves much room for interpretation – rabbis and artists and 
authors continue to expound the stories in the Bible from ancient times until today.   
 
(20-25 minutes) Rachel & Leah – interpretations.  Hand out copies of various artists’ 
images of Rachel and Leah.  Ask:  

• How do the various artists envision the sisters?   
• Does the art present a different picture of Rachel and Leah’s beauty?   

Next hand out the Rachel & Leah sources page.   
• How do the rabbis deal with the beauty of the sisters?   
• How is it possible that one sister is ugly if we are all made in the image of God? 

  
(30 minutes)  Jewish American Princess – JAP.  Rachel and Leah are one biblical 
example of beauty.  Since World War II, American Jewish women have been facing a 
new “image of beauty” in the idea of the Jewish American Princess (JAP).  The JAP was 
originally seen as the “daughter of an upwardly mobile, doting immigrant father…on the 
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receiving end of the best in life.”10  The JAP identity is a series of contradicting negative 
traits:  

• shallow but powerful 
• sexually frigid but able to use sex as a tool of manipulation 
• stupid but cunning (always got her way)11 

There are a plethora of media images of the JAP – Rachel in Friends, and Brenda 
Patimkin in Goodbye Columbus are just two examples.  You can introduce the idea of the 
JAP to the class by show media clips and asking:  

• According to these clips, what are the characteristics of a JAP?   
• What did you think of the “JAP” character – did you like this character?  Why or 

why not?   
• Did you think she was realistic?  Why or why not?   
• What traits of this character would you want to emulate?  Why?   
• Which traits would you reject?  Why? 

 
(25 minutes) JAP and Your Identity.  Explain that while today we might identify with 
some aspects of the “JAP-y” character, in the 1980s, “JAP” was an incredibly derogatory 
term.  On college campuses there was offensive graffiti (“Slap a JAP”), t-shirts, anti-JAP 
song lyrics, and even housing ads that read “No JAPs.”12  Discuss with the girls the 
complicated image of the JAP – it is both something that many Jewish women strive for 
(success, a certain look, etc.), and it is also a term placed on Jewish women – an 
offensive stereotype.  Ask: 

• Where do we fit into the JAP image?   
• How does the concept of JAP affect what we think of ourselves?   
• What are the “beauty” ideals that you strive for?  (in comparison to the ideals of 

the JAP) 
 
(10-15 minutes)  Journal:  

• Describe some Jewish images of beauty.   
• Do you identify with these images?  Why or why not? 

 

                                                 
10 Newhouse, Alana.  “The JAP: Reclaim her or Reject her?”  Lilith 30.2, 2005, 28. 
11 Ibid. 
12 Ibid, 29. 
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Rachel & Leah Sources 
 
And Leah’s eyes were weak [rakkot] (Genesis 29:17).  Rabbi Yohanan’s amora 
translated this before him: And Leah’s eyes were [naturally] weak.  Said he to him: Your 
mother’s eyes were weak!  But what does “rakkot” mean?  That they had grown weak 
through weeping, for [people used to say]: This was the arrangement; the elder daughter 
[Leah] is for the elder son [Esau], and the younger daughter [Rachel] for the younger son 
[Jacob], while she used to weep and pray, ‘May it be Thy will that I do not fall to the lot 
of that wicked man.’  Rabbi Huna said: Great is prayer, that it annulled the decree (of her 
marriage to Esau), and she even took precedence of her sister. 
(Midrash Rabbah 70:15) 
 
But Rachel was of beautiful form.  And Jacob loved Rachel (Genesis 29:17-18).   
 
“What Rachel sees reflected in Leah’s soul are the unloved parts of herself.  We don’t 
read of Rachel as the unloved one.  Yet her father offers her older sister to her beloved 
Jacob, callous to the feelings of his youngest daughter.  God has presumably blessed 
Rachel with beauty…Yet God does not bless her with the children from whom she 
yearns.  She can claim neither her father’s love nor God’s.  Her anger, her jealousy of 
Leah, is self-hatred for the love she cannot find in herself.” 
(Women’s Torah Commentary, Rabbi Sandy Eisenberg Sasso, 82) 
 
“Rachel and Leah teach us that reconciliation involves struggle, not only with the 
external enemy but also with ourselves.  It asks that we see what we hate in the other as 
part of us.” 
(Women’s Torah Commentary, Rabbi Sandy Eisenberg Sasso, 84) 
 
Rashi 
 
Five Books of Miriam 
 
 



  Rachel Isaacson 
  Looks, Love, and Life 

 23

Rachel & Leah Art 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Marc Chagall – Jacob Meeting Rachel at the Well 
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Raphael – Rachel meets Jacob at the Well 
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Carolsfeld – Rachel and Leah 
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Dante – Rachel & Leah 
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Ratner – Rachel & Leah 
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Terbrugghen – Jacob Reproaching Laban (Leah in crown on the right) 
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Falk – Rachel 
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Falk – Leah 
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LESSON 4  
Understandings 

• All of us are b’tzelem Elohim – made in the image of God, and are therefore holy 
beings. 

• Images of women in the media can leave a lasting negative impact on girls in our 
society today. 

• Biblical women also dealt with complicated body images. 
• Beauty is more than good looks and shape – it is about what lies beneath the 

surface. 
 
Essential Question  
How do Jewish images and stereotypes of beauty affect our identity? 
 
Goals 

• Introduce Esther as another biblical example of beauty. 
• Discuss Mizrahi/Sephardi issues with body image. 

 
Activities 
(10-15 minutes) Set Induction: Esther.  Esther’s beauty has been interpreted to be as 
much about her physical beauty as her sexuality.  Ask the students to recount what they 
know about Esther – they probably know it best from the Purim story.  Most will 
probably say that she won a beauty contest in order to become queen.  Explain that Esther 
is also judged on her sexuality – how “pleasing” she was to the king.   

• Warning: This lesson is not about judging others based on “how good they are in 
the sack.”  Rather, this lesson is about the power of our sexuality, and how some 
people judge beauty by sexuality.  You will want to assure students that you are 
not advocating judging others by their sexual performance – that would only serve 
to increase tension in the class and personal anxieties about sex. 

 
(25 minutes) Text study: What was beautiful about Esther?  Pair the students into 
chevruta (small learning groups, preferably two students to a group), and have them read 
through Esther 2:2-17, and the various Midrashim and have them answer the questions in 
chevruta.  Ask the students to report back on what they discussed. 
 
(30 minutes)  A Closer Look: Sephardi and Mizrahi women.  Explain that in the last 
session we talked about the JAP – a stereotype about Ashkenazi (Eastern European) 
women.  There are also stereotypes about Sephardi and Mizrahi (Spanish, French, North 
African, and Middle Eastern) women. 

• Warning: You might live in an area of the country where there are few to no Jews 
of Sephardic or Mizrahic descent.  You might need to do some more research and 
explanation on this particular issue. 

Split the class into X groups.  Hand each group and excerpt from The Flying Camel, by 
Loolwa Khazzoom.  Have each group read their section, and answer the questions: 

• What stereotypes did you read about? 
• What stories or stereotypes were challenging/new to you? 
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• Were there stereotypes that you had heard of already?  Did reading these stories 
change the way you think about Sephardi and Mizrahi women? 

 
(30 minutes)  Inside/Outside activity.  Further develop the idea that Esther used her 
beauty to hide her own identity (according to Rabbi Yehuda) – and that similarly we 
sometimes use our “outside” image to hide what is below the surface.  Give each student 
a small box.  Explain: On the outside, draw or write what others see about you.  On the 
inside, draw or write what others may not see in or about you.  Encourage the students to 
be creative. 

• Provide a variety of art supplies – crayons, markers, pens, construction paper, 
glue, etc.  Once the girls have completed their box, have each one present her box.   
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Esther Text Study 
 
Esther 2:2-17 
The king’s servants who attended him said, “Let beautiful young virgins be sought out 
for Your Majesty.  Let Your Majesty appoint officers in every province of your realm to 
assemble all the beautiful young virgins at the fortress Shushan, in the harem under the 
supervision of Hegai, the king’s eunuch, guardian of the women. Let them be provided 
with their cosmetics.  And let the maiden who pleases Your Majesty be queen instead of 
Vashti.” The proposal pleased the king, and he acted upon it.  
 
In the fortress Shushan lived a Jew by the name of Mordecai…he was foster father to 
Hadassah—that is, Esther—his uncle’s daughter, for she had neither father nor mother. 
The maiden was shapely and beautiful; and when her father and mother died, Mordecai 
adopted her as his own daughter.  
 
When the king’s order and edict was proclaimed, and when many girls were assembled in 
the fortress Shushan under the supervision of Hegai, Esther too was taken into the king’s 
palace under the supervision of Hegai, guardian of the women.  The girl pleased him and 
won his favor, and he hastened to furnish her with her cosmetics and her rations, as well 
as with the seven maids who were her due from the king’s palace; and he treated her and 
her maids with special kindness in the harem.  Esther did not reveal her people or her 
kindred, for Mordecai had told her not to reveal it.  Every single day Mordecai would 
walk about in front of the court of the harem, to learn how Esther was faring and what 
was happening to her.  
 
When each girl’s turn came to go to King Ahasuerus at the end of the twelve months’ 
treatment prescribed for women (for that was the period spent on beautifying them: six 
months with oil of myrrh and six months with perfumes and women’s cosmetics, and it 
was after that that the girl would go to the king), whatever she asked for would be given 
her to take with her from the harem to the king’s palace.  She would go in the evening 
and leave in the morning for a second harem in charge of Shaashgaz, the king’s eunuch, 
guardian of the concubines. She would not go again to the king unless the king wanted 
her, when she would be summoned by name.  When the turn came for Esther daughter of 
Abihail—the uncle of Mordecai, who had adopted her as his own daughter—to go to the 
king, she did not ask for anything but what Hegai, the king’s eunuch, guardian of the 
women, advised. Yet Esther won the admiration of all who saw her.  
 
Esther was taken to King Ahasuerus, in his royal palace, in the tenth month, which is the 
month of Tebeth, in the seventh year of his reign.  The king loved Esther more than all 
the other women, and she won his grace and favor more than all the virgins. So he set a 
royal diadem on her head and made her queen instead of Vashti.  
 
 
The Rabbis said… 
“The verse calls her Hadassah, and the verse calls her Esther.  Which was actually her 
name?  It was taught, Rabbi Meir says: Her name was actually Esther.  And why was she 
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called Hadassah?  After the designation of the righteous, who are called myrtles.  And so 
it says, ‘And He was standing among the myrtle bushes.’ (Zechariah 1:8)” 
Talmud Megillah, 13a 
(Divine Presence standing in myrtle bushes – righteous people become associated with 
myrtle) 
 
“Rabbi Yehuda says: Her name was actually Hadassah.  And why was she called Esther 
in this verse?  Because she used to conceal the facts about her origins, by not revealing 
that she was Jewish.  As it says, ‘Esther told nothing of her people…’ (Esther 2:20) 
Talmud Megillah, 13a 
(Hebrew word for concealment is r,xv  – she is called r,xt because she concealed her 
background.) 
 
“Rabbi Nechemyah says: Her name was actually Hadassah.  And why was she called 
Esther in this verse?  Because the nations of the world used to call her Esther, naming her 
after the moon, as if to say she is as beautiful as the moon.” 
Talmud Megillah 13a 
(Shir HaShirim 6:10 – the moon is used as an image of beauty) 
 
“Ben Azzai says: Esther was neither tall nor short, but of average height, like a myrtle.  
Therefore, though her true name was Esther, she was called Hadassah.” 
Talmud Megillah 13a 
 
“Rabbi Yehoshua ben Korchai says: Though her true name was Esther, Esther was of a 
greenish complexion, like a myrtle; however, she was endowed with a touch of grace by 
God, which made her appear beautiful to the nations and to Achashverosh.” 
Talmud Megillah 13a 
 
Questions: 

1. What are the ways that each rabbi describes Esther’s beauty? 
2. What are the various significances of Esther’s name(s)? 

  
 
 
 



  Rachel Isaacson 
  Looks, Love, and Life 

 35

LESSON 5 
Understandings 

• All of us are b’tzelem Elohim – made in the image of God, and are therefore holy 
beings. 

• Beauty is more than good looks and shape – it is about what lies beneath the 
surface. 

 
Essential Question 
What is beauty? 
 
Goals 

• Show the students that beauty should be defined by more than our looks and our 
bodies. 

• Introduce the students to idea of Eshet Chayil (Woman of Valor) 
 
Activities  
(15-20 minutes)  Set induction: Beauty affinity grouping.  Start by asking the girls to 
write 2-3 definitions of beauty on post-it notes.  Encourage them to include one (or more) 
of their own definitions, and also their definition prior to starting this course.  When they 
are done writing their definitions, tell them to stick them on the wall, and then silently 
split them into “groupings.”  (This encourages the students to work together as a team, 
while at the same time they are doing an intellectual exercise.)  After a few minutes, ask 
them to explain the groupings, and what they would “title” them if they could place a 
label on each category.  Ask:  

• What inspired these definitions of beauty?   
• Which one(s) do you most agree with?   
• Are there any that you think are “unrealistic”?  (i.e. you may like this definition, 

but most people use a different definition?)   
Analyze the groupings with the girls – what is there, what is missing?  You should look 
for definitions based on looks and weight (“outside” traits) and personality and virtues 
(“inside” traits). 
 
(10 minutes) Relating it back to b’tzelem Elohim.  Explain that beauty can be more than 
looks and size.  Refer back to lesson one – where the girls learned about b’tzelem Elohim.  
The value of b’tzelem Elohim is not just about physical form, but about a divine spark 
inside of each human being.  Ask:  

• What does this imply about beauty?  
• What else can we look for to define beauty?    
• Is there anyone in your life that you see as beautiful, not based on her looks but 

based on her virtues and ethics? 
  
(15-20 minutes) Introduction of Eshet Chayil.  Eshet Chayil is the song traditionally sung 
to one’s wife and mother before dinner on Shabbat.  Explain that Eshet Chayil presents 
the idea of the “woman of valor” – a different model of beauty for women to strive for.  
Pair the girls in chevruta and have them read through the text, and answer the questions 
on the page.  Have the students share their answers.   
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(20 minutes) Each chevruta can create an “Eshet Chayil” poster to hang in the 
classroom.  On a big piece of butcher paper, have one member of the pair trace the other 
member.  Ask each pair to write the qualities of the Eshet Chayil that they look up to.  
What makes a woman of valor?  
 
(15 minutes) Journal:  

• What does a beautiful woman look like to you?   
• How has this changed in the last three weeks?   
• Where does your own beauty fit into your life?   
• How do you define your own beauty? 
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Woman of Valor 
 
In Praise of a Woman 
A woman of valor, seek her out; 
she is to be valued above rubies. 
She opens her hand to those in need  
and extends her help to the poor. 
Adorned with strength and dignity, 
she faces the future cheerfully. 
Her speech is wise; the law of kindness is on her lips. 
Those who love her rise up with praise and call her blessed: 
“Many have done well, but you surpass them all.” 
Charm is deceptive, and beauty is short-lived, 
but a woman loyal to God has truly earned praise. 
Honor her for all of her offerings; 
her life proclaims her praise.13 
(Adapted from Proverbs 31) 
 
Questions: 

1. According to this text, what is “beautiful” about a woman of valor? 
2. What does this text suggest about beauty itself?  What do you think about these 

suggestions? 
3. What are some qualities of this kind of “beautiful” that you look for in others? 
4. What are some qualities of this kind of “beautiful” that you strive for? 

 

                                                 
13 Translation from Birkon Mikdash M’at: NFTY’s Bencher, URJ Press, 2005, p. 3. 
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Unit 2: How Do I Care for My Body? 
 
Unit Goals: 
This unit will address different ways participants can take care of their bodies.  Topics in 
this lesson include shmirat haguf (taking care of your body), modesty, and how to deal 
with stress.  This unit intends to deepen the participants’ understanding of b’tzelem 
Elohim (we are created in the image of God) by showing that caring for one’s own body 
is Jewish because it is a form of honoring God.  The unit also introduces the idea that 
caring for body and caring for soul are one in the same, because Judaism considers the 
body as the home for the soul.   
 
Understandings: 

• The biblical concept b'tzelem Elohim (that humans are made in the image of 
God) indicates that we are holy vessels and can be interpreted as a mandate to 
treat our bodies with kavod (honor). 

• The Jewish value of shmirat haguf (taking care of your body) is a tool that can 
help girls build confidence about their own body image and how they treat their 
bodies. 

• The Jewish value of tzni-yut (modesty) can remind us that our bodies are holy 
and have immense value. 

 
Knowledge: 

• Shmirat haguf is a Jewish value that emphasizes the importance of caring for 
one’s own body. 

• The body and soul are linked as one – we must treat our bodies well so we can 
carry out our soul’s good intentions.14 

• One of the morning prayers, Asher Yatzar, praises God for all of our working 
parts. 

• Yoga is one way to care for your body and can be a time for prayer and 
spirituality. 

• Tzni-yut (modesty) is “being respectful, humble, and not showing off.”15 Tzni-yut 
offers a way of living that helps to preserve our bodies. 

 
Skills: 
At the end of this unit, students should be able to: 
1) give examples of how they can/will care for their bodies, and explain how Judaism 

supports their answers. 
2) describe some Jewish perspectives on body image. 
3) define Shmirat haguf and explain its personal significance. 
4) offer a modern interpretation of tzni-yut and explain its impact on their dress. 
5) explain why Judaism links the body and the soul. 
 
                                                 
14 Pasachoff, Naomi.  Basic Judaism for Young People, Volume 3: God.  New Jersey: Behrman House 
Publishing, 1996. 
15 Freeman, Lauren.  Teaching Hot Topics.  New Jersey: Behrman House Publishing, 2003, p. 289. 
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Authentic Assessment: 
• Prepare a presentation about the Jewish responses to, and methods to finding 

balance for eating disorders and drug and alcohol abuse 
• “What Does Shmirat HaGuf” look like closing activity 
• Write your own blessing for body/strength 
• Shmirat HaGuf poster campaign 
• Journal: 

o Lesson 1: 
 Define shmirat haguf.  What things do you do to keep shmirat 

haguf, what things to do you that don’t keep shmirat haguf? 
 Finish the sentence, and write freely: “I am caring/not caring for 

my body when…”  Look over what you wrote.  Are there new 
insights?  Surprises?  Lessons?  Any changes you want to make in 
your own actions/behaviors? (Adapted from Teaching Jewish 
Virtues: Sacred Sources and Arts Activities) 

o Lesson 3: 
 Respond to this quote:  “The Holy One did not create anything that 

is not beautiful and potentially good.  The human body in itself is 
never to be considered an object of shame or embarrassment.  It is 
the manner and context in which the body is utilized, the ends to 
which it is used, which determine condemnation or praise.” 
(Iggeret Ha-Kodesh) 

 What is modern about tzni-yut (modesty)? 
 How do my clothes affect my self esteem? 
 How can I dress with tzni-yut while still being true to me? 

 
Other Evidence: 

• Discussion of body image/self-esteem 
• Text study 
• Teacher observation of student body language and self-reflection in class 

participation. 
• Answers and reasoning with case studies 

 
Memorable Moment: 

• Prayer through Yoga Workshop 
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Sequence of Core Activities: 
LESSON 1 
Understanding: 
The Jewish value of shmirat haguf (taking care of your body) is a tool that can help girls 
build confidence about their own body image and how they treat their bodies. 
 
Essential Question: 
What does it mean to care for my body? 
 
Goals: 

• Introduce the Jewish value of Shmirat HaGuf through text and activities. 
• Get girls talking about how they take care of their own bodies. 

 
Materials: 

• copies of text study pages for each student 
• pens/pencils 
• student journals 

 
Activities: 
(10 minutes)  Set induction: Ask the girls how they deal with stress.  Do you have a 
system of rewards for yourself?  What are they?  Write all answers on the board. 

• You might consider offering some of your own coping mechanisms here as well.  
This will allow the students to see you as a real human being, a real woman who 
faces the same challenges and stresses that they do. 

Explain that dealing with stress is just one way that we care for our bodies.   
 
(20 minutes) Defining Shmirat HaGuf – Shmirat HaGuf is the “Jewish answer” for how 
to deal with stress.  Shmirat HaGuf is a Jewish value that emphasizes the importance of 
caring and respecting our bodies.16  It is linked to the value b’tzelem Elohim that we 
learned in the last unit.  We are supposed to care for our bodies (perform Shmirat HaGuf) 
because our bodies are made in the image of God.  The rabbis took this idea one step 
further, explaining that our bodies are actually a gift from God, therefore, we must care 
for our bodies because they are “on loan” from God. 

• Where do the rabbis get this idea?  The rabbis took biblical quotes (written before 
their time) and used them as justification for this value.  Hand out the text study 
page and read through the texts and questions together. 

 
(30 minutes) Shmirat HaGuf – A Practical Guide.  What did the rabbis mean by shmirat 
haguf?  How do you put the value into practice? 

• Split the class into chevruta partners – hand out the text sheets and have the 
students study the texts and answer the questions in chevruta. 

 
(10-15 minutes) What can we do to practice Shmirat HaGuf?  Ask: What does it mean to 
take care of your body?  What can you do to take care of your body?  Write all of the 

                                                 
16 Freeman, Susan.  Teaching Jewish Virtues: Sacred Sources and Arts Activities.  ARE Publications, 1999. 
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answers on the board.  As a class, have the students pick a few from this list that they 
believe are most relevant to their peer group.  Discuss responses in small groups, and as 
larger class.  Are there a few behaviors that come through as concerns/themes? 

• You might want to mention that the next class will address some of these issues 
(alcohol, drugs, eating disorders) 

• Be sure to only write answers on half of the board – you’ll need the other half of 
the board for the next list… 

 
(10-15 minutes)  Shmirat HaGuf is not only about “mechanical” things we can do to take 
care of our bodies; “we also need to have attitude toward the body that is respectful, 
responsible, and appreciative.”17  Now that we’ve listed some “mechanical” things we 
can do to observe Shmirat HaGuf, we’re going to make a list of the qualities people need 
to observe Shmirat HaGuf. 

• Write all of the answers on the board. 
• Some answers to look for include: 

o respect 
o responsibility 
o appreciation 

When done, ask: Do you think Shmirat HaGuf requires mechanical actions and attitudes 
towards the body, or is one of those things enough?  Defend your answer. 
(This activity is adapted from Teaching Jewish Virtues: Sacred Sources and Arts 
Activities.) 
 
(10-15 minutes) Journal:  Have the girls privately journal about Shmirat HaGuf.  Guiding 
questions or ideas include: 

• Define shmirat haguf.  What things do you do to keep shmirat haguf, what things 
to do you that don’t keep shmirat haguf? 

• Finish the sentence, and write freely: “I am caring/not caring for my body 
when…”  Look over what you wrote.  Are there new insights?  Surprises?  
Lessons?  Any changes you want to make in your actions/behaviors? (Adapted 
from Teaching Jewish Virtues: Sacred Sources and Arts Activities) 

 
 

                                                 
17 Ibid, pp. 274.  
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Shmirat HaGuf –  
Where Did the Rabbis Get this Idea From, Anyway?18 

 
Read the following biblical texts about God and our bodies.  Then answer the questions. 
 
“If you find honey, eat only what you need.  Otherwise, you’ll overdo it, and throw up.”  
Proverbs 25:16 
 
Questions: 

1. What specific warning is given concerning overdoing it?   
2. What are the more general implications – that is, is there a greater principle hinted 

at? 
 
 
“The Eternal…will make your bones strong.” 
(Isaiah 58:11) 
 
Questions: 

1. What is your role in keeping your body strong?  What is God’s role?   
2. Should exercise be considered a religious duty? 

 
 
“Take heed, and guard your soul diligently…Take good care of your lives.”  
(Deuteronomy 4:9, 15) 
 
“I praise You, for I am awesomely, wondrously made.  Your work is wonderful; I know 
it very well.”  
(Psalms 139:14) 

 
Questions: 

1. What is God’s role in shaping our bodies?  What is our own? 
2.  How did the rabbis use these verses to justify the value of shmirat haguf? 

 

                                                 
18 Adapted from Teaching Jewish Virtues: Sacred Sources and Art Activities. 
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Shmirat HaGuf – A Practical Guide 
 
Read through the following sources with your chevruta partner.  Answer the questions 
together. 
 
“One should aim to maintain physical health and vigor, in order that the soul may be 
upright, in a condition to know God.  For it is impossible for one to understand sciences 
and meditate upon them, when one is hungry or sick, or when any of one’s limbs is 
aching.”  
(Maimonides, Mishneh Torah, Laws of Ethics 3:3) 
 
“A person should maintain physical health and vigor in order that his soul may be 
upright.” 
(Maimonides, Mishneh Torah, Laws of Ethics 3:3) 
 
“One’s sleep is service of the Almighty.”  
(Maimonides, Mishneh Torah, Laws of Ethics 3:3) 
 
Questions: 

1. What are Maimonides suggestions for observing Shmirat HaGuf? 
2. What do you think of his ideas?  Are they feasible?  Are these ways you care for 

your body? 
3. According to Maimonides’ statements, what are some concrete ways one can 

observe Shmirat HaGuf? 
 
 
“Rabbi Akiba said, ‘A person is not permitted to harm him/herself.’”  
(Baba Kama 90a) 
 
Questions: 

1. What are some ways that we harm ourselves when we think we’re doing 
something that’s “good for us” or “important”? (For example, staying up late in 
order to finish our homework) 

2. What are some things you can do to follow Rabbi Akiba’s statement? 
 
 
“Since it is the will of the Almighty that man’s body be kept healthy and strong, it is 
therefore his duty to shun anything that may waste his body, and strive to acquire habits 
that will help him to become healthy.”  
(Code of Jewish Law, Condensed Version, chap. 32) 
 
Questions: 

1. What are some things that may “waste” your body? 
2. Give examples of a few healthy habits.  Do you try to follow these habits?  Why 

or why not? 
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“When Hillel had finished a lesson with his students, he accompanied them part of the 
way.  They said to him, “Master, where are you going?”  He answered, “To perform a 
religious duty.”  They asked, “Which religious duty?”  He responded, “To bathe in the 
bath house.”  They questioned, “Is this a religious obligation”  He replied, “If somebody 
is appointed to scrape the statues of the king that are set up in the theaters and circuses, 
and is paid to do the work, and furthermore associates with the nobility, how much more 
so should I, who am created in the divine image and likeness, take care of my body.” 
(Leviticus Rabbah 34:3) 
 
Questions: 

1. According to the Leviticus Rabbah story about Hillel, why can bathing be 
considered a religious duty?   

2. Do you agree with his reasoning?   
3. Are there other things that the concept of being created in the image of God 

should remind you to do?  What are they? 
 



  Rachel Isaacson 
  Looks, Love, and Life 

 45

LESSONS 2 & 3 
Understanding: 
The Jewish value of shmirat haguf (taking care of your body) is a tool that can help girls 
build confidence about their own body image and how they treat their bodies. 
 
Essential Question: 
How can shmirat haguf impact the decisions I make about my body? 
 
Goals: 

• Discuss destructive behaviors that are counter to the value of Shmirat HaGuf. 
• Further apply value of Shmirat HaGuf to our own behavior today. 

 
Activities: 
(This lesson is intended to take place over the course of two sessions) 
 
(20 minutes) Set induction: Have the girls call out everything they know about anorexia 
and bulimia.  Write answers on the board.   

• You may want to do a bit of your own research on this subject first, so you can be 
sure to correct any “myths” about the diseases that the girls offer.  See the 
following web sites for more information: 

o http://www.something-fishy.org/default.php 
o http://www.anred.com/ 
o http://www.mirror-mirror.org/eatdis.htm 

Ask the girls to raise their hands for the following questions:   
• Have you ever looked in the mirror and felt like you wanted to change part of 

your body?   
• Have you ever looked in the mirror and thought, I’m so fat?   
• Have you ever woken up in the morning and felt so fat that you tell yourself you 

won’t eat that day?   
• At a meal, have you ever restricted what you were eating, or would eat (or order)?  
• Do you feel that others watch you while you eat, and judge you based on how 

much or what kind of food you eat?   
• Do you ever feel guilty about eating a certain amount or kind of food? 

You could also raise your hand for your own answers, because again, this helps the 
students see you as a real woman. 

• If you’re worried about the girls feeling to shy, embarrassed, or ashamed to share, 
have them close their eyes, and write the totals on the board. 

Ask for reactions. 
• The point of this activity is to help the girls realize that some feelings of poor 

body image are, unfortunately, normal.  The issue comes in when we take those 
feelings to the extreme and do things that hurt our bodies. 

 
(15 minutes)  Drugs and Alcohol – Other abuses that are contrary to Shmirat HaGuf.  
Drinking is a Jewish problem – we have as many alcoholics and drug addicts as every 
other segment of the population.  Let’s read through these stories from Jews who are now 
in recovery. 

http://www.something-fishy.org/default.php
http://www.anred.com/
http://www.mirror-mirror.org/eatdis.htm
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• Hand out the Real Stories sheet. 
When you’re done reading through the stories, ask:  

• What did you learn from these stories?   
• Do you have any new insights? 

(Adapted from Torah Aura’s Body Ethics: Drugs and Alcohol) 
 
(40 minutes) Connection between Food and Alcohol.  Food and alcohol are very present 
in Jewish life.  From the stereotype of a Jewish grandmother who wants you to “Eat some 
more” to the spread at Jewish holidays, to four cups of wine at Passover and the 
commandment to drink on Purim.  Our task is to find a balance between celebration and 
abuse.  Split the class in half – one half will study eating disorders, the other drug and 
alcohol addictions.  Hand out the source sheets to each group.  Move around between the 
groups serving as a resource and helping to keep the groups on track. 
 
(10 minutes) Presentation from each group. 
 
(20 minutes)  Role play scenarios/You be the judge.  In Reform Jewish Ethics and the 
Halakhah, the authors argue that one has a Jewish obligation to intervene and do 
whatever she can to discourage a friend’s self-destructive behavior.  Now it’s your turn – 
how would you intervene? 

• Hand out the case studies and have the class read and discuss. 
• Be sure to ask the students what is Jewish about their answers. 

 
(5-10 minutes)  Closing activity – What does Shmirat HaGuf look like?  Have the 
students make a circle.  Ask one volunteer to move to the middle and make a pose that 
reflects someone who does not take care of his/her body.  Choose another student to 
gently reshape the body of the person in the middle.  (Alternatively, have the other 
student give verbal commands to the person in the center, so they person in the center 
moves but no touching is involved.)  The second student should make the person in the 
middle look more like someone who does take care of their body.  Repeat several times 
with different participants. 

• Ask: What makes a person look as if he/she follows Shmirat HaGuf?  Can we 
always see whether or not someone takes care of his/her body? 

(Adapted from Teaching Jewish Virtues: Sacred Sources and Arts Activities) 
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Real Stories 
 
I got drunk at my brother’s bar mitzvah, and everyone thought I was cute!  I got a lot of 
attention, and no one really got mad at me.  The one thought that I still remember is that I 
wasn’t afraid of anything.  From then on I was on a downward spiral and never knew it, 
just like a real alcoholic. 
Mark B. 
 
My name is Aaron, and I’m a Jewish addict.  I didn’t plan on being either, of course, 
although I had to work considerably harder to become the latter.  Being Jewish had very 
little to do with my active drug-using days.  There were, to be sure, a few Jewish-related 
incidents – taking LSD at Lubavitch headquarters during Simhat Torah, the closing down 
of a Jewish summer camp because of a drug scandal I had been a part of, taking more 
than a healthy share of free flowing schnapps at Purim – but they were just a few 
asterisks in a whole dirty laundry list of incidents.  Ultimately, my active addiction was 
about as anti-Jewish an act as I could have engaged in – idolatry at its most degrading. 
Aaron Z. 
 
I quickly discovered that Ritalin filled a hole in me if I took “a few too many,” and I 
quickly burned through prescriptions.  At around ten I discovered my true love in the 
bottle of Jack Daniel’s pre-made iced tea.  By the age of eleven I was drinking almost 
every day, whenever and whatever I could get my hands on.  I had already crossed the 
line.  I started smoking pot in the beginning of the ninth grade on a daily basis.  I needed 
something in my system that could get me out of myself at every waking hour.  I went off 
to Israel with the hope of maybe staying there to finish up my schooling.  I had been 
clean for three weeks longer than I had ever been.  When free weekends came around I 
slipped back into my old ways.  I thought that one drink can’t kill me.  What a big 
mistake, because I know it is the first drink that gets you drunk.  I used alcohol and 
cocaine and blacked out.  I came out in a rain gutter in Tel Aviv nowhere near where I 
was staying.  I knew then I had a problem and it was time to come home. 
Eric K. 
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What Does Judaism Say About Eating Disorders? 
 
“If a man would take care of his body as he takes care of the animal he rides on, he would 
be spared many serious ailments.  For you will not find a man who would give too much 
hay to his animal, but he measures according to its capacity.  However, he himself will 
eat too much without measure and consideration.  Man is very attentive to his animal’s 
movement and fatigue in order that it should continue in a state of health and not get sick, 
but he is not attentive to his own body… 
We should eat only when justified by a feeling of hunger, when the stomach is clear and 
the mouth possesses sufficient saliva.  Then we are really hungry.  We must not drink 
water unless we are truly justified by thirst.  This means that if we feel hungry or thirsty 
we should wait a little, as occasionally we are led to feel so by a deceptive hunger and 
deceptive thirst.” 
(Maimonides, Mishneh Torah, Laws of Ethics 4) 
 
Questions: 

1. Write or explain Maimonides’ ruling in your own words. 
2. What is Maimonides’ overall message? 
3. Could you read these two paragraphs as having two different points?  What would 

they be? 
4. Do you favor one reading over the other (one message vs. two) 
5. What would you say to Maimonides? 

 
“It is our duty to avoid whatever is injurious to the body; therefore food should not be 
taken to repletion.  We should not be gluttons, but east food conducive to health; and of 
such food we should not eat to excess; we should not be eager to fill our stomachs, like 
those who gorge themselves with food and drink until the body swells.  Overeating is like 
a deadly poison to any constitution and is the principal cause of all diseases.  Most 
maladies that afflict humankind result from bad food, or are due to the patient filling the 
stomach with an excess of foods even though these be (in themselves) wholesome.” 
Compilation of Rabbinic views by Abraham S. Abraham, adapted The Comprehensive 
(Guide to Medical Halachah, Jerusalem: Feldheim Publishers, 1996, p. 26.) 
 
Questions: 

1. Write or explain Abraham’s opinion in your own words. 
2. What is Abraham’s overall message? 
3. What do you think of his message?  How is it similar and/or different from 

Maimonides’ message?   
4. What is missing from these two perspectives?  Why do you think it’s missing? 
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“The Sages forbade many things that involved mortal danger.  Anyone who does these 
things and says, ‘I am endangering myself and what does it matter to others,’ or ‘I don’t 
care,’ Is to be flogged [by the Rabbinical court.]” 
(Maimonides, Mishneh Torah, Hilchot Rotzayach 11:5) 
 
Questions: 

1. What does Maimonides think should happen to people who choose to endanger 
themselves? 

2. Do you agree with Maimonides? 
3. What should our response be today to someone who says, “It’s my business what 

I do with my body”?19 
 
Read the Lilith article Jewish Women & Food: Eat, Eat, Diet, Diet, and answer the 
following questions: 

1. What are Sharon’s issues surrounding food? 
2. How would Maimonides and Abraham respond to her? 
3. What would you want to say to her? 

 
Your group should prepare a short presentation on the Jewish attitude surrounding food.  
Be sure to include: 

• Jewish opinions from texts 
• Modern responses 
• Your group’s response 
• How do you recommend finding the balance of eating healthy?  What is Jewish 

about your proposal? 

                                                 
19 Adapted from Teaching Hot Topics. 
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What does Judaism Say About Drugs and Alcohol? 
 
First, complete this Self-Evaluation:20 (on your own) 
This is what I think… (Yes or No answers) 

1. Jewish events should only include kiddush wine. 
2. Too much drinking shows a lack of self-discipline. 
3. Synagogues should not serve alcohol at all. 
4. Adults are being hypocritical when they forbid teenagers to use alcohol and other 

substances. 
5. Prescription drugs are no different than illegal drugs. 
6. Drugs like Ecstasy are only bad because they are illegal. 
7. Using marijuana eventually leads to the use of harder drugs. 
8. It is okay to use drugs or alcohol to make you feel better. 
9. Getting drunk is no big issue as long as you don’t drive. 
10. Drinking and substance abuse should be a matter of personal decision and not a 

question of law. 
 
As a group, talk about your answers.  What surprised you?  How do your opinions differ?  
Was anyone able to convince another person of her own reasoning?  Keep these opinions 
in mind as you read through the texts and prepare your presentation. 
 
“Do not take drugs because they demand periodic doses and your heart will crave them.  
You will also lose money.  Even for medicinal purposes, do not take drugs if you can find 
a different medicine that will help.” 
(Rabbi Samuel ben Meir (Rashbam), commentary on Pesachim 113a) 
 
“When the wine goes in, intelligence takes its leave.  Wherever there is wine, there is no 
intelligence.” 
(Numbers Rabbah 10:8) 
 
Questions: 

1. Rashbam argues for total abstinence from drugs and alcohol.  Is his view realistic?  
Why or why not? 

2. Do you agree with Rashbam?  Why or why not? 
3. What is the message of the quote from Numbers Rabbah?  
4. Do you agree with Numbers Rabbah?  Why or why not? 

 

                                                 
20 Olitzky, Kerry M. and Grishaver, Joel Lurie.  Body Ethics: Drugs and Alcohol.  Los Angeles: Torah 
Aura Productions, 2002, p. 3. 
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“The benefits of wine are many if it is taken in the proper amount, as it keeps the body in 
a healthy condition and cures many illnesses... 
Young children should not come close to it because it hurts them and causes harm to their 
body and soul…” 
(Maimonides, The Preservation of Youth) 
 
Questions: 

1. Maimonides argues for a sort of moderation.  How would one find this balance, or 
know when to stop drinking? 

2. What do you think about Maimonides’ comment about wine and children?  How 
is what he says similar and/or different to the quotes you read above? 

 
Rava said, “A person should get so drunk until that person does not know the difference 
between the phrase ‘Cursed be Haman’ and ‘Blessed be Mordechai.’  Rabbah and Rabbi 
Zeira once partied on Purim together.  They got drunk and Rabbah cut Rabbi Zeira’s 
throat.  In the morning, Rabbah prayed to God and brought Rabbi Zeira back to life.  
Rabbah invited Rabbi Zeira to party again the following year.  ‘No thank you, said Rabbi 
Zeira.  A miracle may not happen every time.’” 
(Babylonian Talmud, Megillah 7b) 
 
Questions: 

1. What do the rabbis of the Talmud recommend for Purim behavior? 
2. Why is the story of Rabbah and Rabbi Zeira juxtaposed to this ruling? 

 
“Recovery from alcohol and drug abuse is like T’Shuvah (repentance).  It is about turning 
away from one direction and heading (back) towards another.” 
 
Question: 

1. This text speaks to the mitzvah of recovery.  How can it help define the Jewish 
attitude about drugs and alcohol? 

 
Your group should prepare a short presentation on the Jewish attitude surrounding drugs 
and alcohol.  Be sure to include: 

• Jewish opinions from texts 
• Modern responses 
• Your group’s response 
• How do you recommend finding the balance of drinking in moderation?  What is 

Jewish about your proposal? 
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Case Studies 
 
Case #1: 
“Joan is seventeen.  She has a friend, Rob, sixteen, whom she believes has a serious 
drinking problem.  She believes that he is drinking just about every day and may be an 
alcoholic.  Liquor is hidden all over his room, and he is always finding ways to buy more.  
Not only is he majorly drunk at every party, but often when they talk on the phone at 
night, it seems that he is drunk.  Joan has talked to Rob about it, and he says, “Don’t 
worry, I can handle my liquor.”  He says, “Just forget about it.  It is not your problem – 
and there is no problem.”  She wants to know if she should do something more.”21 
What should Joan do? 
 
Case #2: 
“A student notices that a friend eats huge amounts at the cafeteria each day at lunch.  
Afterward, the friend hurries to the bathroom.  The student strongly suspects the friend is 
regularly purging (vomiting) the food he/she has just consumed.”22 
What should the student do? 
 
Case #3: 
“The older brother of a student you know buys alcohol for a group of underage teens.  On 
a couple of occasions recently, you have seen these teens driving around town, obviously 
while under the influence of alcohol.”23 
What would you do? 
 
Case #4: 
“A friend has been gaining weight and seems very unhappy about it.  He/she always tries 
to engage you in talk about diets and how ugly he/she feels.  You are really getting tired 
of this, yet you see what bad eating habits your friend has (eating overly large portions, 
eating lots of junk food, barely exercising, etc.) 
What would you do? 
 

                                                 
21 Grishaver, Joel Lurie.  You Be the Judge 3.  Los Angeles: Torah Aura Productions, 2004, p. 44. 
22 Freeman, Susan.  Teaching Hot Topics.  A.R.E. Publishing, 2003, p. 96. 
23 Ibid. 
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LESSONS 4 & 5 
Understanding: 
The Jewish value of tzni-yut (modesty) can remind us that our bodies are holy and have 
immense value. 
 
Essential Question: 
What is modern about tzni-yut (modesty)? 
 
Goals: 

• Introduce students to Jewish value of tzni-yut (modesty). 
• Show students that tzni-yut (modesty) is about more than sexuality, but can also 

relate to dress. 
 
Activities: 
(This lesson is intended to take place over the course of two sessions) 
 
Note to the teacher – classical (rabbinic) Judaism places a high value on tzni-yut 
(modesty) in order to “reduce rape.”24  This methodology of thinking leads one to blame 
the victim for being attacked.  While sexual abuse is prevalent today, and is an issue in 
the Jewish community, this lesson aims at understanding the deeper value of tzni-yut as 
one that can affect the way we dress, speak, and behave.  Issues of humility will be 
covered in future units. 
 
(15 minutes)  Set induction: Have the class stand in a circle.  As you read 
questions/statements, students should take a step into the circle depending how much 
they agree or identify with the statement.  (For example, if you say “Blue is my favorite 
color.”  People who love blue should move to the middle of the circle, while people who 
like blue, but also like a lot of other colors should move in slightly, and people who don’t 
like blue at all should remain on the edge of the circle.)  Statements: 

• Watching nudity in movies makes me uncomfortable. 
• I think it’s always ok to wear clothing that shows bra straps, cleavage, and belly 

buttons. 
• Really low-cut jeans (the kind where you can see the person’s underwear in the 

back) don’t bother me. 
• It makes me uncomfortable when people discuss their sex life with me. 
• etc. – Teachers should feel free to think of more statements. 

(Adapted from Body Ethics: Modesty, Torah Aura Productions) 
 
You might want to ask the girls to explain some of their answers, but not all.  Some 
students might be surprised at their classmates’ answers – if you feel that it’s appropriate, 
let the girls talk about their differences – why one person moved and one person 
remained on the periphery. 
 

                                                 
24 Olitzky, Kerry M. and Grishaver, Joel Lurie.  Body Ethics: Modesty.  Los Angeles: Torah Aura 
Productions, 2001, pp. 1. 
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(15 minutes) We’ve talked about Shmirat HaGuf and how it guides us in caring for our 
body.  Today we’ll talk about the Jewish value of tzni-yut, of modesty, and see how 
caring about how our clothes look and how they make us look is a part of caring for our 
bodies.  We’re going to start with some quotes from Jewish sources that indicate that 
clothing can show a person’s character. 

• Hand out Clothing & Character page 
• Students can work on quotes and questions in pairs, or small groups. 
• When the groups are done, come back and discuss their answers.  Did they agree 

or disagree with the Jewish sources, why? 
 
(20 minutes) We’re going to look at some texts that deal with modesty, and analyze them 
according to three characteristics: holiness, humility, and privacy. 

• Hand out Modesty Text Sheets 
• After the class is done going through the texts and answering the questions, ask 

more about holiness, humility and privacy – why are these important pieces of 
modesty? 

 
(20 minutes) Split the class into four groups.  Hand each group a Talmud source, and ask 
them to look for the following: 
1) The value the author was trying to put into practice. 
2) Describe any issues involved in applying this rule today. 

• Be sure to explain – the Talmud is a series of books written by rabbis (all men 
back then) between about 200 and 500 CE. 

When each group has their answers to the three tasks, bring the groups back together and 
make a list on the board of the values the Talmud was trying to promote.  Discuss modern 
issues.  Challenge the girls to think: How can the core of each of these values be relevant 
today? 
(Adapted from Body Ethics: Modesty, Torah Aura Productions) 
 
(25 minutes)  Best Dressed List: Write Your Own.  Split the class into chevruta.  Have 
them study Rabbi Maurice Lamm’s “Jewish Best Dressed List.”  Have each chevruta 
develop their own “Best-Dressed List.” 
 
(10-15 minutes) Modern Application:  Examine the real best and worst dressed in a 
magazine.  Use your new criteria to see how “Best Dressed” the people really are. 
 
(15 minutes) Journaling: Respond to this quote: 
“The Holy One did not create anything that is not beautiful and potentially good.  The 
human body in itself is never to be considered an object of shame or embarrassment.  It is 
the manner and context in which the body is utilized, the ends to which it is used, which 
determine condemnation or praise.” (Iggeret Ha-Kodesh) 
Answer the following questions: 

 What is modern about tzni-yut (modesty)? 
• How do my clothes affect my self esteem? 
 How can I dress with tzni-yut while still being true to me? 
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Clothing & Character 
 
“A scholar should always wear modest garb, not too costly or ornate, so that people 
should not stare at him, and not too shabby, lest he be mocked.”  
(Menorat HaMaor) 
 
“A man’s clothes are the index of his character.”  
(Nachman of Bratzlav) 
 
“The glory of men is the clothes that they wear.” 
(Talmud, Derech Eretz Zuta 10) 
 
“A person’s honor is his garment.” 
(Exodus Rabbah 96) 
 
“Every person has outer clothes and inner clothes.  The outer clothes are his material 
garments and the inner clothes are his character traits and mannerisms.”  
(Nachum Chaimovitz, Timeless Fashion) 
 
Questions: 

1. Try to summarize the first four quotes in one sentence.  Do you think that the fifth 
quote has a different meaning than the other four?  Why or why not? 

2. Do you agree with these sayings?  Why or why not?  (Try to give evidence based 
on other Jewish sources, ideas, or values) 

3. According to these sources, what does what you wear say about you? 



  Rachel Isaacson 
  Looks, Love, and Life 

 56

Modesty Source Sheet 
(Adapted from Body Ethics: Modesty, Torah Aura Productions) 

 
Balaam was a wizard who was hired by Balak, the king of Moab, to curse the Jews.  He 
went up on the mountaintop and was all set to speak words that would mess up Israel’s 
future.  Then he looked at Israel and something changed.  We don’t know what the curse 
would have been, but we do know that we wound up with a blessing that we sing at the 
beginning of many services, Ma Tovu.  Balaam said, “Your tents are good Jacob, your 
dwelling places are wonderful Israel.” (Numbers 24:5) 
The rabbis asked, “What did Balaam see that changed his mind?”  They answered, “Each 
tent was carefully arranged so that no doorway faced another doorway.  No one could 
ever easily look into another’s tent.  Balaam was so impressed that Israel valued privacy 
and modesty that he changed his curse into a blessing.” 
Rashi Numbers 24:5, Torah Temimah 
 
What is the moral of this story? 
 
 
 
 
Ruth was a Moabite widow who came back to Israel with her aged mother-in-law Naomi.  
Every day she went to work in the fields as a gleaner.  Gleaners were not paid by the 
farmer, but harvested for themselves the things that the paid workers forgot or dropped.  
(This was one way the ancient community of Israel took care of their poor, a form of 
tzedakah.)  Boaz, the owner of the field, fell in love with Ruth and eventually went 
through some difficult steps to marry her.  The story leads us to believe that he did so 
either because she was young and beautiful (whereas he was older), or because he wanted 
to protect Naomi and did so via Ruth.  But the Midrash has another idea: Boas was 
impressed with Ruth’s modesty.  How was she modest?  All of the other women bent 
over to pick up the forgotten grain, Ruth kneeled.  All of the other women lifted their 
skirts when they worked and lowered them afterwards.  Ruth kept her skirt lowered.  All 
of the other women fraternized with the male pickers, but Ruth kept to herself. 
Genesis Rabbah 5:6 
 
What is the moral of this story? 
 
 
 
 
 
“For Jews, modesty consists of three different characteristics: holiness, humility, and 
privacy.” 
Nahum Amsel, The Jewish Encyclopedia of Moral and Ethical Issues 
 
How is tzni-yut (modesty) about… 
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Try to use examples from these stories and other Jewish texts we’ve studied! 
 
Holiness: 
 
 
 
Humility: 
 
 
 
Privacy: 
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Talmud Sources 
(Hand one to each group) 

 
A man is to divorce his wife without alimony if he sees her going out in public with 
uncovered hair or catch her spinning in the street…Rav Yehuda stated in the name of 
Samuel, “A woman is only forbidden to weave in public where doing so exposes her 
arms, and men who see her might desire her and be brought to sin.” 
(Ketubot 72a, b) 
 
 
Rabbi Yohanan said in the name of Rabbi Bana’ah, “People who share a courtyard can 
stop one another from using the shared space for most purposes, but they cannot stop the 
washing of clothes.  Washing has to be done at least in semi-private, since it is not fitting 
that the daughters of Israel should expose themselves to the public view while washing 
[clothes].”  It is written in the Bible, “One who walks in righteousness shuts his eyes 
from looking on evil.” (Isaiah 33:15)  Rabbi Hiyya bar Abba explained, “This refers to a 
man who does not look at women when they are washing clothes.” 
(Bava Batra 57b) 
 
 
Rabbi Yohanan asked Rabbi Bana’ah, “How long should the underwear of a Torah 
student be?”  Rabbi Bana’ah replied, “Long enough to hide the flesh.”  “How long should 
the outer clothes of a Torah student be?”  “So long that not more than a little bit of his 
underwear should be visible.” 
(Bava Batra 57b) 
 
 
Said Rabbi Hanan bar Rabbah, “Everyone knows what a husband and wife do in a 
wedding chamber, yet anyone who speaks obscenely about it, God will sentence to 
seventy years of unhappiness…”  Rabbi ben Shila said in Rav Hisda’s name, “One who 
speaks trash is provided with a deep hole in Gehena [Jewish hell].  That is why it says in 
Proverbs 22:14, ‘A deep pit is for the mouth that speaks profanity.’”  Rabbi Nahman ben 
Isaac said, “Anyone who hears [profanity] and remains silent will receive the shame 
punishment.” 
(Shabbat 33a) 
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Jewish Best Dressed List25 
by Maurice Lamm 

 
1. Dress with tzni-yut (modesty).  Never dress to expose your body or to stimulate or 

arouse the opposite sex. 
2. Dress with Dignity.  Be understated, not ostentatious. 
3. Dress discreetly.  Let your actions speak more loudly than your clothes.  Gaudy is 

not Godly. 
4. Dress appropriately.  Be guided by the place and the occasion, not merely by 

whim…honor special events with special clothing. 
5. Do not dress to make others feel inferior.  Be proud of what you wear, but not so 

proud as to want to outshine others, especially the less fortunate. 
6. Do not dress shabbily.  There is no virtue in wearing the cheapest clothing you 

can find.  You are what you wear. 
7. Do not dress sloppily.  Recognize the difference between casual and sloppy. 
8. Never wear stained clothes.  Let everything you wear reflect the fact that you 

were created in the image of Ha-Shem (God). 
9. Follow religious guidelines.  Observe the traditions for covering the head.  Do not 

wear leather shoes on Yom Kippur.  Follow the prohibitions in the Torah about 
against wearing sha’atnez, fabrics that mix wool with linen. 

10. Remember Hukkat ha-Goy.  Do not dress to hide the fact that you are Jewish.  
You may dress stylishly, but not with the express purpose of looking like 
everyone else. 

 
Questions: 

1. What do you think of Lamm’s list? 
2. What speaks to you? 
3. What do you question? 

 
On the back of this page, write your own “Best-Dressed” list.  You may want to use or 
change some of Lamm’s ideas.  Be prepared to explain ways in which your list is Jewish.

                                                 
25 Lamm, Maurice.  Living Torah in America: Derekh haTov.  Behrman House Publishing, 1993, pp. 24-
25.   



  Rachel Isaacson 
  Looks, Love, and Life 

 60

LESSONS 6 & 7 
Understandings: 
The biblical concept b'tzelem Elohim (that humans are made in the image of God) 
indicates that we are holy vessels and can be interpreted as a mandate to treat our bodies 
with kavod (honor). 

 
The Jewish value of shmirat haguf (taking care of your body) is a tool that can help girls 
build confidence about their own body image and how they treat their bodies. 
 
Essential Question: 
How does caring for the soul fit in with Shmirat HaGuf (caring for the body)? 
 
Goals: 

• Develop connection between caring for the soul and caring for the body. 
• Introduce yoga and meditation experiences for learners. 

 
Memorable Moment: 
Prayer through Yoga workshop 
 
Activities: 
(This lesson is intended to take place over the course of two sessions) 
 
(10 minutes) Set Induction: Talking about spiritual moments in our lives.  Ask the class 
to share some spiritual moments they have experienced.   

• What made them spiritual?   
• When do you turn to spiritual moments?  (When do you seek spiritual moments?)   
• How do spiritual moments make you feel? 

Conduct guided imagery with introduction of what the soul is. 
 
(20-25 minutes) Introduction of the day: Today we’re going to explore further the idea 
that our bodies and souls are connected – that Shmirat HaGuf, that caring for our bodies 
also has to do with caring for our souls.  Let’s take another look at three quotes that we 
studied a few weeks ago: 

• “Take heed, and guard your soul diligently…Take good care of your lives.”  
(Deuteronomy 4:9, 15)  

• “One should aim to maintain physical health and vigor, in order that the soul may 
be upright, in a condition to know God.  For it is impossible for one to understand 
sciences and meditate upon them, when one is hungry or sick, or when any of 
one’s limbs is aching.”  (Maimonides, Mishneh Torah, Laws of Ethics 3:3) 

• “A person should maintain physical health and vigor in order that his soul may be 
upright.”  (Maimonides, Mishneh Torah, Laws of Ethics 3:3) 

What do these quotes tell us about the connection between the body and the soul? 
And a new source: 

• The body houses the soul: “The body is the soul’s house.  Therefore, shouldn’t we 
take care of our house so that it does not fall into ruin?” (Philo Judaeus, The 
Worse Attacks the Better, section 10) 
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Ask:  
• Do you think about your body as being the house for your soul?   
• Does this idea influence any of your practices, any of your personal habits? 

(Adapted from Teaching Jewish Virtues: Sacred Sources and Arts Activities) 
Ask the students to “illustrate” this connection in a paper-tear midrash.  If time permits, 
ask students to share and explain their paper-tear midrash. 
 
(20 minutes) Asher Yatzar Text Study – there is a blessing in the morning prayer services 
that thanks God for our working bodies.  Split the girls into chevruta or small groups.  
Hand out the Asher Yatzar pages. 

• After the students finish the study sheet, have them share their answers with each 
other. 

 
(45 minutes) Guided Yoga Experience.  Yoga is a way to care for our bodies while 
connecting it to our soul.  Yoga can be a workout for our bodies, it can decrease stress, 
and it can be a spiritual experience. 
 
(10 minutes)  Write your own blessing for body and soul/spirit.  You can have the 
students share their blessings with each other and/or put them into their journals.   

• You might want to have source sheets from the unit on hand so students can use 
“Jewish language” about the body and soul in their prayer. 

 
(10-20 minutes)  Closing Activity for Unit: Shmirat HaGuf Campaign – make a list on 
the board of all the things involved in taking care of one’s body.  Have each person 
choose a topic from the list and create a poster based on that topic.  Display the posters 
around the room or in another more public area (i.e. the school hallway).   

• Ask: If you could take one poster home as a reminder to improve one of your 
health habits, which would it be, and why? 

(Adapted from Teaching Jewish Virtues: Sacred Sources and Arts Activities) 
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Asher Yatzar: Thanking God for our Bodies 
(Adopted from Teaching Jewish Virtues: Sacred Sources and Arts Activities) 

 
Blessed is our Eternal God, Sovereign of the Universe, who has made our bodies with 
wisdom, combining openings and closings – arteries, glands and organs – into a finely 
balanced network.  Should but one of them, by being blocked or opened, fail to function, 
it would be impossible to exist.  Wondrous Fashioner and Sustainer of life, Source of our 
health and our strength, we give You thanks and praise. 
 
Questions: 

1. Why do we give thanks for our bodies?   
2. In what ways might giving thanks make a difference in how we treat our bodies? 

 
 

Elohai N’Shama: Thanking God for our Souls 
 
My God, the soul You have given me is pure.  You created it, You shaped it, You 
breathed it into me and You protect it within me.  For as long as the soul is within me, I 
offer thanks before You, Adonai, my God and God of my ancestral fathers and mothers, 
Source of all Creation, Sovereign of all souls.  Praised are You, Adonai, in whose hands 
is every living soul and the breath of humankind. 
 
Questions: 

1. Why do we give thanks for our souls? 
2. In what ways might giving thanks make a difference in how we treat our souls? 
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Suggestions on How to Deal with Stress 
(Adapted from Kedushat HaGuf: The Sanctity of the Body (URJ 2006) 

 
1. Exercise – listen to your body’s appetite for movement 

 
2. Fool your body into thinking you are relaxed 

a. breathe deeply and slowly 
b. put your body in a relaxed position 
c. visualize and center 

 
3. Get good sleep – listen to your body’s need for down time! 

 
4. Don’t procrastinate 

 
5. Take time out for yourself – listen to your body’s need for solitude 

 
6. Be creative – sing, dance, journal, play music, write poetry 

 
7. Let it out – talk to someone.  Keep a journal, keep a “worry box” – write morning 

pages 
 

8. Volunteer – get out of your own head – feed your body’s appetite for community 
 

9. Pray, meditate, change the music in your head to something positive and upbeat 
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Unit 3: How Does What I Say Impact Others? 
 
Unit Goals 
This unit will cover how our language affects other people.  Students will learn about 
Jewish values such as shmiat ha-ozen (being a good listener), tochechah (rebuke), and 
shmirat halashon (guarding your words).  Conversations and activities are intended to 
allow the girls to rethink their communication styles, and find their own “voice” in 
relationships with friends and partners.   
 
Understandings 

• Our national name “Yisrael” (the one who struggles with God) serves as a 
paradigm in which we can embrace the inherent struggle in our developing sense 
of self. 

• Jewish values such as shmiat ha-Ozen (being a good listener) and tochechah 
(rebuke) are tools that can help girls build confidence in their perspectives about 
their own decisions regarding relationships. 

 
Knowledge 

• The value Shmiat ha-Ozen, or being a good listener, as is about “being 
compassionate, understanding, open-minded and unbiased.”26  Shmiat ha-Ozen 
can also be practiced with oneself – by being conscientious of one’s own thoughts 
and feelings, one can have a stronger sense of self-understanding.27 

• Tochechah, or rebuke, is hard to give and receive criticism, even when it is 
constructive.   

• Knowing how to give and receive tochechah and avoiding lashon hara (gossip) 
are part of the value of Shmirat halashon, or guarding your words. 

• Passive, aggressive, and assertive language affect our communication skills and 
our relationships with other people. 
 

Skills 
At the end of this unit, students should be able to: 

1. Define shmiat ha-Ozen, tochechah, and Shmirat halashon in their own words, 
giving examples of each. 

2. Present potential coping mechanisms to tochechah, and Shmirat halashon. 
3. Explain how their language affects their relationships. 
4. Offer ways to improve their communication skills - both by being a better listener 

and by use of language (aggressive/assertive/passive). 
5. Reflect on their own inner dialogue, and judge whether or not it is “healthy,” and 

what they can do to improve it. 
 
Authentic Assessment 

• Role play scenarios with different reactions: assertive, aggressive, and passive 
                                                 
26 Freedman, Susan.  Teaching Jewish Virtues: Sacred Sources and Arts Activities.  Denver: A.R.E. 
Publishing, 1999, p. 256. 
27 Ibid. 
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• List of guidelines and responses for lashon hara, and tochechah. 
• Journal: 

o Lesson 1: 
o In what ways are you already a good listener?   
o Do you listen in different ways to different people?  Explain.   
o How could you improve your listening style? 

• Lesson 2: 
o Can you think of examples of gossip or negative speech that you 

either said or heard?  What made you say it?  Did it have an impact 
on anyone else?  What was your reaction when you heard it?  Did 
you eagerly listen? 

 
Other Evidence 

• Discussion of language, gossip, and criticism. 
• Teacher observation of student body language and self-reflection in class 

participation 
 
Memorable Moment 

• Moving Beyond Words of Hurt and Hate (lesson 2) 
• Mural: Hurting Words, Healing Words (lesson 5) 
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Sequence of Core Activities 
LESSON 1 
Understandings: 

• Our national name “Yisrael” (the one who struggles with God) serves as a 
paradigm in which we can embrace the inherent struggle in our developing sense 
of self. 

• Jewish values such as shmiat ha-Ozen (being a good listener) and tochechah 
(rebuke) are tools that can help girls build confidence in their perspectives about 
their own decisions regarding relationships. 

 
Essential Question: 
What does it mean to be a good listener? 
 
Goals: 

• Explain shmiat ha-Ozen and facilitate class discussion about their own 
experiences with listening. 

• Students should start to think about how their language and listening skills affect 
their relationships. 

 
Activities: 
(5-10 minutes) Set induction: Pair up the girls and spread them around the room, so they 
will not distract one another.  Have one partner make sounds, while the other “mirrors” 
the sounds.  Make sure each partner in the pair has the chance to make the sounds, and 
each has the chance to mirror the sounds.  Ask:  

• What about this experience was difficult?   
• Was there anything special you did to listen than you usually do?  Explain. 

(Adapted from Teaching Jewish Virtues: Sacred Sources and Arts Activities) 
 
(10-15 minutes) Introduction of shmiat ha-Ozen as a Jewish value – what is the value in 
listening?  The act of listening is very important to the Jewish community.  Traditionally, 
we say the Shema three times a day – a prayer that is all about listening.  We are 
reminded to listen for the still small voice that indicates God’s presence around us.  So 
listening and hearing are somehow connected to a spiritual life – let’s explore where and 
how.  Hand out “Listening and Spirituality” sheet, read through texts, and facilitate class 
discussion through the questions. 
 
(30 minutes) Listening to others: Text Study I.  Split the class into their chevruta pairs.  
Hand out the “Four Types of Listening” Sheet, and have each pair read through the text 
and answer the questions.  Once each pair has discussed the questions, talk about modern 
examples of listening and not listening.  What is lost?  Gained?  What can you do to bring 
about more gains than losses in listening? 

• You might want to start making a running list of these suggestions on the board. 
(Adapted from Teaching Jewish Virtues: Sacred Sources and Arts Activities) 
 
(25 minutes) Listening to others: Text Study II.  So how can we listen to each other in 
order to improve our relationships?  Recognizing our own biases and capabilities of 
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hearing is very important.  Hand out the “Biases and Capabilities” sheet.  Have the 
students read through the texts and answer the questions in three small groups.  Once 
each group has talked about their biases in listening to others, and their own biases and 
capabilities regarding hearing, ask them for some examples of what they look like when 
they’re listening, or not listening.   

• You may choose to run this activity as a role play – assigning one student to be 
the talker (and giving her a short paragraph to read), and the other student to be 
the listener.   

Remind the students to pay close attention to: facial expression, posture, response, body 
language.  Ask:  

• How did it feel to be listened to?   
• How did it feel to not be listened to? 

 
(25 minutes) Stephen Covey: Active Listening vs. Empathic Listening.  Active listening 
is a method of listening to another person by reflecting back what they say – for example, 
when your friend tells you she’s really annoyed because she thinks a teacher is being 
unfair to her, you might respond, “It sounds like you’re very frustrated with your teacher.  
That must be hard for you.”  Practice active listening in pairs – set up some guidelines for 
the students: 

1. One person talks at a time – do not interrupt while another person is speaking. 
2. Make eye contact with one another, and try not to break it. 
3. Reflect back what your partner said to you, in order to check for understanding. 

Stephen Covey says that active listening is not enough, because it only reflects the other 
person.  He argues that even as one is speaking, the other is listening with the “intent to 
reply, to control, to manipulate.”28  Instead, Covey makes a case for empathic listening – 
where you seek first to understand, then to be understood.  Covey explains that empathic 
listening is where you get “inside another person’s frame of reference.”29  Empathic 
listening is about listening for feeling and meaning – it involves more than just “hearing” 
– it involves feeling as well.  Ask:  

• How would your listening style be different if you were listening simply to 
understand?   

Practice empathic listening in the same pairs as before – with the following guidelines: 
1. One person talks at a time – do not interrupt while another person is speaking. 
2. Make eye contact with one another, and try not to break it. 
3. The listener should clear her own head – don’t try to relate what you hear to your 

life in some way, rather just listen, and ask questions to clarify. 
Ask:  

• How did empathic listening differ for you from active listening?   
• Was one easier or harder to do?  Why?   
• Would you employ one more often, or in certain situations?  Explain. 

 
(15 minutes) Journal:  

• In what ways are you already a good listener?   

                                                 
28 Covey, Stephen.  The Seven Habits of Highly Effective People.  New York: Free Press, 2004, p. 240. 
29 Ibid. 
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• Do you listen in different ways to different people?  Explain.   
• How could you improve your listening style? 
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Listening and Spirituality 
(Adapted from Teaching Jewish Virtues: Sacred Sources and Arts Activities) 

 
Hear oh Israel!  Adonai is our God, Adonai is One! 
(Deuteronomy 6:4) 
 
Questions: 

1) What does “hear” mean in the context of this verse? 
2) We say this prayer several times a day. Why have these words become so central 

in our worship? 
3) What is the relationship between “hearing” and leading a spiritual life? 

 
Incline your ears and go to Me; listen and your souls will live. 
(Isaiah 55:3) 
 
Questions: 

1) Isaiah is saying that listening is not passive.  Explain a situation where listening 
was active for you. 

2) In what ways might the ability to listen well to other people bring you closer to 
God? 
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Four Types of Listening 
(Adapted from Teaching Jewish Virtues: Sacred Sources and Arts Activities) 

 
Listening also requires reflection and evaluation of what you hear:  
There are four types of listening: Listening and losing, listening and gaining, not listening 
and losing, and not listening and gaining. 
 
Listening and Losing: as in the case of Adam, about whom it is written: And to Adam 
God said, ‘Because you listened to the voice of your wife…’ (Genesis 3:17).  And what 
did he lose?  ‘Because you are dust and to dust will you return. (Genesis 3:19) 
 
Listening and gaining: as in the case of our father Abraham, who was told: ‘All that 
Sarah tells you, listen to her voice.’ (Genesis 21:12).  And what did he gain?  ‘For in 
Isaac shall your seed be called to you.’ (Genesis 21:12) 
 
Not listening and gaining: as in the case of Joseph, concerning whom it is written, ‘And 
he did not listen to [Potiphar’s wife], to lie by her, to be with her.’ (Genesis 39:10)  And 
what did he gain?  ‘And Joseph was the ruler over the land.’ (Genesis 42:6) 
 
Not listening and losing – as in the case of the Jews, concerning whom it is written, ‘And 
they did not listen to Me, and they did not incline their ears.’ (Jeremiah 7:26)  And what 
did they lose? ‘Such as are for death, to death; and such are for the word, to the sword.’ 
(Jeremiah 15:2)  
(Yalkut Shimoni, Genesis 32, quoted in Orchot Tzaddikim, p. 255) 
 
 
Questions: 

1) How do the biblical citations prove each type of listening? 
2) Who would you consider to be good listeners in this passage? 
3) Overall, what are the passages trying to teach about listening? 
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Biases and Capabilities 
(Adapted from Teaching Jewish Virtues: Sacred Sources and Arts Activities) 

 
Rabbi Judah ben Shalom said: If a poor person comes, and pleads before another, that 
other does not listen to the poor one.  If someone who is rich comes, the person listens to 
and receives the rich one at once.  God does not act in such a manner.  All are equal 
before God – women, salves, rich and poor. 
(Exodus Rabbah 21:4) 
 
Questions: 

1. According to this passage, what is the difference between the human listener and 
God? 

2. In your experience, are people more likely to listen to people depending on their 
power?  Money?  Social status, etc?  Why do you think that is so? 

3. Are you biased in your listening?  Why?  How can you get rid of this bias? 
 
 
 
The eye is shown only what it is capable of seeing, and the ear is given to hear only what 
it is capable of hearing. 
(Avot d’Rabbi Natan 1:2) 
 
 
God’s voice went forth to everyone in Israel according to their powers of obedience.  The 
elders heard the voice according to their capacity; the adolescents, the youths, the 
children, the babies, each according to their capacity; the women too, according to their 
capacity, and also Moses according to his capacity, for it says, ‘As Moses spoke, God 
would answer him with the voice.’  (Exodus 19:19)  That is [God would answer Moses] 
with a voice that Moses was able to hear.  
(Tanchuma, Shemot, 25, 90b) 
 
Questions: 

1. What does it mean to hear according to our own capacity? 
2. What situations could make people change or grow in their capacity to hear? 
3. How has your ability to listen and hear changed in your life? 
4. What are some things that are hard for you to hear – what might be beyond your 

“hearing capability”? 
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LESSONS 2 & 3 
Understandings: 

• Our national name “Yisrael” (the one who struggles with God) serves as a 
paradigm in which we can embrace the inherent struggle in our developing sense 
of self. 

• Jewish values such as shmiat ha-Ozen (being a good listener) and tochechah 
(rebuke) are tools that can help girls build confidence in their perspectives about 
their own decisions regarding relationships. 

 
Essential Question: 
How do my words affect others? 
 
Goals: 

• Introduce idea to students that in addition to shmiat ha-Ozen, our words can also 
have a large impact on others. 

• Recognizing that we all talk about others – we are human.  But we do have the 
power to be more aware of our words and actions. 

 
Note to the teacher: These lessons will focus on lashon hara (gossip), whereas the next 
lesson will focus on the tone of our words. 
 
Activities: 
(This lesson is intended to take place over the course of two sessions) 
 
(15-20 minutes) Set induction: Movie Example.  Show a movie clip (from Clueless or 
Mean Girls or the like) that includes a scene of how telling a story can get out of control.  
Without discussion, ask the girls to journal:   

• Can you think of examples of gossip or negative speech that you either said or 
heard?   

• What made you say it?   
• Did it have an impact on anyone else?   
• What was your reaction when you heard it?   
• Did you eagerly listen? 

Ask for the students to put their pencils down when they are done.  Ask if anyone is 
willing to share what they wrote.  

• You might consider asking the girls to use different names in order to keep the 
stories anonymous. 

As the girls share their experiences, you may want to process their responses as a class.  
Ask:  

• How did this make you feel?   
• What did you do about those feelings?   
• What would you do the same?   
• What would you do differently?   

(Journal activity adapted from The J Girl’s Guide: The Young Jewish Woman’s 
Handbook for Coming of Age) 
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(10 minutes) Introducing the topic: Lashon Hara – gossip.  Explain, Shmirat halashon is 
about “paying attention to everything you say and weighing whether it really needs to be 
said.  Could your words possibly hurt someone’s feelings, damage his reputation, 
diminish her self-esteem?”30  One way that your words can hurt others is through lashon 
hara – or gossip.  The Talmud says, “Why is gossip like a three-pronged tongue?  
Because it kills three people, the person who says it, the person who listens to it and the 
person about whom it is said.” (Arakhin 15b)  Ask the students to explain what this 
means, in their own words.   

• Have you ever experienced this quote in real life?   
• How did you deal with it?   
• Looking back, would you have done anything differently? 

 
(20 minutes) Case Study: Miriam, a biblical example.  Miriam, Moses’ sister, who is 
usually lauded for her role in celebrating our exodus from Egypt, is punished for her act 
of lashon hara in the book of Numbers.  Split the class into small groups.  Hand out the 
Miriam text study page.  Once the groups have completed the questions, ask them to 
share their answers.   
 
(25 minutes) A story: Admitting our own tendency to gossip.  Share this story with the 
class: 

Once there was a woman who said awful things about another person.  Realizing 
later how much she hurt this person, she went to her rabbi and asked, “Rabbi, 
what can I do?” 
The rabbi thought a bit and told the woman to bring him a feather pillow.  She 
brought the pillow and the rabbi said, “Now go outside, rip the pillow open, and 
shake out the feathers.” 
She did just that.  As she was shaking out the feathers, the wind caught them, 
causing them to fly everywhere. 
The woman returned to the rabbi and said, “I did as you told me.  Now what?” 
The rabbi replied, “Now go back outside and pick up all the feathers.” 
The woman looked startled and said, “How can I?  The wind took them!  I don’t 
even know where they are now.” 
The rabbi said, “Exactly.  Just like your words.  Once they’re out, it’s impossible 
to get them back.”31 

Joseph Telushkin, in his book, Words that Hurt – Words that Heal: How to Choose 
Words Wisely and Well, writes, “That words are powerful may seem obvious, but the 
fact is that most of us, most of the time, use them lightly.  We choose our clothes more 
carefully than we choose our words, though what we say about and to others can define 
them indelibly.  That is why ethical speech – speaking fairly of others, honestly about 
ourselves, and carefully to everyone – is so important.  If we keep the power of words in 
the foreground of our consciousness, we will handle them as carefully as we would a 
loaded gun.”  Ask the students:  

• What are some words that have hurt you?  
                                                 
30 Adelman, Penina et al.  The J Girl’s Guide: The Young Jewish Woman’s Handbook for Coming of Age.  
Vermont: Jewish Lights Publishing, 2005, p. 122. 
31 Ibid, pp. 125-126. 
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• What are some words that have healed you?   
Write a running list of words on the board. 
(Adapted from The Content of their Character: Shmirat ha-Lashon The Ethics of 
Language) 
Next, explain: The ninth commandment forbids lying.  When we lie about others, we are 
committing lashon hara.  There are other categories of lashon hara as well.  Write each 
category (listed below) on the board.  Ask the girls for examples of these categories.   

1. derogatory statements 
2. damaging statements 
3. insulting statements 
4. emphasizing undesirable traits 
5. belittling statements 
6. false statements 

 
(30 minutes) Moving beyond words of hurt and hate.  Hand out blank strips of paper.  
Instruct the girls:  On these papers, write words that have hurt you, or words you’ve used 
to hurt others.  Write your own experiences with lashon hara – times that you were a 
“victim” to lashon hara, or when you yourself were guilty of lashon hara.  If you want, 
you can draw or write the emotions that went along with these experiences.  After the 
students are done writing and drawing on the paper, explain that today we will move 
beyond words of hurt and hate.  Collect all of the papers from the girls, and destroy them. 

• Two ideas for destroying the experiences of lashon hara: 
o Collect the papers in a metal pail.  Go outside with the girls, and burn the 

contents of the pail. 
o Have the girls write on the paper with pens whose ink will run in water.  

Collect the papers in a bucket, and pour a pitcher of water over the papers.  
After a few minutes, have the girls reach in to pick up the papers – they 
should be clear – “washed clean” of the past. 

As you ceremoniously say goodbye to previous experiences with lashon hara, you might 
want to offer the Chafetz Chaim’s prayer on being careful in our speech: 
“Gracious and merciful God, help me restrain myself from speaking or listening to 
derogatory, damaging, or hostile speech.  I will try not to engage in lashon hara, either 
about individuals or about a group of people.  I will strive not to say anything that 
contains falsehood, insincere flattery, scoffing, or elements of needless dispute, anger, 
arrogance, oppression, or embarrassment to others.  Grant me the strength to say nothing 
unnecessary, so that all my actions and speech cultivate a love for Your creatures and for 
You.”32 

• Consider reflecting with the students after the ceremony: How did that feel?   
 
(25 minutes) Methods for dealing with lashon hara.  The Chofetz Chaim offered some 
rules about lashon hara – study them in small groups, and explain what is realistic, and 
what is not realistic.  What advice would you add to his “rules?”  Ask students to share 
their answers.   

                                                 
32 Ibid, pp. 124-125. 
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• In The J Girl’s Guide: The Young Jewish Woman’s Handbook for Coming of 
Age, Penina Adelman et al suggest the following ways to combat lashon hara.33  
You might want to make sure the students touch on each of these suggestions: 

o When you are speaking about someone to a third party, omit his or her 
name.  It’s a start! 

o Before you speak, ask yourself if what you are saying is true.  If not, close 
your mouth or else you’ll become known as a liar. 

o Ask yourself why you feel the need to speak negatively about someone to 
a third party.  Are you angry at him or her?  Are you insecure about 
something?  Think about it before you open your mouth and allow the 
words to jump out. 

o Ask yourself, “Are my words going to harm anyone?”  and “How would I 
feel if someone were talking that way about me?” 

o Refrain from jokes that insult others.  As Jews, we have often been hurt by 
anti-Semitic humor. 

o When others start to gossip, leave the room.  (If you have the courage, 
object to what is being said.)  Just because everyone is doing it doesn’t 
mean that you have to join them. 

o Stay away from people who constantly engage in lashon hara.  Bad 
behavior has a way of rubbing off on others. 

                                                 
33 Ibid, p. 127. 
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Miriam the Prophetess, Guilty of Gossip 
(Adapted from The J Girl’s Guide:  

The Young Jewish Woman’s Handbook for Coming of Age) 
 
Numbers 12:1-15 
When they were in Hazeroth, Miriam and Aaron spoke against Moses because of the 
Cushite woman he had married: "He married a Cushite woman!"  

They said, "Has Adonai spoken only through Moses?  Hasn’t God also spoken through us 
as well?" Adonai heard it.  Now Moses was a very humble man, more so than any other 
man on earth.  Suddenly Adonai called to Moses, Aaron, and Miriam, "Come out, you 
three, to the Tent of Meeting." So the three of them went out. Adonai came down in a 
pillar of cloud, stopped at the entrance of the Tent, and called out, "Aaron and Miriam!" 
The two of them came forward; and God said, "Hear these My words: When a prophet of 
Adonai arises among you, I make Myself known to him in a vision, I speak with him in a 
dream. Not so with My servant Moses; he is trusted throughout My household. With him 
I speak mouth to mouth, plainly and not in riddles, and he beholds the likeness of Adonai. 
How then did you not shrink from speaking against My servant Moses!" Still incensed 
with them, the God departed. As the cloud withdrew from the Tent, there was Miriam 
stricken with snow-white scales! When Aaron turned toward Miriam, he saw that she was 
stricken with scales. And Aaron said to Moses, "O my lord, account not to us the sin 
which we committed in our folly. Let her not be as one dead, who emerges from his 
mother's womb with half his flesh eaten away." So Moses cried out to Adonai, saying, "O 
God, pray heal her!"  

But Adonai said to Moses, "If her father spat in her face, would she not bear her shame 
for seven days? Let her be shut out of camp for seven days, and then let her be 
readmitted." So Miriam was shut out of camp seven days; and the people did not march 
on until Miriam was readmitted.  

Questions: 
1. Was it fair to punish Miriam “actively” and Aaron “passively?”  Why or why not? 
2. How do you think Miriam felt in the 7 days she was confined? 
3. Do you think Miriam thought God was being unfair?  Have you ever been singled 

out for a punishment that you thought was unfair?  Have you ever seen this 
happen to someone else? 

4. The rabbis explained that Miriam spoke against Moses in order to defend his wife, 
Zipporah.  They claim that Miriam was disgusted with her brother because she 
felt that in spending so much time on Mt. Sinai talking to God, he was ignoring 
his wife.  In effect, the rabbis believed that Miriam was saying, “We’re prophets 
too, but we don’t ignore our spouses!”34  Does the fact that Miriam had good 
intentions make a difference?  Have you ever bad-mouthed someone out of 
concern for that person’s possible mistreatment of another? 

                                                 
34 Adelman, Penina et al.  The J Girl’s Guide: The Young Jewish Woman’s Handbook for Coming of Age.  
Vermont: Jewish Lights Publishing, 2005, p. 131. 
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Rules about Lashon Hara from the Chofetz Chayim 
 
If you are with a group of people and one of them begins to speak lashon hara, the best 
thing to do would be to tell the speaker that lashon hara is the wrong thing to do.  If that 
is not possible, the next best thing to do is to walk away.  If you are in a situation where 
providing tochechah (telling that gossip is wrong) is not possible and you cannot walk 
away, the following three things are best response: (a) convince yourself not to believe 
what you are told, (b) feel unhappy about being made to listen to this information, and (c) 
do not show any agreement with the speaker. 
 
It is not necessary for you to mention someone’s name to be guilty of lashon hara.  If the 
other person can figure out whom you are talking about, you have still done wrong.  It is 
better not to make negative comments about anyone. 
 
If your parents or your teachers ask you to “inform” on someone else, even though you 
are supposed to honor your parents and teachers, you should not give that information 
because you response would be lashon hara.  Your job then is to refuse to do so in a 
respectful manner.  The best thing to do is to personally confront the person who did 
wrong about his/her actions.  However, if that person’s welfare or the welfare of others is 
at stake, and you cannot personally intervene, you are obligated to provide this 
information. 
 
Questions: 

1. In your own words, list the Chofetz Chayim’s rules about lashon hara. 
2. What does he suggest we do in certain situations?  (Add to your list of rules 

situations in which they would apply.) 
3. Which of these rules seem realistic? 
4. Which of these rules seem unrealistic? 
5. What advice would you add to these “rules?” 
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LESSON 4 
Understandings: 

• Our national name “Yisrael” (the one who struggles with God) serves as a 
paradigm in which we can embrace the inherent struggle in our developing sense 
of self. 

• Jewish values such as shmiat ha-Ozen (being a good listener) and tochechah 
(rebuke) are tools that can help girls build confidence in their perspectives about 
their own decisions regarding relationships. 

 
Essential Question: 
How does the tone of my words affect others? 
 
Goals: 

• Introduce the idea that not only what we say, but how we say it, affects others. 
• Have students practice using passive, assertive, and aggressive language. 

 
Activities: 
(10 minutes) Set induction: Case Study: the Ashamnu prayer.  Write the Ashamnu prayer 
from Yom Kippur on the board.  Explain that this prayer shows that we have all sinned – 
it represents the sins committed by the community as a whole.  Have the students call out 
all of the words that have to do with speech.  Circle each word as they call it out. 

We abuse, we betray, we are cruel. 
We destroy, we embitter, we falsify. 
We gossip, we hate, we insult. 
We jeer, we kill, we lie. 
We mock, we neglect, we oppress. 
We pervert, we quarrel, we rebel. 
We steal, we transgress, we are unkind. 
We are violent, we are wicked, we are xenophobic. 
We yield to evil, we are zealous for bad causes. 

Ask: How are these words similar or different from lashon hara?  (You are trying to get 
the students to express that more than just what we say, how we speak can also be a sin.  
See jeer, unkind, embitter for examples) 
 
(25 minutes) Wounding words: Text study.  Sometimes, we speak in a mean way to 
people – we might be mad at them, or we might not like them.  Even if we are not 
speaking badly about them (lashon hara – gossip), Judaism still sees this as a sin.  Split 
the class into three groups.  Assign each group to text 1, 2, or 3.  Have each group answer 
the questions about their text.  One member from each group should be ready to present 
the meaning of their quote to the class. 
 
(40 minutes) Passive, Assertive, and Aggressive Language.  How do you communicate in 
your relationships?  Using language that is overly passive may lead to people taking 
advantage of you.  Using language that is overly aggressive might prevent people from 
getting close to you.  The “happy medium” – being assertive – can often be hard, and 
intimidating.  Keep the group split in the same three groups.  Hand each group a copy of 
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the case study sheet and the communication styles sheet.  Assign each group a case study 
and a type of response.  The groups should be prepared to role play the situation 
employing their assigned communication style. 
Once the groups have each presented their case in their assigned communication style, 
have them present the same case, but with a different communication style.  Repeat one 
more time so that each group has the chance to role play the three communication styles. 
Ask:  

• What are some words that came up during the passive styles?   
• What are some words that came up during the assertive styles?   
• What are some words that came up during the aggressive styles?   

Keep a running list on the board. 
 
(10 minutes) Closing: Ask the students:  

• Which styles felt the most comfortable?  The most uncomfortable?   
• Were some styles easier than others?  Why?   
• How can you remain assertive in the face of intimidation? 
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Wounding Words: Text Study 
 
Wounding with words is worse than wounding with swords because while 
swords do their damage from nearby, words can wound at a great distance.  
(Jerusalem Talmud Peah 1:1) 
 

 
 
Wounding with words is worse than hitting a person.  Hitting will affect the 
body, but words go much deeper.  Bruises from a hit heal eventually.  
Wounds from words may never be healed.  (Vilna Gaon) 
 

 
 
Some one told Rabbi Nahman: “If one puts a neighbor to shame in public, it 
is just like murder.”  Rabbi Nahman added on his own, “Why?  When 
people are embarrassed their face turns first red – drawing blood – and then 
goes white as that blood is spilled.”  (Bava Metzia 58b) 

 
 
 
Prepare these questions to present to the class: 

1. Explain this quote in your own words. 
2. What questions does this piece of text raise for you? 
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Communication Skills: 
Passive, Assertive, and Aggressive Language 

 
Passive 
Being passive, or unassertive, involves us not stating what we really want, or letting 
others decide for us.  It is the hope that we will get what we want, without asking for it.  
Passive behavior can be marked by avoidance of eye contact, fidgeting, or a bowed head.  
When we are passive, we often become angry with ourselves or others for not 
anticipating our needs. 
 
Assertive 
Being assertive means expressing our feelings constructively and in an open way, which 
maximizes the chance that we will achieve our goals personally and professionally.  
Being assertive also means effectively using compromise and negotiation, in order to 
achieve your needs and that of a group.  The ability to comfortably assert yourself will 
help to ensure that you feel confident, capable and less frustrated. 
 
Aggressive 
Aggressive behavior expresses feeling and opinions in a way which punishes, threatens, 
or puts the other person down.  The aim of this behavior is for the person to get his or her 
own way, no matter what.  This includes sarcastic behavior, manipulative behavior, and 
gossip.  Passive aggressive behavior is what the name implies: it is the act of aggressive 
action veiled in calm and seemingly passive approach.   
 
 
In any form of communication, it’s good to be aware of the following body 
language: 

• facial expression 
• eye contact 
• posture 
• hand movements, not fidgeting 
• tone of voice 
• “owning your speech” 
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Communication Skills: 
3 Case Studies 

 
Case 1: 
You and a few friends are trying to decide what to do on Saturday night.  You have a few 
ideas (go out to dinner, see a movie, go bowling or mini-golf), and need to make up your 
minds soon. 
 
Case 2:  
One of your close friends just had a fight with a mutual friend.  She is very upset and 
ranting about what a terrible person your friend is.  Her comments shift from complaining 
about her hurtful behavior to criticizing her personality. 
What do you say? 
 
Case 3: 
Your friends are all going to a party, where you know there will be drugs and alcohol. 
You don’t know if you want to go, but they are really pressuring you. 
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LESSONS 5 & 6 
Understandings: 

• Our national name “Yisrael” (the one who struggles with God) serves as a 
paradigm in which we can embrace the inherent struggle in our developing sense 
of self. 

• Jewish values such as shmiat ha-Ozen (being a good listener) and tochechah 
(rebuke) are tools that can help girls build confidence in their perspectives about 
their own decisions regarding relationships. 

 
Essential Question: 
If I’m supposed to practice Shmirat halashon (guarding my tongue), how can tochechah 
(rebuke) be a value that I practice? 
 
Goals: 

• Introduce the idea that tochechah (rebuke) is a mitzvah. 
• Demonstrate positive uses of tochechah, and negative uses of tochechah. 
• Discuss coping mechanisms both in giving and receiving tochechah. 

 
Activities: 
(This lesson is intended to take place over the course of two sessions) 
 
(5-10 minutes) Set induction: Explain and respond to this verse: “Love unaccompanied 
by criticism is not love.  Peace unaccompanied by reproof is not peace.” (Genesis Rabbah 
54:3) 
 
(25 minutes) Introduction of the Concept: Tochechah (rebuke).  We’ve spent some time 
learning about how our words can have a negative impact on others.  We’ve practiced 
different kinds of communication.  Ask: 

• So how is it that Judaism says we are supposed to provide tochechah (rebuke) to 
our friends?   

• Doesn’t that contradict what we’ve already learned?   
Split the class into chevruta.  Hand out the Tochechah Texts page. 
 
(25 minutes) Gather the class back together to talk about the texts.  As you go through the 
questions on the page, facilitate discussion between the students.  If there are questions 
raised, try to let the students answer the questions first.  Ask the students if they can 
differentiate between successful and unsuccessful tochechah.  Make a list in two columns 
– the first list should be “Successful and Worthy Rebukes” whereas the second list should 
be “Unsuccessful and Unworthy Rebukes.”  After the girls make the lists on the board, 
ask: Do you now have a clearer idea about what is permissible and favorable in 
tochechah?  What questions do you still have?   

• Examples for Successful and Worthy Rebukes: 
o gentle 
o private 
o direct 
o clear 
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o honest 
o fair 
o kind 
o forgiving 
o responsible 
o given for the other’s own good 

• Examples for Unsuccessful and Unworthy Rebukes: 
o harsh 
o public 
o loud 
o angry 
o condescending 
o ambiguous 
o self-serving 
o resentful 

(Adapted from Teaching Jewish Virtues: Sacred Texts and Arts Activities) 
 
(10 minutes) Tochechah – Some Lessons on How to Do It.  Hand out copies of Gregg 
Walker’s “Dealing with Criticism.”  Criticism as a kind of tochechah.  Review the sheet 
with the class, being sure to stop for questions.   
 
(20 minutes) Tochechah – A Royal Example.  One important aspect of Judaism is that 
our leaders and heroes are not perfect – Judaism does not hold people to an impossible 
standard of perfection…even our greatest legends make mistakes.  In 2 Samuel, King 
David made a big mistake – he slept with Bathsheba, another man’s wife, then had the 
man killed in battle so that he could marry her.  It seems as if David is going to get away 
with this sin, until the prophet Nathan came to speak with him.  Read the story from the 
Bible together as a class.  Ask: 

• In your own words, summarize Nathan’s tochechah of David. 
• Was Nathan’s tochechah worthy or unworthy?  Explain. 
• Was Nathan’s tochechah successful or unsuccessful?  Explain. 
• Did Nathan give his tochechah in a “Jewish” way?  Explain. 

 
(20-30 minutes) How do we honor others who hurt us?  It is important to honor other 
people, because each person is unique (connection back to Unit 1: b’tzelem Elohim – 
made in the image of God).   

• You might want to teach the Jewish value of m’chabed zeh et zeh (honoring 
others).  At the end of this lesson, are four station worksheets along with a 
suggestion for teaching this value. 

How do we honor others and give tochechah (rebuke)? Ask: 
• What is the bottom line in terms of honoring others?  (i.e. What is the basic 

behavior you must show others?) 
As a class, come up with verbal responses for two situations: 

1) You break up with your significant other, after s/he did something that hurt you 
(i.e. cheated on you, wanted you to do something physically you weren’t ready to 
do, treated you badly, etc) 
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2) You and a close friend have a fight, and your not sure if you can be friends with 
him/her anymore. 

What do you say?  How do you behave towards the person “in question?”  How do you 
talk about the situation with other friends? 

• You can have the students role play the situations, or discuss answers. 
 
(15-20 minutes) Journal:  

• How do you work to honor those in your life who have hurt you?   
• Write of a situation in which you hurt someone, or they hurt you.  What 

happened?  How was the situation resolved?  How did it make you feel?  What 
lessons did you learn from it? 

 
(25 minutes) Revisiting Miriam – Did she do the right thing?  In this activity, the class 
will review Miriam’s story of gossip (Numbers 12:1-15) Split the class into two groups.  
One group will argue that Miriam did the right thing and offered her rebuke in a 
constructive way.  The other group will argue that Miriam did not do the right thing, and 
will give some examples of what she could have done differently. 
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Tochechah Texts 
 
Read these explanations about tochechah and answer the following questions. 
 
“One who rebukes another will in the end find more favor than one who flatters that 
person.”  
(Proverbs 28:23) 
 
Questions: 

1. Explain this verse in your own words. 
2. Why would one who gives tochechah “find more favor” than one who gives 

flattery? 
3. Have you ever experienced this verse to be true?  When? 

 
“You shall not hate your fellow man in your heart.  Rebuke your kinsman and incur no 
guilt because of him.”  
(Leviticus 19:17) 
 
Question: 

1. According to this verse, why is it important to provide tochechah to your neighbor 
or friend? 

 
The rabbis explained this verse further: 
How do we know that if a person has rebuked a neighbor four and five times [without 
succeeding in turning the neighbor from sin], that person should continue to rebuke [the 
neighbor]?  Because it says, “rebuke your kinsman.”  One might infer that the reproof 
should be carried so far as to change a person’s face with shame.  But it says, “You shall 
not bring guilt upon the other.”  Rabbi Tarfon said, “In this generation there is no one 
capable of rebuking.”  Rabbi Elazar ben Azariah said, “In this generation there is no one 
capable of receiving rebuke.”  Rabbi Akiba said, “In this generation there is no one who 
knows how rebuke ought to be worded.” 
(Sifra 89a-89b) 
 
Questions: 

1. What further understanding or guidelines of tochechah do the rabbis give you? 
2. What do the rabbis think of their generation?  Do you think that your generation is 

any better or worse at tochechah? 
3. What questions do you have about the rabbis’ explanation? 

 
Maimonides adds: 
Tochechah cannot be given in a way that publicly embarrasses or shames the one you are 
trying to help.   
(Maimonides, Laws of Character, 6.7) 
 
Questions: 

1. What are a few guidelines that Maimonides might provide on how to give rebuke? 
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Dealing with Criticism 
Gregg Walker, Department of Speech Communication, Oregon State University 

 
Criticism may occur within conflict situations or can foster conflict.  Criticism, or the 
generation of “evaluative judgments,” is often painful or difficult to “give” or “receive.”  
If handled appropriately by both the person criticized and the person being criticized, 
critical feedback can promote constructive growth in individuals and relationships. 
 
Constructive Criticism – Some Assumptions 

1. Criticism arises out of interaction, rather than simply action.  
Evaluation is important to improvement, but criticism should follow a “two way 
street.”  Criticism is more valid when all parties involved interact both as the 
“critic” and the “criticized.” 

2. Those who criticize need to value and invite criticism.  
Criticism can be promoted if the critic first invites criticism of his or her own 
behavior.  By inviting criticism, a person can create a situation in which her or his 
criticism of another is perceived as appropriate. 

3. The “critic” and “criticized” guidelines that follow are 
pertinent to all parties involved in “criticism” discussion. 

 
Constructive Criticism – Guidelines for the Critic 

1. Understand why you are offering criticism.  Feel confident that doing so is 
appropriate to the situation and constructive for the parties involved.  Criticism 
voiced out of self-interest or competition may be destructive. 

2. Engage in perspective taking or role reversal.  As you develop a criticism 
strategy or response, try to understand the perspective of the person being 
criticized. 

3. Offer criticism of the person’s behavior, not on her or his “person.”  Refer to 
what a person does, not her or his “traits” or “character.” 

4. Even though criticism implies evaluation, emphasize description.  Before offering 
any judgment, describe behavior you see or have experienced. 

5. Focus your criticism on a particular situation, rather than general or abstract 
behavior.  “Index” and “date” your criticism, much like a “journalist”: deal with 
who, what, where, and when. 

6. Direct your criticism to the present (“here and now”) rather than the past (“there 
and then.”) 

7. Emphasize in your criticism your perceptions and feelings.  Indicate what you 
think and feel about the other’s behavior that you have described.  Use  “I” 
statements. 

8. Invite a collaborative discussion of consequences rather than offering advice.  
Form a partnership to deal with problems.  Do not compete with the other party; 
compete with the other person against the problem. 

9. Keep judgments tentative.  Maintain an “open door” of dialogue rather than 
presenting your “analysis” or “explanation” of another’s behavior. 
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10. Present criticism in ways that allow the other party to make decisions.  Do not 
force criticism on the other.  Encourage the other to experience “ownership.”  
People are more likely to comply with solutions that they generate. 

11. Avoid critical overload.  Give the other an amount of critical feedback that she or 
he can handle or understand at that time. 

12. Focus criticism on behaviors that the other person can change. 
13. Include in your critical feedback a positive “outlet.”  Reinforce positive actions 

and invite the possibility of change. 
14. Invite the other to present criticisms of you. 

 
Constructive Criticism – Guidelines for the Criticized 

1. Recognize the value of constructive criticism.  Such criticism can improve 
relationships and productivity. 

2. Engage in perspective taking or role reversal.  Try to understand the perspective 
of the person offering criticism. 

3. Acknowledge criticism that focuses on your behavior.  Attempt to transform 
criticism that seems directed at your “person” to specific behavioral issues. 

4. Listen actively.  Even though criticism may hurt, seek to understand accurately 
the criticism being presented. 
i) Paraphrase what the other is saying. 
ii) Ask questions to increase understanding. 
iii) Check out nonverbal displays (check your perceptions). 

5. Work hard to avoid becoming defensive.  Resist any tendency to want to dismiss 
criticism or retaliate. 

6. Welcome criticism; use the appropriate criticism to improve. 
7. Maintain your interpersonal power and authority to make your own decisions.  

Criticism, when directed at one’s “person,” may weaken one’s resolve.  Focus the 
other’s criticism on your actions.  Seek ownership of solutions. 

8. Seek constructive changes to the behavior that prompted the criticism. 
9. Insist on valid criticism.  Valid criticism: (a) addresses behaviors, (b) is timely, 

and (c) is specific. 
10. Communicate clearly how you feel and think about the criticism and receiving 

criticism.  Use “I” messages. 
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Nathan’s Tochechah 
 
2 Samuel 12:1-12 
And God sent Nathan to David. He came to him and said, “There were two men in the 
same city, one rich and one poor.  The rich man had very large flocks and herds, but the 
poor man had only one little ewe lamb that he had bought. He tended it and it grew up 
together with him and his children: it used to share his morsel of bread, drink from his 
cup, and nestle in his bosom; it was like a daughter to him.  One day, a traveler came to 
the rich man, but he was loath to take anything from his own flocks or herds to prepare a 
meal for the guest who had come to him; so he took the poor man’s lamb and prepared it 
for the man who had come to him.”  
 
David flew into a rage against the man, and said to Nathan, “As God lives, the man who 
did this deserves to die!  He shall pay for the lamb four times over, because he did such a 
thing and showed no pity.”  
 
And Nathan said to David, “That man is you! Thus said Adonai, the God of Israel: ‘It 
was I who anointed you king over Israel and it was I who rescued you from the hand of 
Saul.  I gave you your master’s house and possession of your master’s wives; and I gave 
you the House of Israel and Judah; and if that were not enough, I would give you twice as 
much more.  Why then have you flouted the command of Adonai and done what 
displeases God? You have put Uriah the Hittite to the sword; you took his wife and made 
her your wife and had him killed by the sword of the Ammonites.  Therefore the sword 
shall never depart from your House—because you spurned Me by taking the wife of 
Uriah the Hittite and making her your wife.’  Thus said Adonai: ‘I will make a calamity 
rise against you from within your own house; I will take your wives and give them to 
another man before your very eyes and he shall sleep with your wives under this very 
sun.  You acted in secret, but I will make this happen in the sight of all Israel and in broad 
daylight.’”  
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Miriam’s Story of Gossip 
 
Numbers 12:1-15 
When they were in Hazeroth, Miriam and Aaron spoke against Moses because of the 
Cushite woman he had married: "He married a Cushite woman!"  

They said, "Has Adonai spoken only through Moses?  Hasn’t God also spoken through us 
as well?" Adonai heard it.  Now Moses was a very humble man, more so than any other 
man on earth.  Suddenly Adonai called to Moses, Aaron, and Miriam, "Come out, you 
three, to the Tent of Meeting." So the three of them went out. Adonai came down in a 
pillar of cloud, stopped at the entrance of the Tent, and called out, "Aaron and Miriam!" 
The two of them came forward; and God said, "Hear these My words: When a prophet of 
Adonai arises among you, I make Myself known to him in a vision, I speak with him in a 
dream. Not so with My servant Moses; he is trusted throughout My household. With him 
I speak mouth to mouth, plainly and not in riddles, and he beholds the likeness of Adonai. 
How then did you not shrink from speaking against My servant Moses!" Still incensed 
with them, the God departed. As the cloud withdrew from the Tent, there was Miriam 
stricken with snow-white scales! When Aaron turned toward Miriam, he saw that she was 
stricken with scales. And Aaron said to Moses, "O my lord, account not to us the sin 
which we committed in our folly. Let her not be as one dead, who emerges from his 
mother's womb with half his flesh eaten away." So Moses cried out to Adonai, saying, "O 
God, pray heal her!"  

But Adonai said to Moses, "If her father spat in her face, would she not bear her shame 
for seven days? Let her be shut out of camp for seven days, and then let her be 
readmitted." So Miriam was shut out of camp seven days; and the people did not march 
on until Miriam was readmitted.  
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Optional Teaching: M’chabed Zeh et Zeh (Honoring Others) 
 
(40 minutes) Introduction of the concept: M’chabed zeh et zeh (honoring others).  In this 
activity, students will learn from the sources on m’chabed zeh et zeh in learning stations.  
Split the class into chevruta pairs.  Assign each pair a station at which to begin.  (More 
than one chevruta may start at the same station.)  The pairs should work through each 
station, and should check in with the teacher before moving on to another station.   

• Each station could have the selected study quote above it in a large font.  Each 
station should have its own worksheet and activity. 

 
M’chabed Zeh et Zeh – Honoring Others 

Station 1 
(Adapted from Teaching Jewish Virtues: Sacred Sources and Arts Activities) 

 
 
May it be Your will, O Eternal our God and God of our ancestors, that no hatred against 
any person come into our hearts, and no hatred against us come into the hearts of any 
person, and may none be jealous of us, and may we not be jealous of any; and may Your 
law be our labor all the days of our lives, and may your words be as supplications before 
You. 
(Palestinian Talmud, Brachot 8:6) 
 
Questions: 

1. Is this the prayer you would choose to include in your worship services? Why or 
why not? 

2. What about in your own personal prayer? 
3. Is prayer the best way for you to reflect on your own feelings and reactions to 

others?  Explain. 
4. What are some other ways that you reflect on our actions towards others? 

 
Activity: 
Write your own prayer or meditation asking God to remove hatred from your heart.  Add 
anything else that you feel naturally follows from that.  When and how would you say 
this prayer? 
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M’chabed Zeh et Zeh – Honoring Others 
Station 2 

(Adapted from Teaching Jewish Virtues: Sacred Sources and Arts Activities) 
 
Be careful of the honor of all human beings and honor them as they should be, with the 
thought that you are thereby giving honor to God’s own Self, Who is Blessed – because 
they are the work of God’s hands and God’s creatures. 
(Derekh Hayim, 7-7) 
 
Questions: 

1. Do you think people deserve honor just because they are part of God’s creation?  
Why or why not? 

2. Describe a time when this thought influenced you in a practical sense. 
3. What does it mean to honor all human beings “as they should be?” 

 
Activity: 
Make a list of ways you can honor others (through action or word). 
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M’chabed Zeh et Zeh – Honoring Others 
Station 3 

(Adapted from Teaching Jewish Virtues: Sacred Sources and Arts Activities) 
 
Never speak derogatorily of any creature of God, not even a cow or a wild animal or 
birds. 
(Derekh Hayim, 7-44) 
 
Questions: 

1. Why is it important not to speak derogatorily about animals even though they 
can’t understand human speech? 

2. Is there any part of creation you think people tend to overlook as being worthy of 
honor? 

3. Is there a part of creation toward which you should show more honor? 
 
Activity: 
Individually, write down 5-10 animals that you don’t like, or understand why they exist.  
Trade your sheet with your partner’s.  Now write down one positive comment about each 
animal on your chevruta partner’s list.  When you’re each done, go over your lists 
together.  Has this helped you to see these creatures in a new light? 
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M’chabed Zeh et Zeh – Honoring Others 
Station 4 

(Adapted from Teaching Jewish Virtues: Sacred Sources and Arts Activities) 
 
In every person there is something precious, which is in no one else.  And so we should 
honor each for what is hidden within him/her, for what only that person has, and none of 
his/her comrades. 
(Adapted from Martin Buber, Ten Rungs: Hasidic Sayings, p. 80) 
 
Questions: 

1. Do you believe that each person has something precious and unique hidden 
within? 

2. In what ways do you treat others as if you believe this is so? 
3. In what ways do you honor and appreciate what is precious and unique about 

you? 
 
Activity: 
Either: 
Draw a self-portrait that shows what is unique and precious about you. 
or 
Illustrate the following sentence: “In every person there is something precious, which is 
in no one else.” 
Share and explain your work with your chevruta partner.
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LESSON 7 
(Optional Lesson – might depend on setting) 
Understandings: 

• Our national name “Yisrael” (the one who struggles with God) serves as a 
paradigm in which we can embrace the inherent struggle in our developing sense 
of self. 

• Jewish values such as shmiat ha-Ozen (being a good listener) and tochechah 
(rebuke) are tools that can help girls build confidence in their perspectives about 
their own decisions regarding relationships. 

 
Essential Question: 
How does what I say impact others? 
 
Goals: 

• Help students to synthesize what they’ve learned in this unit to an art project for 
the entire school/synagogue. 

 
Activities: 
(Time varies)  Mural: Hurting words, healing words.  For the last few weeks we’ve talked 
about how our language affects other people.  Today and next week we’re going to 
illustrate what we’ve learned in a mural for the entire school.  Brainstorm: What are 
words that hurt others?  What are words that hurt us?  How do these words hurt?  What 
are words in which we heal others?  What are words that heal us?  How do these words 
heal? 
Decide as a class how to represent these issues in a painted mural (other media can be 
used as well).   

• Try to clear room on a major school or synagogue wall for the mural.  If space is 
not available, use fabric or butcher block paper, and hang it prominently in the 
building. 
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Unit 4: How Do I Express Love? 
 
Unit Goals: 
This unit is intended to delve into the topic of healthy relationships and healthy sex 
habits.  Participants will explore various biblical examples of loving relationships, and 
name qualities or aspects of these relationships that make them so “successful.”  They 
will learn of the biblical ideal v’ahavta l’rei-echa k’mocha (loving others as you love 
yourself) and begin to discuss the importance of loving oneself before getting involved in 
a relationship.  Lastly, participants will revisit the values of tzni-yut (modesty) and 
shmirat haguf (caring for the body) as a model for healthy sexual practices. 
 
Understandings: 

1. The biblical concept b'tzelem Elohim (that humans are made in the image of God) 
indicates that we are holy vessels and can be interpreted as a mandate to treat our 
bodies with kavod (honor). 

2. Our national name “Yisrael” (the one who struggles with God) serves as a 
paradigm in which we can embrace the inherent struggle in our developing sense 
of self. 

3. Jewish values such as shmirat haguf (taking care of your body) and m’chabed zeh 
et zeh (honoring others) are tools that can help girls build confidence in their 
perspectives about their own body image and decisions about relationships. 

4. Understanding one’s own contributions in a relationship can help to develop 
successful relationships. 

 
Knowledge: 

• Having a good sense of self is an important component to a healthy relationship. 
• In an I-it relationship, the “it” is treated as an object – one that is observed or 

known. 
• I-thou relationships are about the relationship itself – and are about understanding, 

appreciation, and participation. 
• Every person is involved in I-it and I-thou relationships.  I-thou relationships 

account for moments in the course of a partnership. 
• V’ahavta l’rei-echa k’mocha (loving others as you love yourself) is a biblical 

concept that can illustrate the significance of loving oneself before getting 
involved in a relationship. 

• The values Shmirat haguf (taking care of your body) and b’tzelem Elohim (we are 
made in the image of God) can impact our relationships, both emotional and 
sexual, with others. 

• Judaism values a healthy sexual relationship between two partners; one which 
involves consent, emotional maturity, and respect. 

 
Skills: 
At the end of this unit, students should be able to: 

1. define I-thou and I-it relationships. 
2. apply I-thou and I-it relationships to their own lives. 
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3. voice a personal “code of ethics” regarding their own sexuality and relationships. 
4. identify examples of loving relationships in Jewish text. 
5. talk about their own “self-love” and how it relates to their relationships with 

others. 
 
Authentic Assessment: 

• Paper-tear midrash interpretation of I-Thou or I-it relationships 
• Personal reflection on Love – create a poem, song, picture of your own 

interpretations of love (How do you share love?  How do you want to be loved?) 
• Personal code of ethics regarding sexuality and relationships 
• Relationship Brochure 
• Journal: 

o Lesson 1: 
 Explain Buber’s idea of I-it and I-thou relationships.   
 Sentence completion: “I have been in an I-it relationship when…” 

and “I have been in an I-thou relationship when…”   
 How does being in these two kinds of relationships feel different?  
 Do you feel like one of these relationships is more realistic than the 

other?  Would you favor one more than the other?  Why or why 
not? 

o Lesson 3: 
 How do you think of your own sexuality?   
 What messages does our society give you about sex, and how do 

these affect you? 
 
Other Evidence: 

• Discussion of self esteem, relationships, sexual ethics 
• Teacher observation of student body language and self-reflection in class 

participation 
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Sequence of Core Activities: 
LESSON 1 
Understandings 

• Our national name “Yisrael” (the one who struggles with God) serves as a 
paradigm in which we can embrace the inherent struggle in our developing sense 
of self. 

• Understanding one’s own contributions in a relationship can help to develop 
successful relationships. 

 
Essential Question 
What aspects of my relationships are I-it?  What aspects of my relationships are I-thou? 
 
Goals 

• Introduce Buber’s concept of I-it and I-thou relationships. 
• Have the girls assess and analyze their relationships according to Buber’s 

definitions. 
 
Materials 

• Buber on Relationship sheets 
• Construction paper 
• glue 
• journals 
• pens/pencils 

 
Activities 
(5-10 minutes) Set Induction: Free write.  Have the students write about a relationship 
they are in.  (It can be with anyone: parents, friends, partner, etc.)  How long have you 
known this person?  What about the relationship is special?  What is your role in the 
relationship?  (What do you do to make the relationship work?) 

• Ask for volunteers to share their writing.  Let the students know they can keep 
their writing “anonymous” by not mentioning the name of the person they are 
talking about. 

 
(45 minutes)  Introduce Buber’s I-it and I-thou relationship concepts.  Martin Buber was 
a Jewish philosopher who was born at the end of the 19th century, and lived until 1965.  
He was influenced by Hasidism and believed that relationships were of utmost 
importance.  Hand out the “Buber on Relationship” sheets and ask for volunteers to read 
through Buber’s excerpts. 
Facilitate a class discussion based on Buber’s writings.  Ask the provided questions after 
the excerpt, and then ask for examples of I-It relationships.  You might have to give some 
of your own first. 

• Keep in mind: 
o Buber does not place judgment of “better” or “worse” on either of these 

relationship types.  In fact, he argues that the I-it relationship is necessary 
for living, “without It man cannot live.  But he who lives with It alone is 
not a man.” (Dorff and Newman, 63) 
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o I-Thou relationships are really moments in relationship – nothing can be 
eternally I-Thou. 

o The idea of people “experiencing” the world is I-it, whereas the idea of 
life being about encounters is I-Thou 

o I-Thou is about action 
o I-Thou moments cannot be forced 

Read the second text and ask the second round of questions.  Ask students to give 
some examples of the I-Thou relationships or moments in the students’ lives.  Ask the 
students to think of a time they were in an I-It relationship: 
• How did it feel to them?   
• How do they think it felt for the other person?   
• What made it an I-it relationship?   

Write all the answers down on half of the board.  Then ask the same questions, regarding 
I-thou relationships.  Write the answers down on the other half of the board.  Ask: Are 
there any generalizations we can make about these two different kinds of relationships? 
 
(20 minutes) Paper-Tear Midrash: Ask the students to depict their interpretation of I-it or 
I-thou relationships through paper-tear midrash.  Have the girls explain their pictures at 
the end of the activity. 
 
(15 minutes) Journal:  

• Explain Buber’s idea of I-it and I-thou relationships.   
• Sentence completion: “I have been in an I-it relationship when…” and “I have 

been in an I-thou relationship when…”   
• How does being in these two kinds of relationships feel different?   
• Do you feel like one of these relationships is more realistic than the other?   
• Would you favor one more than the other?  Why or why not? 

 



  Rachel Isaacson 
  Looks, Love, and Life 

 100

Buber on Relationships 
(Adapted from Sex in the Texts, UAHC Press) 

 
“According to Buber, an I-Thou relationship is an equal relationship.  An I-Thou moment 
is a moment with no labels.  Once you realize you are having one, it is, by definition, 
over.  When you know another as a ‘Thou,’ you cannot want to gain anything for yourself 
from the relationship or to use the other person in any way.  When we treat another 
person as an object, Buber calls this an I-It relationship.” 
 
Questions: 

1. In your own words, describe an I-It relationship. 
2. What does it mean that once you realize you’re having an I-Thou relationship, the 

moment is over? 
 
 
“When I experience another person as a Thou, and have an I-Thou experience with 
him/her, then s/he is not a thing among things, nor does s/he consist of material qualities.  
S/he is not longer merely a pronoun (a He or a She), limited by others Hes and Shes, a 
dot in the universal grid of time and space.  Nor is s/he a characteristic that can be 
experienced and then described.  S/he is not merely a loose bundle of labeled qualities.  
Standing alone and whole, s/he is Thou, and fills my universe.  It is not as if there were 
nothing but s/he.  Rather it is as if everything else lives in his/her light. 
 
“This is true in the same way as a song is not merely a collection of tones, nor a verse a 
mere collection of words, nor a statute a collection of lines.  One must tear and break 
apart in order to make a unified whole revert back to its component parts.  So it is with 
the person whom I call Thou.  I can abstract from him/her the color of his/her hair of the 
shadings of his/her speech, or the aura of his/her graciousness, and in fact I must often to 
this, but as soon as I do, s/he is no longer Thou.” 
 
Questions: 

1. In your own words, describe and I-Thou relationship. 
2. What characteristics does an I-Thou relationship or moment have? 
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LESSONS 2 & 3 
Understandings 

• The biblical concept b'tzelem Elohim (that humans are made in the image of God) 
indicates that we are holy vessels and can be interpreted as a mandate to treat our 
bodies with kavod (honor). 

• Our national name “Yisrael” (the one who struggles with God) serves as a 
paradigm in which we can embrace the inherent struggle in our developing sense 
of self. 

• Jewish values such as shmirat haguf (taking care of your body) and m’chabed zeh 
et zeh (honoring others) are tools that can help girls build confidence in their 
perspectives about their own body image and decisions about relationships. 

 
Essential Question 
What are some Jewish examples of loving relationships, and what do they mean to me? 
 
Goals 

• Introduce the students to a few images of love in Jewish text 
• Demonstrate that Judaism values loving relationships 
• Connect the Jewish texts to participants’ lives 

 
Activities 
(This lesson is intended to take place over the course of two sessions) 
 
Note: As you begin to teach these lessons on relationships and sexuality, it is 
important to think about who is in your classroom.  Avoid making any assumptions 
about students’ sexual identities or sexual experiences.  Be sensitive to what is sure 
to be a diverse class through your language, body language, and facial expressions.   
 
(10 minutes) Set Induction: What is a loving relationship?  Ask students to free-write, 
and share answers.  Write the students’ answers on the board. 
 
(15 minutes) Introducing a concept: V’ahavta l’rei-echa k’mocha – loving others as you 
love yourself.  Believe it or not, loving yourself allows for a strong basis of friendship. 

• “You are a better friend when you are able to be good to yourself.”35 
• Susan Freeman explains, “in loving others – YOU are the standard of love and 

honor – you must love yourself before you can love others.”36 
Ask: In what ways do you love yourself?  What do you think this means?  (Give an 
example of it) 
 
(15-20 minutes) Examples of Love in Jewish Texts.  Split the class into three groups.  
Assign each group a “couple” (Rebecca & Isaac, David & Jonathan, and Reish Lakish & 

                                                 
35 Adelman, Penina et al.  The J Girl’s Guide: The Young Jewish Woman’s Handbook for Coming of Age.  
Vermont: Jewish Lights Publishing, 2005, p. 2. 
36 Freeman, Susan.  Teaching Jewish Virtues: Sacred Sources and Arts Activities.  Denver: A.R.E. 
Publishing, 1999. 
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Rabbi Yohanan) and hand them their corresponding study page.  Have each group read 
through the stories and answer the questions. 
 
(30 minutes) Applying Ancient Texts to Modern Times.  Each group will retell their story 
for the rest of the class, with a modern twist.  Ask the participants to re-write the story in 
a modern setting.  (For example, David and Jonathan are best friends, and Jonathan’s Dad 
does not like David because he thinks David is a bad influence on Jonathan.)  The groups 
will then “perform” their story for the class.  After each performance, ask the class:  

• What are the characteristics that make this relationship a loving one?   
Write all answers on the board.  Leave these answers up – they will help the students in 
creating their personal reflection on love. 

• Note: The nature of David and Jonathan’s relationship is left ambiguous on 
purpose.  Some people claim they were best friends.  If your students understand 
the story as one of intense friendship, it shows them how close and dedicated 
friends can be.  Some people claim they were gay lovers.  If your students 
understand the story as one of homosexuality, it’s a good way to introduce 
homosexuality as a natural expression of love between two people of the same 
gender. 

• Warning: Many believe that David was bisexual – he had a relationship 
with Jonathan, then married a number of different women.  While you 
might be explaining that as your body changes you experience different 
feelings and experiment expressing love in different ways, be careful not 
to imply that homosexuality is a “stage” that one “grows out of.” 

• Warning: You might want to be open about the fact that while you provide 
two examples of gay love, there are no examples of lesbian love in the 
Bible.  This could make some of the students feel that they cannot relate to 
the material, or their Jewish heritage, and should therefore be done 
delicately. 

 
(10 minutes) Song of Songs – the Ultimate Love Story.  Start by asking students to 
express different ways that one person can verbally express love for another.  Encourage 
the students to use poetic language.  You may choose to make a list of their answers on 
the board (if there is room) or an another piece of large paper.  Explain that there is a 
book of the bible that includes love poetry, such as the examples they gave – the book 
Shir HaShirim (Song of Songs). 

• Song of Songs is in the third section of the bible, known as Ketuvim (Writings).  
According to tradition, the poetry that comprises Song of Songs was written by 
King Solomon. 

(Adapted from Paul Yedwab, Sex in the Texts) 
 
(35 minutes) Song of Songs – A Text Study.  Hand out the Song of Songs source pages.  
You may do a text study as class, or split the class into smaller groups. 
(Adapted from Paul Yedwab, Sex in the Texts) 
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(20-30 minutes) Song of Songs – Desire.  Song of Songs is one of the few books in the 
Bible where no one person is in control.37  This book shows us the importance of 
mutuality in relationships.  And, as you can see, Song of Songs is a very sexy book.  One 
of the things it brings to Judaism is the idea that being sexual is beautiful.  (Remind 
students: beauty and each part of the lovers’ bodies were described through nature.)  Part 
of becoming who we are is getting in touch with our desires.  Song of Songs is also about 
naming our own desires. 

• In Song of Songs 1:7, the narrator says, “Tell me, you whom I love so well; 
Where do you pasture your sheep?  Where do you rest them at noon?”  This is an 
example of the narrator voicing her desires in an open and frank way. 

We are created b’tzelem Elohim (in the image of God), and so our sexuality and desire 
can be seen as a reflection of God’s image.38  Right now, you’re in a stage where your 
bodies are changing, and you’re beginning to explore your own sexuality.  There’s a lot 
of pressure for sex, and pressure to make choices that you might not feel ready for.  You 
do not need to make a choice about your sexuality right now.  Your actions and thoughts 
now do not label you as something forever.  Some women find they are attracted to men.  
Some women find they are attracted to women.  Some women find they are attracted to 
men and women.  What’s important for you is to be able to “name your desire” – to 
express what you want, and not be judged or feel judged for it.  Take some time now to 
write in your journal, reflecting on: 

• What is attractive to you? 
• What do you like, sexually?  What do you want, sexually? 

 
 
(10 minutes) Song of Songs – One last Look.  Read: “I am my beloved’s, and my beloved 
is mine.” (Song of Songs 6:3)  Ask:  

• Which is the highest level of love – loving others freely and unconditionally 
without expectation of receiving love in return, or being involved in a relationship 
of mutual love?  Explain. 

 
(20-25 minutes) Creating Personal Reflections on Love.  Ask the students to create a 
poem, song, picture of their own interpretations of love.  Questions they might try to 
address could include:  

• How do you share love?   
• How do you want to be loved?   
• What does love mean to you?   
• What characteristics do you hope for in a loving relationship? 

 
(15-20 minutes) Journal:  

• How does love figure into your close relationships?   
• Are love and sex different aspects of the same thing?   
• Do they mean an intimate relationship, or can they be totally separated?   

                                                 
37 Adler, Rachel.  Engendering Judaism: An Inclusive Theology and Ethics.  Philadelphia: The Jewish 
Publication Society, 1998, p. 135. 
38 Ibid, p. 134. 
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• What is your definition of love?   
• Are there different kinds of love?   
• Can we be obligated to love someone?   
• Do you believe in “love at first sight?”   
• How do you show someone that you love him or her? 

(Adapted from Adelman, Penina et al.  The J Girl’s Guide: The Young Jewish Woman’s 
Handbook for Coming of Age.  Vermont: Jewish Lights Publishing, 2005, p. 111-112.) 
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Rebecca & Isaac 
 

After Sarah died, Abraham realized how distraught and lonely his son was; he wanted to 
find a wife for his son, Isaac.  He sent his servant, Eliezer, to find a wife for Isaac.  
Eliezer met Rebecca at a well – she was beautiful, kind, generous, and hospitable: she 
offered to water his camels, and invited him to her home.  Eliezer decided this was the 
perfect woman for Isaac.  As they returned to Abraham and Isaac’s tents,  
 
Then Rebecca and her maids arose, mounted the camels, and followed Eliezer. So the 
servant took Rebecca and went his way.  

Isaac had just come back from the vicinity of Beer-lahai-roi, for he was settled in the 
region of the Negev. And Isaac went out walking in the field toward evening and, looking 
up, he saw camels approaching. Raising her eyes, Rebecca saw Isaac. She alighted from 
the camel and said to the servant, "Who is that man walking in the field toward us?" And 
the servant said, "That is my master." So she took her veil and covered herself. The 
servant told Isaac all the things that he had done. Isaac then brought her into the tent of 
his mother Sarah, and he took Rebecca as his wife. Isaac loved her, and thus found 
comfort after his mother's death.  
(Genesis 24:61-67) 

The rabbis added to this story in midrash: 
Isaac then brought her into the tent of his mother Sarah (Genesis 24:67).  You find that 
as long as Sarah lived, a cloud hung over her tent (signifying the Divine Presence); when 
she died, that cloud disappeared; but when Rebecca came, it retuned.  As long as Sarah 
lived, her doors were wide open; at her death that liberality ceased; but when Rebecca 
came, that openhandedness returned.  As long as Sarah lived, there was a blessing on her 
dough, and the lamp used to burn from the evening of the Sabbath until the evening of the 
following Sabbath; when she died, these ceased, but when Rebecca came, they returned.  
And so when he saw her following in his mother’s footsteps, separated her challah in 
cleanness and handling her dough in cleanness, right away Isaac then brought her into 
the tent. 
(Genesis Rabbah 60:16) 
 
after his mother’s death (Genesis 24:67).  It is the way of the world: All the while that a 
man’s mother is alive, he is attached to her, and when she dies, he is consoled through his 
wife. 
(Rashi) 
 
Later, Rebecca and Isaac had trouble getting pregnant.  Isaac is famous for praying on his 
wife’s behalf: 
 
Isaac pleaded with Adonai on behalf of his wife, because she was barren; and the Lord 
responded to his plea, and his wife Rebecca conceived. 
(Genesis 25:21) 
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The rabbis added to this story in midrash: 
Isaac pleaded with Adonai (Genesis 25:21).  Rabbi Yohanan and Reish Lakish explained 
this.  Rabbi Yohanan said, “It means that he poured out his petitions in abundance.  Reish 
Lakish said, “He reversed her destiny…” 
 
on behalf of his wife (Genesis 25:21).  This teaches that Isaac prostrated himself in one 
spot and Rebecca in another (opposite him), and he prayed to God, “Sovereign of the 
Universe!  May all the children which You will grant me be from this righteous woman.”  
She too prayed likewise. 
(Genesis Rabbah 63:5) 
 
Questions: 

1. What qualities of Rebecca & Isaac’s relationship show love? 
2. According to this story, how would you define love? 
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David & Jonathan 
 
Jonathan was King Saul’s son.  David was the son of an Israelite named Jesse, and was 
brought in to King Saul to play music and help soothe the king.  David proved himself on 
the battlefield against the Philistines, and in I Samuel 17, he fought and defeated Goliath.  
Immediately following that incident: 
 
When David finished speaking with Saul, Jonathan’s soul become bound up with the soul 
of David; Jonathan loved David as himself…Jonathan and David made a pact, because 
Jonathan loved him as himself.  Jonathan took off the cloak and tunic he was wearing and 
gave them to David, together with his sword, bow, and belt… 
(I Samuel 18:1-4) 
 
A few chapters later, King Saul is threatened by how much the people love David.  He 
fears that David will become king, usurping him and his family – and taking Jonathan’s 
place at the throne.  King Saul plans on killing David, in order to ensure that his own son 
will become the next king.  Jonathan hears of his plans, and helps David flee to safety: 
 
In the morning, Jonathan went out into the open for the meeting with David, 
accompanied by a young boy.  He said to the boy, “Run ahead and find the arrows that I 
shoot.”  And as the boy ran, he shot the arrows past him.  When the boy came to the place 
where the arrows shot by Jonathan had fallen, Jonathan called out to the boy, “Hey, the 
arrows are beyond you!”  And Jonathan called after the boy, “Quick, hurry up, don’t 
stop!”  So Jonathan’s boy gathered the arrows and came back to his master.  The boy 
suspected nothing; only Jonathan and David knew the arrangement.  Jonathan handed the 
gear to his boy and told him, “Take these back to the town.”  When the boy got there, 
David emerged form his concealment at the Negev.  He flung himself face down on the 
ground and bowed low three times.  They kissed each other and wept together; David 
wept the longer.  Jonathan said to David, “Go in peace!  For we two have sworn to each 
other in the name of Adonai: ‘May Adonai be witness between you and me, and between 
your offspring and mine forever!’”  David then went his way, and Jonathan returned to 
town. 
(I Samuel 20:35-21:1) 
 
Questions: 

1. What qualities of David & Jonathan’s relationship show love? 
2. According to this story, how would you define love? 
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Reish Lakish & Rabbi Yohanan 
 
One day Rabbi Yohanan was bathing in the Jordan. Reish Lakish saw him and jumped 
into the Jordan after him. Rabbi Yohanan knew that Reish Lakish was a renowned 
criminal.  Rabbi Yohanan said to him: Your strength should be for the Torah.  Reish 
Lakish knew that Rabbi Yohanan was a famous rabbi.  He replied: Your beauty should be 
for women [and not for Torah study]. 
 
Rabbi Yohanan said to him Reish Lakish: If you will change your ways, I will let you 
marry my sister, who is more beautiful me. Reish Lakish took it upon himself to repent of 
his life as a robber. Rabbi Yohanan taught him Torah and Mishnah, and made him into a 
great person.  
 
One day in the Beit Midrash [House of Study] the rabbis disagreed about a law.  Rabbi 
Yohanan and Reish Lakish argued about which one was right, saying mean words that 
made them each so angry that one would not talk to the other. 
 
Instead of apologizing to one another, each man held his grudge, which caused Reish 
Lakish to become very sick. Rabbi Yohanan's sister [Reish Lakish's wife] came crying 
and said to him: “If you don’t forgive my husband, he will die.  Forgive him for the sake 
of my children, so they do not lose their father.” He said to her: “Do not worry about your 
children. I will care for them.”  She cried further, “Forgive him for my sake, because I do 
not want to become a widow!” 
 
Reish Lakish died, and afterward, Rabbi Yohanan was very upset that he had not forgiven 
him.  The rabbis in the Beit Midrash said: “Who will go and talk to him?  Let Rabbi 
Elazar ben Pedat go, because he is smart and will be able to learn with Rabbi Yohanan.”  
 
So Rabbi Elazar ben Pedat went and sat before Rabbi Yohanan. Whenever Rabbi 
Yohanan spoke, Rabbi Elazar ben Pedat said to him: “I know a text that supports you.” 
Rabbi Yohanan said: “Why aren’t you like Reish Lakish? When I would say a word, 
Reish Lakish would ask questions and we would learn the answers together.  Thus we 
learned with each other and from each other.  But you say: ‘A text supports you.’ Of 
course I know a text supports me – what do you bring to our learning?” 
 
Rabbi Yohanan went on ripping his clothes [in mourning] and crying and saying: “Where 
are you, Reish Lakish? Where are you, Reish Lakish?” He went on crying until he went 
crazy, and eventually died.  
(Adapted from Talmud, Baba Metzia 84a) 
 
Questions: 

1. What qualities of Rabbi Yohanan & Reish Lakish’s relationship show love? 
2. According to this story, how would you define love? 
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Song of Songs 
 
The song of songs, which is Solomon’s.  Let him kiss me with the kisses of his mouth, 
for your love is better than wine.  Your anointing oils are fragrant, your name is oil 
poured out.  Therefore the maidens love you.  Draw me after you and we will run.  The 
king has brought me into his chambers.  We will be glad and rejoice in you.  We will 
praise your love more than wine; rightly they love you. 
(Song of Songs 1:1-4) 
 
Question: 
From these four verses, what do you think this poem is about?  Does it surprise you that it 
is part of the Tanakh?  Why or why not? 
 
I compare you, O my love, to a mare of the chariots of Pharaoh.  Your cheeks are comely 
with rows of jewels, your neck with strings of beads.  We will make you ornaments of 
gold studded with silver. 
(Song of Songs 1:9-11) 
 
Questions: 

1. What are some images that you might use if you were writing a love poem?  What 
images of beauty are being used here? 

2. How would your significant other react to being compared to a horse?  What does 
that say about the nature of beauty? 

 
I am the rose of Sharon, a lily of the valleys.   
 
Like a lily among thorns, so is my love among the maidens.   
 
Like the apple tree among the trees of the wood, so is my beloved among young men.  I 
sat down under his shadow with great delight, and his fruit was sweet to my taste.  He 
brought me to the banqueting house, and his banner over me was love.  Sustain me with 
raisins, comfort me with apples, for I am sick with love.  His left hand is under my head, 
and his right hand embraces me.  O adjure you, O daughters of Jerusalem, by the gazelles 
or by the hinds of the field, that you stir not up, nor awake my love, until it please. 
 
The voice of my beloved!  Behold, he comes leaping upon the mountains, skipping upon 
the hills.  My beloved is like a gazelle or a young deer.  Behold, he stands behind our 
wall, gazing in at the windows, looking through the lattice.  My beloved speaks and says 
to me, “Arise my love, my fair one, and come away.  For now the winter is past, the rain 
is over and gone; The flowers appear on the earth; the time of the songbird has come, and 
the voice of the turtledove is heard in our land.  The fig tree puts forth her green figs, and 
the vines in the blossom give forth their scent.  Arise, my love, my fair one, and come 
away.  O my dove, in the clefts of the rock, in the secret places of the cliff, let me see 
your face, let me hear your voice, for your voice is sweet, and your face is beautiful.” 
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Catch for us the foxes, the little foxes that spoil the vineyards, for our vineyards are in 
blossom.  My beloved is mine, and I am his.  He pastures his flock among the lilies.  
Until the day cools, and the shadows flee away, turn, my beloved, and be like a gazelle or 
a young deer upon the mountains of spices. 
(Song of Songs 2:1-17) 
 
Questions: 

1. What emotions are being described here?  Have you ever felt these emotions in a 
relationship? 

2. What kinds of metaphors are being used here?  How do they work?  What do 
these metaphors mean about love? 

3. Why do you think this very sexy book was included in the bible? 
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LESSON 4 
Understandings 

• The biblical concept b'tzelem Elohim (that humans are made in the image of God) 
indicates that we are holy vessels and can be interpreted as a mandate to treat our 
bodies with kavod (honor). 

• Our national name “Yisrael” (the one who struggles with God) serves as a 
paradigm in which we can embrace the inherent struggle in our developing sense 
of self. 

• Jewish values such as shmirat haguf (taking care of your body) and m’chabed zeh 
et zeh (honoring others) are tools that can help girls build confidence in their 
perspectives about their own body image and decisions about relationships. 

 
Essential Question 
What does Judaism have to say about sexuality?  Why does it matter to me? 
 
Goals 

• Develop a safe classroom environment to talk about and question issues of 
sexuality. 

• Offer students Jewish perspectives on sex and sexuality 
• Begin to create a code of sexual ethics with the class 

 
Activities 
(10-15 minutes) Set Induction: Getting it all out there.  Talking about sexuality, sex, and 
other intimate acts and body parts might cause some giggles and uncomfortable 
moments.  In this set induction you invite the students to voice any and all slang and 
technical vocabulary that they previously would not have thought to talk about in a 
Jewish setting.  Explain – today we’re going to talk about sex.  In order to do that, let’s 
get it all out there – all of the slang and words we use when talking about sex.  Write all 
of the answers on the board.  You might have a hard time getting answers in the 
beginning, in which case you may have to supplement with some of your own 
vocabulary. 
 
(5 minutes) Sex – What Questions Do You Have?  Now that the students have aired their 
own language for sexual acts, give them the opportunity to ask some questions.  Ask:  

• Do you have any questions about sex?   
• About what Judaism and sex have to do with one another?   

Hand out paper.  Have students write down any questions they may have, and turn in the 
papers.  Read each question aloud, and make a list of questions that you hope to answer 
in the coming lessons on a piece of paper. 

• At first, students might not have questions.  You might want to prepare a question 
or two of your own, in order to get them thinking.  (For example: What does 
Judaism say about pre-marital sex?  Is oral sex acceptable in Judaism?) 

 
(40 minutes) Sex – What Does Judaism Have to Say?  Explain that today we’re going to 
explore some Jewish ideas about sex.  Split the class into chevruta partners.  Hand out the 
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source sheets, and ask the girls to read through the quotes and answer the questions on 
the sheet.  Then as a class, discuss the following questions:  

• What are some common themes?   
• What questions do these sources raise for you?   
• If you had to state a general “Jewish” view on sex, what would it be? 

 
(30 minutes) We’ve talked about what is holy in sex.  In Judaism, kedusha, or holiness, 
implies separation – being mindful of what you’re doing, rather than going from one 
thing to the next without thinking about it.39  Ask: 

• In what ways are we mindful about sex and our own sexuality?   
“Sex preserves every living species, but in Jewish tradition sex also has a greater spiritual 
meaning.  It is one of the things that sustains a marriage and brings two people closer 
together.  The sex drive parallels the spiritual drive that can connect people to a force that 
is larger than themselves.  The Jewish view of sexuality transforms this ordinary act into 
a sacred one.”40  Ask: 

• How do we ensure that our sexuality remains sacred? 
Journal:  

• What messages does our society give you about sex, and how do these affect you?  
• How do you think of your own sexuality?   

(Adapted from The J Girl’s Guide: The Young Jewish Woman’s Handbook for Coming 
of Age) 
 
(5-10 minutes) Is there a bad context for sex?  We’ve already talked about good contexts 
for Jewish sex, and times when sex can be holy.  Brainstorm as a class – in what context 
would sex be considered bad?  Write all of the answers on the board.  This is an idea that 
we’ll pick up on next session. 
 
 

                                                 
39 Adelman, Penina et al.  The J Girl’s Guide: The Young Jewish Woman’s Handbook for Coming of Age.  
Vermont: Jewish Lights Publishing, 2005, p. 100. 
40 Ibid, p. 102. 
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Sex – What Does Judaism Say? 
 
Biblical Sources 
Be fruitful and multiply.  
(Genesis 1:28) 
 
Thus shall man leave his father and mother and cleave to his wife, and they shall be one 
flesh.  
(Genesis 2:24) 
 
Rabbinic Sources 
Everyone knows why the bride enters the bridal chamber, but if anyone speaks obscenely 
about it, even if seventy years of happiness have been decreed and sealed for him on 
High, the decree is changed for him into evil.  
(Ketubot 8b) 
 
Rav Kahana once went in and hid under Rab’s bed.  He heard Rab chatting with his wife, 
joking, and fulfilling his marital duty.  Rav Kahana said to Rav, “One would think that 
you’ve never sipped this dish before.”  Rav said to him, “Kahana, are you here?  Get out, 
because this is rude.”  Rav Kahana replied, “I’ve got to stay.  Sex is a matter of the 
Torah, and I need to learn about it.”  
(Brakhot 62a) 
 
Medieval Sources 
He can do as he wishes with his wife.  He can have intercourse any time he wishes.  He 
can kiss any part of her body, and he can have intercourse both in the usual way and in an 
unusual way or on her limbs, provided that he does not spill his seed…All of these are 
permitted.  Whoever sanctifies himself in that which is permitted is called holy.  
(Moses Isserles in his notes to the Shulchan Aruch, Even HaEzer 25:2) 
 
A holy act (sexual relations) should be performed on a holy day, namely Shabbat.  The 
deepest union of bride and groom, of husband and wife, is attained at midnight on the 
Shabbat, as the Talmudic mitzvah (Ketubot 62b) to engage in martial sex is commanded.  
The husband and wife symbolically welcome the Shechina to this divine mystery.  
(Rabbi Moshe ibn Nachman, Epistle of Holiness) 
 
Modern Sources 
The biblical word for sex is ya-da, knowing someone in the fullest sense of the word – 
respecting and caring for someone in a physical and spiritual way.  
(Rabbi Roland B. Gittelson, Little Lower than the Angels) 
 
Questions: 

1. What does the word “knowing” teach us about sex?   
2. What contexts for sex should be considered good?  Holy?   
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LESSON 5 
Understandings 

• The biblical concept b'tzelem Elohim (that humans are made in the image of God) 
indicates that we are holy vessels and can be interpreted as a mandate to treat our 
bodies with kavod (honor). 

• Our national name “Yisrael” (the one who struggles with God) serves as a 
paradigm in which we can embrace the inherent struggle in our developing sense 
of self. 

• Jewish values such as shmirat haguf (taking care of your body) and m’chabed zeh 
et zeh (honoring others) are tools that can help girls build confidence in their 
perspectives about their own body image and decisions about relationships. 

 
Essential Question 
What does Judaism have to say about sexuality?  Why does it matter to me? 
 
Goals 

• Offer students Jewish perspectives on sex and sexuality 
• Make students aware of Jewish ethical dilemmas around promiscuous sexual 

relations 
• Create a code of sexual ethics with the class 
• Empower students to regard their bodies and sexuality with kavod (honor). 

 
Activities 
(20 minutes) Set Induction: What’s the big deal?  Hand out the “What’s the big deal?” 
sheet to the class.  Read through the quotes.  Ask:  

• Is this a realistic portrait of your school?   
• Why do these statistics and occurrences bother adults?   
• What ethical issues do you think are involved? 

(Adapted from Torah Aura’s “Body Ethics: Hooking Up”) 
 
(30 minutes) Sex – Another Look.  Last time we briefly talked about “bad contexts” for 
sex.  What does Judaism say about a “bad context” for sex?  Hand out the “Sex – What 
Does Judaism Say? Part II” sheets.  Split the class into chevruta and have them read 
through the texts and answer the questions. 
 
(25 minutes) Hand out the slips of paper with quotes from teenage girls about sex.  Have 
a student read her slip of paper, and ask:  

• What do you think?   
• What issues or questions does this story/quote raise for you?   
• How does this make you feel?   
• What could a Jewish response be?   
• Who is in charge here? (Girls who still “have their clothes on” or boys who 

choose who “gets” to gratify them?) 
You may want to share this startling finding: In the National Survey of Adolescent 
Males…five out of ten boys had received oral sex from a girl, but only slightly more than 
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a third had performed oral sex on a girl.  In either case, most didn’t even consider it 
“sex.”  (Idea that girls want to please boys, not vice versa) 
 
(30 minutes) The Reality: Oral Sex and STDs.  In “Body Ethics: Hooking Up,” Kerry 
Olitzky writes, “Risky oral sex may be fueling the unprecedented recent rise in sexually 
transmitted diseases (STDs) among teenagers.  A study, published in the May, 2005 issue 
of the Journal of Pediatric Psychology, found that teenagers are much more likely to 
engage in oral sex than sexual intercourse, and they have oral sex with more partners than 
they have intercourse with.  For example, 23% of teens said they had three to four oral 
sex partners within the last year, but only 13% had the same number of partners for 
sexual intercourse.  The study showed that 40% of teenage boys and girls said they had 
engaged in oral sex within the past year, and over 25% of those teens had three or more 
oral sex partners in the last year.  Most sexually active teenagers (70%) said they never 
used protection during oral sex that might reduce their risk of becoming infected with an 
STD.” 

• Researchers say nearly three million American teenagers become infected with 
one or more STDs each year, including viral infections like HIV and herpes.  
Although the risk of getting an STD through oral sex is lower than through 
intercourse, it is possible to become infected with all these STDs through oral sex. 
(Jennifer Warner, Oral Sex Puts Teens at Risk for STDs, WebMDNews) 

Ask students:  
• What do you know about STDs?  
• Which STDs do you know about?  
• What are the facts? 

Be prepared with information on: Hepatitis (A, B, or C), gonorrhea, Chlamydia, syphilis, 
genital warts, herpes 
Ask:  

• What kinds of sexual activities are risky? (Answer: unprotected vaginal or anal 
sex) 

• What are ways of making oral sex safer? (Answer: use protection, talk you’re 
your partner about previous partners, get checked for STDs, etc) 

• What are the safest kinds of sexual activities? (Answer: masturbation, kissing, 
touching, etc.) 

 
(10-15 minutes) Self-Check: Questions to ask yourself about your own sex habits.  
Explain that there are some questions the participants can ask themselves when 
considering their sex lives.  Are you having healthy sex/do you have a healthy attitude 
about sex?  Are you having sex for the “right reasons”? 

• Are you hooked (on either giving or receiving) and can’t say no? 
• Does the object of your addiction give you two things: pleasure and an illusion of 

intimacy? 
• Is your sexual behavior secret? 
• Is your sexual behavior abusive? 
• Is your sexual behavior used to deaden painful feelings? 
• Is your sexual behavior empty of genuine commitment and caring? 
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You may want the students to journal about these questions, or just have a free-write in 
response to the day. 
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What’s the Big Deal? 
 
There is an unsettling new fad in which suburban middle-school students regularly 
engage in oral sex at one another’s homes, in parks and even on school grounds.  
(Stepp, L.S. “Parents are alarmed by an unsettling new fad in middle schools: oral sex”, 
Washington Post, July 8, 1999, A1) 
 
A piece in Talk magazine in February 2000 reported on interviews with 12- to 16-year-
olds.  These students set seventh grade as the starting point for oral sex, which they 
claimed begins considerably earlier than intercourse.  By 10th grade, according to the 
reporter, “well over half of their classmates were involved.”  
(Franks, L.  “The Sex Lives of Your Children,” Talk Magazine, February 2000, pp. 102-
107, 157.) 
 
Nearly 3 in 10 (27%) thirteen- to sixteen-year-olds are sexually active and “have been 
with someone in an intimate or sexual way.”  Most of these sexually active teens have 
touched someone else’s genitals, and almost have had oral sex and/or had sexual 
intercourse.  Sexual activity is much more common among 15- to 16-year-olds (41%) 
than 13- to 14-year-olds (14%).  
(NBC News and People Magazine Survey) 
 
USA Today reports an online sex survey in which more than half the 10,000 respondents 
were under age 14; 25% had participated in oral sex; a psychiatrist speculates that one-
third of middle-school girls have performed oral sex on boys.  
(Kramer, Ilana.  “Teen Sex that’s ‘No Big Deal.’”  Lilith, Winter 2003, 14) 
 
Experts believe that the type of oral sex practiced by young teenagers is overwhelmingly 
fellatio (oral sex performed on a male), not cunnilingus (oral sex performed on a female).  
According to Deborah Tolman, senior research scientist at the Wellesley Center for 
Research on Women, that distinction is paramount: “We are not fainting in the street 
because boys are giving girls cunnilingus.  That is not to say that girls and boys never 
have that experience.  They probably do, and just rarely do it again for a really long time, 
because of how girls feel about themselves and their bodies, how boys feel about girls’ 
bodies, and the misinformation they have about each other’s bodies.”  
(Tolman, D., Wellesley Center for Research on Women, Wellesley, MA, personal 
communication, August 18, 2000) 
 
Sexuality Information and Education Council of the US published, “24% of teens 
surveyed said oral sex was likely to be an activity in their ‘casual’ relationships.” 
(Kramer, Ilana.  “Teen Sex that’s ‘No Big Deal.’”  Lilith, Winter 2003, 14) 
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Sex – What Does Judaism Say? 
Part II 

 
You shall not commit adultery (Exodus 20:13) 
 
Just as a lion tramples and devours and has no shame, so a crude man hooks up and 
copulates and has no shame.  
(Pesachim 48b) 
 
A man should never force himself upon his wife and never overpower her, for the Divine 
spirit never rests upon one whose sexual relations occur in the absence of desire, love and 
free will.  The Talmud (Pesachim 49b) tells us that just as a lion tears at his prey and eat 
shamelessly, so does an ignorant man shamelessly strike and sleep with his wife.  Rather, 
act so that you will warm her heart by speaking to her charming and seductive words. 
(Iggeret Ha-kodesh, Moses Nachmonides) 
 
Promiscuity is a ‘pseudo’ experience.  It is a search for confirmation of being an image of 
God.  However, in the absence of relationship, the act of intercourse is incapable of 
giving value.  It is like the one who eats ghost calories in the hope of gaining weight.  
One is driven to eat again and again but is still left empty.  In Jewish terms, promiscuity 
is a frantic search for the absent confirmation of one’s self-worth.  
(Rabbi Irving “Yitz” Greenberg) 
 
When a man and woman are united sexually, their sexual union, though natural in the 
sense of normal, is not natural in the sense of a mere animal copulation.  It is a 
distinctively human relationship – an I-thou relationship of two-persons-in-the-divine-
image, each of infinite worth, neither one intended to be exploited as an object of the 
other’s aggressiveness or selfish satisfaction.  
(Herschel Matt) 
 
Sex is the woman’s right, not the man’s.  A man has a duty to give his wife sex regularly 
and to ensure that sex is a pleasurable act for her.  He is also obligated to watch for signs 
that his wife wants sex, and to offer it to her without her asking for it. 
(www.jewishvirtuallibrary.org/jsource/Judaism/sex.hmtl) 
 
Sex should only be experienced in a time of joy.  Sex for selfish personal satisfaction, 
without regard for the partner’s pleasure, is wrong and evil.  A man may never force his 
wife to have sex.  A couple may not have sexual relations while drunk or quarreling.  Sex 
may never be used as a weapon against a spouse, either by depriving the spouse of sex or 
by compelling it.  It is a serious offense to use sex (or lack thereof) to punish or 
manipulate a spouse.  
(www.jewishvirtuallibrary.org) 
 
Questions: 

1. What is a bad context for sex? 
2. Is it ok to have sex just for fun?  Why or why not? 

http://www.jewishvirtuallibrary.org/jsource/Judaism/sex.hmtl
http://www.jewishvirtuallibrary.org/
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Quotes from Teenage Girls 
 
“Don’t worry, it’s not sex.” 
(Kramer, Ilana.  “Teen Sex that’s ‘No Big Deal.’”  Lilith, Winter 2003, 15) 
 
“I’ve been giving blowjobs since I’m 12…It’s the only way to get guys to like you.”  
(Kramer, Ilana.  “Teen Sex that’s ‘No Big Deal.’”  Lilith, Winter 2003, 16) 
 
Teen phenomenon – rainbow parties: “All of the girls put on lipstick and each one puts 
her mouth around the penis of the gentleman or gentlemen who are there to receive 
favors and makes a mark in a different place on the penis, hence the term rainbow.”  
(Kramer, Ilana.  “Teen Sex that’s ‘No Big Deal.’”  Lilith, Winter 2003, 16) 
 
“Elisha, a 13-year-old from southern California, is in the eighth grade at a private school.  
Oral sex, she says, is ‘so common now, people don’t even think of it as bad anymore.  It’s 
cool if you do it.’  She says girls she knows ‘give blow jobs’ at house parties and dances 
and sometimes on school grounds as well.  She reports that ‘some people have done it in 
the batting cage at their school, because no one goes near this area.’”  
(Kramer, Ilana.  “Teen Sex that’s ‘No Big Deal.’”  Lilith, Winter 2003, 16) 
 
Nora Gelperin, a Rutgers University sex educator, “reports hearing stories ‘all the time’ 
about seventh-grade girls giving ‘blow jobs’ to tenth-grade boys in order to elevate their 
social status.”  
(Kramer, Ilana.  “Teen Sex that’s ‘No Big Deal.’”  Lilith, Winter 2003, 17) 
 
“Montreal Gazette reporter Donna Nebenzahl…[says], “Some girls say it’s a power thing 
that they have…In order to give a blow job, you’re in control of it, even though it’s really 
about servicing the boy.  For girls, there’s a certain status, because your friends do it, 
you’re gonna be cool too, you’ll be part of the group, this is the line.”  
(Kramer, Ilana.  “Teen Sex that’s ‘No Big Deal.’”  Lilith, Winter 2003, 17) 
 
Jen, a Manhattan eleventh-grader said, “What girls get from it [oral sex] is reputation, 
popularity, and guys will stick around more.  If you give head to Billy, he’ll make you 
popular and then he’ll tell more guys and if you give head to them, you’ll get even more 
popular.”  
(Kramer, Ilana.  “Teen Sex that’s ‘No Big Deal.’”  Lilith, Winter 2003, 17) 
 
“One thing is for certain, no matter why girls are giving boys blow jobs, they’re not 
getting much in return.  ‘Although girls say they do it, they don’t say they actually like 
it,’ says Barbara Victor.  And boys are reportedly not so obliging.  Daniel Kopf confesses 
that ‘When I was 14 and first heard one of my friends went down on a girl, we were all 
like ‘Ewww!’  I think there’s more stigma for guys going down on girls.’  Jen says, ‘The 
girl always does it because guys say it’s gross by for a girl to do it it’s cool.  Also, it’s not 
considered macho for a guy to do it.  Girls also don’t like to get it because they’re 
insecure about their bodies, it’s always girls doing it to guys.’”  
(Kramer, Ilana.  “Teen Sex that’s ‘No Big Deal.’”  Lilith, Winter 2003, 17) 
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One girl recalled her first experience at the start of eighth grade.  At a local park, she and 
a bunch of friends paired up, and she found herself with a boy she “kinda liked.”  He 
asked her to perform, making her think they’d start going together if she complied. 
 
“I didn’t really know what it was,” she said, but he showed her.  “I realized pretty soon 
that it didn’t make him like me.” 
 
She said she engaged in oral sex twice more that year, including at a party in early spring 
that eventually led to the principal finding out about the group.  The party was held on a 
Saturday night at a girl’s house.  About an hour after the party started, the action moved 
outside, under the deck, where several couples, including this girl and a boy she didn’t 
even like, started having oral sex. 
 
“We came back in and sat around and talked about it,” the girl recalled. “It was no big 
deal.” 
 
The girl said she was modeling herself after two others in the crowd whom she 
desperately wanted as friends.  “They were doing it left and right,” she said.  “It started a 
chain reaction.  I knew it was wrong, but these girls were like good friends with you one 
day, and not the next.  I didn’t want to do anything to make them not like me.” 
 
Her friends told her that oral gratification “is like a sexual thing that keeps us from 
having sex,” she said.  She bought the rationale.  
(Laura Sessions Stepp, “Middle School Oral Sex,” Washington Post, Thursday, July 8, 
1999.) 
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LESSONS 6 & 7 
Understandings 

• The biblical concept b'tzelem Elohim (that humans are made in the image of God) 
indicates that we are holy vessels and can be interpreted as a mandate to treat our 
bodies with kavod (honor). 

• Our national name “Yisrael” (the one who struggles with God) serves as a 
paradigm in which we can embrace the inherent struggle in our developing sense 
of self. 

• Jewish values such as shmirat haguf (taking care of your body) and m’chabed zeh 
et zeh (honoring others) are tools that can help girls build confidence in their 
perspectives about their own body image and decisions about relationships. 

 
Essential Question 
What do shmirat haguf, tzni-yut, and kedusha mean in regard to one’s sexuality? 
 
Goals 

• Create a code of sexual ethics with the class 
• Empower students to regard their bodies and sexuality with kavod (honor). 

 
Activities 
(This lesson is intended to take place over the course of two sessions) 
 
(10 minutes) Review definitions of Shmirat haguf and tzni-yut and kedusha.  How could 
these values impact our sexuality? 
 
(40 minutes) Values Study.  Split the class into two groups.  Assign each group a value 
and hand out the appropriate value sheets to each group.  Have the groups read the quotes 
and answer the questions.  Each group should then prepare a commentary page on their 
value – give each group a copy of one of their quotes on a large piece of paper (butcher 
block or oak tag).  Ask the participants to write their responses to the questions around 
the quote.  Each group will present their commentary page to the rest of the class. 

• The quote that should be reproduced on the paper is indicated in bold on the study 
sheets. 

 
(20 minutes) In Judaism, there is a lot of talk about how to make each partner 
comfortable during sexual acts.  For example, “When you are ready for sexual union, see 
that your wife’s intentions combine with yours.  Do not hurry to arouse her until she is 
receptive.  Be calm, and as you enter the path of live and will, let her orgasm come 
first…” (The  Holy Letter, attributed to Nachmanides)  Ask:  

• What are some responsibilities that lovers have?   
• In an intimate relationship, what are the most important things for people to work 

on to avoid causing pain to each other?   
• What are your personal obligations in bringing equality and mutuality to an 

intimate relationship? 
Make a list on the board of “guidelines for partners.”  Planned Parenthood offers a 
brochure with the following strategies: 
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• Have each other’s consent 
• Never use pressure to get consent 
• Be honest with each other 
• Treat each other as equals 
• Be attentive to each other’s pleasure 
• Protect each other against physical and emotional harm 
• Guard against unintended pregnancy and STDs 
• Be clear with each other about what you want to do and don’t want to do 
• Respect each other’s limits 
• Accept responsibility for your actions 

[Note: These guidelines fit in with v’ahavta l’rei-echa k’mocha (love your neighbor as 
yourself) by striving to be respectful and helpful in our relationships] 
 
(30-45 minutes) Develop a Brochure.  Using the list on the board, and the “Is This Love?  
How to Tell if Your Relationship is Good for You” materials from planned parenthood 
(included in the source pages of this lesson), have the students create a brochure that 
would be appropriate for Jewish middle and high school students.  Ideally you will be 
able to produce a high quality version of the brochure, and make it available for students 
and families at the religious school. 
(Adapted from Susan Freeman, Teaching Hot Topics) 
 
(30-40 minutes) Sexuality-Related Dilemmas.  In his book, Does God Belong in the 
Bedroom, Rabbi Michael Gold poses a number of sexuality-related dilemmas that teens 
may encounter.  You can use them as conversation starters, or as role-play scenarios.  Be 
sure to offer a Jewish response after the students give their perspectives.  You may also 
consider inviting a rabbi or a sex therapist to be a guest during these dilemmas. 

• Luann, a high school senior, has a boyfriend who says: “If you love me, you will 
sleep with me.” 

o If you were Luann, how might you respond if your boyfriend/partner said 
this to you? 

• Sally is sexually abused by her stepfather, who tells her not to tell anyone. 
o What would you do if you were Sally, or if you were a friend of Sally’s? 

• Rena discovers that her girlfriend, Sheila, cheated on her. 
o If you were Rena, what would you say to Sheila? 

• Howard and Kate decide to have an open relationship, with permission to seek 
other sexual partners. 

o What are some of the risks that Howard and Kate are taking?  What would 
your advice to them be? 

• Barry decides to remain a virgin until marriage although other boys make fun of 
him. 

o Do you agree with Barry’s decision?  Why or why not?  What advice 
would you give him based on your opinion? 

 Note – you can assign two people to this scenario – one who 
agrees with Barry’s decision, one who disagrees. 

• Janet, 15 years old, is pregnant after sleeping with her boyfriend. 
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o If you were Janet, what would you do?  Who would you speak to? 
• A Jewish high school decides to hold a special sex education class taught by a 

nurse and a rabbi. 
o As a student in the high school, what would you want answered?  How do 

you feel about this special class? 
• A new gay synagogue wants to advertise in the local Jewish paper. 

o As an editor of the paper, what would you do? 
• Jon likes to brag about his sexual conquests. 

o If you were Jon’s friend, what would you say to him regarding his 
bragging? 

• A youth group is having an overnight trip and wants boys and girls to sleep in the 
same room. 

o As a member of the youth group, what is your reaction?  Who would you 
speak to about your concerns or your approval? 

 Note: this is another case where you can assign two students, one 
who “agrees” and one who “disagrees” with the situation. 

(Adapted from Susan Freeman, Teaching Hot Topics) 
• These role-plays may also be inserted in other lessons throughout this unit. 
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Shmirat HaGuf 
 
Take good care of yourselves. 
(Deuteronomy 2:4) 
 
Judaism does not despise the carnal.  It does not urge us to desert the flesh but to control 
and to counsel it; to please the natural needs of the flesh so that the spirit should not be 
molested by unnatural frustrations…Judaism teaches us how even the gratification of 
animal needs can be an act of sanctification. 
(Abraham Joshua Heschel, Man is Not Alone: A Philosophy of Religion) 
 
Sensual pleasure is unlike other pleasures in two main respects.  First…for sensual 
pleasure to approach ultimate bliss, it takes the cooperation of the two 
involved…Second, the sensual experience, if properly approached, can be very 
painful, physically and emotionally, for either or both of the individuals.  There is 
thus an implicit challenge in the sensual experience, to each of the partners, to 
approach the situation properly and to thus assure that it is a pleasurable rather 
than a painful event.  
(Rabbi Reuven P. Bulka, Judaism on Pleasure, 132) 
 
Questions: 

1. What might Shmirat haguf mean in regard to one’s sexuality?   
2. To what extent should pursuit of pleasure be a contributing factor to a healthy 

sexual relationship?   
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Tzni-yut 
 
It has been told to you what is good, and what the Eternal requires of you; only to do 
justly, to love mercy, and to walk modestly (hatzne’a) with your God.  
(Micah 6:8) 
 
Standing around naked inevitably decreases a person’s dignity.   
(Tosefta, Brachot 2:14) 
 
The privacy (tzni-yut, modesty) that Judaism requires of sex affects our clothing, our 
speech, and our public activities.  We may dress in accord with the styles of the times, but 
never should our apparel accentuate the sexually arousing parts of our bodies.  Thus 
sexually suggestive or revealing clothes for either men or women are not in keeping with 
Jewish law or responsibilities. 
 
Similarly, our speech patterns should manifest respect for our bodies as creations of God, 
and this includes the generative parts of our bodies.  Sexual language which is crass or 
violent bespeaks discomfort with one’s body and disrespect for its divine value.  It also 
cheapens the level of discourse, thereby diminishing the stature of everyone concerned, 
including especially the speaker. 
 
Judaism’s expectations of modesty also affect our behavior in public.  Sexual activity 
should be reserved for private quarters.  This is not to demean sex as something sordid 
which one must hide; quite the contrary, it is to sanctify it as the intense, intimate, mutual 
expression of love that it should be.  Such love is understood within Jewish sources to be 
a great good, but a private one.  
(Rabbi Elliot Dorff, This Is My Beloved, This is My Friend: A Rabbinic Letter on 
Intimate Relations) 
 
Dress, language, and behavior should reflect a sensitivity to the Jewish respect for 
modesty and privacy.  
(Ad Hoc Committee on Human Sexuality, Report to the CCAR Convention, June 1998) 
 
To be modest means you are respectful and humble, that you don’t show off.  When 
you casually reveal your body and allow easy access to it by others, you are like an 
object, not a ‘vehicle for holiness.’…Without modesty, people become ‘used’ rather 
than ‘loved.’  God created us for higher purposes. 
(Freeman, Susan.  Teaching Hot Topics) 
 
Questions: 

1. What is the connection between “walking modestly with God” and being a 
modest person in dress and behavior?   

2. What does a person gain by being modest?   
3. Do you feel there should be a higher standard of modesty in our culture?  Explain.   
4. Should there be a higher standard of modesty in your own social group? 
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Kedusha 
(Adapted from Susan Freeman, Teaching Hot Topics) 

 
A man and a woman should have the same intentions in sex, and when they are thus 
united, the two are one in body and soul. 
(Reshit Chochmah, Sh’ar ha-Kedushah, chapter 16, #3) 
 
There is no sexual intercourse without embracing and kissing preceding it.  And there are 
two kinds of kissing: the first is before sexual intercourse, where the purpose of kissing is 
that the man soothe the woman and arouse the love between them; the other kind is 
during intercourse itself, where the purpose is to accomplish the two kinds of union, the 
lower one and the supernal one together. 
(Siddur Yabetz) 
 
Questions: 

• What makes a relationship holy? 
• Why is holiness important in a sexual relationship? 
• How will you or do you conduct yourself so that you pursue holiness in an 

intimate relationship? 
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A Planned Parenthood Brochure 

Is This Love? 
How to Tell if Your Relationship is Good for You 

(http://www.plannedparenthood.org/sexual-health/sexual-health-relationship/is-this-love.htm) 

Does Your Relationship Make You Happy? 
We all deserve to be happy. Most of us want to be happy in healthy and loving 
relationships. What makes relationships healthy? They have six basic qualities. 

• respect  
• trust  
• honesty  
• fairness  
• equality  
• good communication 

Healthy relationships help us feel better about ourselves and about our place in the world. 
They make us feel safe. Unhealthy relationships make us feel unsafe. 

Respect 
Do you and your partner respect each other?  

 Yes No 
• Do you listen to each other's ideas? [ ] [ ] 

• Do you treat each other as friends? [ ] [ ] 

• Are you proud of one another? [ ] [ ] 

If you answered yes to these questions, you may be feeling that your relationship is really 
good for you. 

Without respect, relationships can be hurtful. Many of us think it takes a slap or a 
punch to hurt someone. But insults and unkind words hurt just as much. They can destroy 
our self-esteem — how we feel about ourselves. 

Does your partner ... 

 Yes No 
• make you feel ugly, stupid, or unsure of yourself? [ ] [ ] 

• say you could never make it without them? [ ] [ ] 
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• call you crazy or stupid? [ ] [ ] 

• ignore or make fun of your feelings or ideas? [ ] [ ] 

• put down your race, family, culture, religion, income, or 
neighborhood? 

[ ] [ ] 

If you answered yes to some of these questions, you may be wondering if your 
relationship is good for you. 

Trust 
Do you and your partner trust each other? 

 Yes No 
• Do you understand each other's need for friends and family? [ ] [ ] 

• Do you feel sure of each other's love? [ ] [ ] 

• Do you have faith in each other's decisions? [ ] [ ] 

If you answered yes to these questions, you may be feeling that your relationship is really 
good for you. 

Without trust, relationships can cause jealousy and unhappiness. Jealous partners 
doubt the other's love or commitment. Building trust — by talking, listening, being 
honest, respecting each other's feelings, and having fun together — is the best cure for 
jealousy. 

Does your partner say ... 

 Yes No 
• "You wouldn't need other friends if you really loved me." [ ] [ ] 

• "You're having an affair, aren't you?" [ ] [ ] 

• "You are the only person who can make me happy." [ ] [ ] 

• "I would die without you." [ ] [ ] 

• "You are lucky to have me." [ ] [ ] 

If you answered yes to some of these questions, you may be wondering if your 
relationship is good for you. 
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Honesty and Fairness 
Are you and your partner fair and honest with each other? 

 Yes No 
• Do you both admit when you are wrong? [ ] [ ] 

• Do you both tell the truth without fear? [ ] [ ] 

• Do you both forgive mistakes? [ ] [ ] 

If you answered yes to these questions, you may be feeling that your relationship is really 
good for you. 

Without honesty and fairness, relationships can be hurt by lies and anger. No one is 
always right — or wrong. In healthy relationships, partners admit their mistakes and can 
expect forgiveness. 

Does your partner ... 

 Yes No 
• always blame you when something goes wrong? [ ] [ ] 

• try to make you feel guilty about mistakes? [ ] [ ] 

• sulk when you ask questions? [ ] [ ] 

• lie to you to avoid taking responsibility? [ ] [ ] 

• keep secrets? [ ] [ ] 

If you answered yes to some of these questions, you may be wondering if your 
relationship is good for you. 

Equality 
Do you and your partner treat each other as equals?  

 Yes No 
• Do you give and take equally? [ ] [ ] 

• Do you make decisions about money together? [ ] [ ] 

• Do you both compromise? [ ] [ ] 
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If you answered yes to these questions, you may be feeling that your relationship is really 
good for you. 

Without equality, unhappiness is likely as one partner takes control. In healthy 
relationships, neither partner is "in charge." 

Does your partner ... 

 Yes No 
• keep track of your time? [ ] [ ] 

• make you ask permission to do what you want? [ ] [ ] 

• force you to do something you don't want to do? [ ] [ ] 

• check up on you at school, work, or home? [ ] [ ] 

• make most of the decisions in your relationship? [ ] [ ] 

• want to control the money? [ ] [ ] 

If you answered yes to some of these questions, you may be wondering if your 
relationship is good for you. 

Good Communication 
Is your relationship based on good communication? 

 Yes No 
• Do you talk openly about your feelings with each other? [ ] [ ] 

• Are you able to work through disagreements? [ ] [ ] 

• Do you listen to each other without judgment? [ ] [ ] 

If you answered yes to these questions, you may be feeling that your relationship is really 
good for you. 

Without good communication, there are a lot of misunderstandings. 

In healthy relationships, partners are open and listen to each other. 
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Does your partner ... 

 Yes No 
• refuse to talk about your relationship? [ ] [ ] 

• keep you from saying what's on your mind? [ ] [ ] 

• yell at you? [ ] [ ] 

• refuse to talk about feelings and worries? [ ] [ ] 

• refuse to find time for you? [ ] [ ] 

• give you the silent treatment? [ ] [ ] 

If you answered yes to these questions, you may be feeling that your relationship is really 
good for you. 

Love and Anger 
Love shouldn't hurt. In happy and healthy relationships, partners try not to hurt each 
other. It's true that we all get angry sometimes. But when we do get angry, we have a 
choice — we can express ourselves in a healthy way, or we do it in an unhealthy way and 
hurt someone else. 

Some people use anger and violence to frighten and control a partner. 

Has your partner ever 

 Yes No 
• threatened to or almost hit you? [ ] [ ] 

• threatened you with a weapon? [ ] [ ] 

• hit, slapped, or punched you? [ ] [ ] 

• forced you off the road or kept you from driving? [ ] [ ] 

• locked you out of the house or car? [ ] [ ] 

• abandoned you in a dangerous place? [ ] [ ] 

• threatened to leave you if you don't give in? [ ] [ ] 

• prevented you from seeing friends or family? [ ] [ ] 
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• damaged or hurt things you care about — pictures, books, 
clothing, pets? 

[ ] [ ] 

• frightened your children? [ ] [ ] 

If you answered yes to any of these questions, you may be wondering how safe you are in 
your relationship. 

Remember: You and your partner always have choices — even when angry. 

Love and Sexual Abuse 

Saying "No"  

Many of us think that once we are in love, we can never say "no" to sex. We might even 
believe that we can never say "no" once we marry. No matter what kind of relationship 
you have, if you are forced to have sex, it is rape. If you are humiliated or forced to be 
sexual in any way, that is sexual abuse. 

Does your partner 

 Yes No 
• want you to wear "sexy" clothes that you don't like? [ ] [ ] 

• insult you in a sexual way? [ ] [ ] 

• show sexual interest in others to upset you? [ ] [ ] 

• touch you in ways that make you uncomfortable? [ ] [ ] 

• force you to engage in sexual activity? [ ] [ ] 

If you answered yes to any of these questions, you may be wondering how safe you are in 
your relationship. 

If Your Relationship Makes You Feel Unsafe ... 

Trust your instincts. 
If you feel you are treated badly, you probably are. If you feel unsafe, you are probably in 
danger. If something inside you tells you to get away from your partner, do it.  

Talk to someone. Talk to a friend or someone you trust, or call a confidential, toll-free 
hotline (1-800-799-SAFE) to speak with a counselor in private. If you feel you are in 
immediate danger, call the police. 
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If someone you know is in an unsafe relationship 

• Don't try to "take control."  
• Remember that it is very hard to end a relationship.  
• Help them get professional advice for the person you think is in trouble. 

It starts with you. 

Having a healthy, loving relationship starts with you:  

• Do you respect yourself?  
• Do you trust yourself?  
• Are you honest and fair with yourself?  
• Do you expect people to treat you as an equal and as a responsible person?  
• Do you speak openly about your feelings? 

Once you can answer yes to these questions, then you might be ready for a happy and 
healthy relationship with someone as ready as you are. Good luck!  

If you are wondering if your relationship is good for you, you can 

• Talk with your family.  
• Talk to someone in a relationship you admire.  
• Talk to trusted friends or others in a "peer" group.  
• Try couples counseling. 
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Unit 5: How am I True to Me? 
 
Unit Goals: 
The fifth and culminating unit is meant to be a chance for the girls to synthesize what 
they’ve already learned and discovered about themselves in the previous units.  This unit 
will teach the value of ometz lev (courage) in order to help the girls make decisions about 
peer pressure, breaking up, and remaining true to themselves.  This unit will also revisit 
the values of tochechah (rebuke) and shmiat ha-ozen (being a good listener) in terms of 
the self – how does one listen to one’s own needs and desires?  How does one give “self-
rebuke” in a way that is productive and not harmful? 
 
Understandings: 

1. Our national name “Yisrael” (the one who struggles with God) serves as a 
paradigm in which we can embrace the inherent struggle in our developing sense 
of self. 

2. The Jewish value of ometz lev (courage) is a tool that can help girls build 
confidence in their perspectives about their own body image and decisions about 
relationships. 

 
Knowledge: 

• Finding one’s own sense of self is an important part of teen development. 
• Values like tochechah (rebuke) and shmiat ha-ozen (being a good listener) relate 

not only to others, but also to oneself. 
• Ometz lev (courage) is a Jewish value that literally means strength of the heart, 

and shows that validation of self comes from inside. 
• Biblical heroines such as Vashti and the daughters of Zelophehad were early 

models of ometz lev (courage). 
 
Skills: 
At the end of this unit, students should be able to: 

1. Define ometz lev (courage). 
2. Make a list of ways to be courageous with peers. 
3. Relate tochechah (rebuke) and shmiat ha-ozen (being a good listener) to the self – 

not only a method of treating others.  
4. Reflect on their own sense of self, ideas of beauty, relations to others, and finding 

their own voice. 
 
Authentic Assessment: 

• Personal Boundaries list 
• Artistic Interpretation of Ometz Lev (courage)  
• Me Mosaic 
• Personal Code of Ethics 
• Journal: 

o Lessons 4 & 5: 
 How do you work to honor those in your life who have hurt you?   
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 Write of a situation in which you hurt someone, or they hurt you.  
What happened?  How was the situation resolved?  How did it 
make you feel?  What lessons did you learn from it? 

 Self-rebuke: How does self-rebuke factor into your daily life?   
1. Is there a pattern in my self-rebuke?   
2. Are my feelings of self-rebuke manifested physically (i.e. 

through posture, muscle tension, etc.), or is it a part of my 
inner-dialogue?  If the latter, what percentage of it?   

3. What effect do others’ words or actions have on my 
likelihood to engage in self-rebuke?   

4. How do my self-rebuking ‘moods’ affect my interactions 
with other people?   

5. How can/will your self-rebuking patterns change after 
journaling about this? 

 
Other Evidence: 

• Discussion of self esteem and standing up for oneself. 
• Teacher observation of student body language and self-reflection in class 

participation 
 
Memorable Moments: 

• Me Mosaic 
• Self Defense workshop 
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Sequence of Core Activities 
LESSONS 1 & 2 
Understandings 

• Our national name “Yisrael” (the one who struggles with God) serves as a 
paradigm in which we can embrace the inherent struggle in our developing sense 
of self. 

• The Jewish value of ometz lev (courage) is a tool that can help girls build 
confidence in their perspectives about their own body image and decisions about 
relationships. 

 
Essential Question 
What does it mean to have ometz lev (courage)? 
 
Goals 

• Introduce value of ometz lev (courage) 
• Discuss biblical examples of ometz lev – Daughters of Zelophehad and Vashti 

 
Activities 
(This lesson is intended to take place over the course of two sessions) 
 
(15-20 minutes) Set Induction: Show clips from movies/tv shows where women stand up 
for themselves.  Ask the students: What similarities run through all these scenes?  How 
does each woman behave the same?  Differently? 
 
(10-15 minutes) Introduction of the concept: Ometz Lev (courage).   

• Note: In researching ometz lev (courage), most of the material found had to do 
with self-control and not being afraid.  While these aspects of ometz lev are 
important, it is crucial to remember that there are forces out there that young girls 
should be aware of.  Young women must learn how to protect themselves, and 
how to stand up for their own rights and safety in unhealthy relationships.  Be 
sure to explain to the girls that while traditionally, ometz lev is about self control 
and “using our strength to pull others up, not push or keep them down,”41 it is also 
important to learn how to be a champion for oneself. 

Write the following quote on the board: 
• “Should an army besiege me, my heart would have no fear; should war beset me, 

still would I be confident…Look to the Eternal; be strong and of good courage!  
Oh look to the Eternal! (Psalms 27:3, 14) 

Ask:  
• What does this quote explain about courage?   
• What things make you afraid?   
• This verse says that you should look to God for support.  Along with God, there 

are other sources, within ourselves and others, that can provide support and give 
us ometz lev (courage).  What/whom do you look to for such support? 

                                                 
41 Freeman, Susan.  Teaching Jewish Virtues: Sacred Sources and Arts Activities.  Denver: A.R.E. 
Publishing, 1999, p. 196. 
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(30 minutes) Ometz Lev – Further study.  Split the class into chevruta and hand out the 
Ometz Lev study sheets.  Have the students go through the texts and answer the questions.  
As each pair finishes their sheet, gather the class together, and discuss the last question 
together.  Ask students if they would like to share a time they were courageous. 
 
(15-20 minutes) Connection to Unit 4: How Do I Express Love?  For the last few 
sessions, we talked about sexual relations, and the Jewish ethics surrounding them.  We 
talked about the importance of treating our own bodies with kavod (honor).  Although we 
sometimes don’t like to think about it, abusive relationships are just as pervasive in the 
Jewish community as they are in the general population.  Just as it is important for you to 
care for your own body, it is important that others do so as well.  If you feel 
uncomfortable about the way someone is treating you or your body – tell someone!42  
Sexual coercion is a criminal act.  Ask: 

• What are some subtle behaviors that are reason to talk to an adult? 
Write all of their answers on the board.  Be sure that the following are on the list: 

• touching inappropriately 
• pinching 
• cornering 
• writing sexual graffiti 
• making sexual jokes 
• spreading sexual rumors 
• pulling at someone’s clothes or underwear 
• flashing or mooning 
• forcing a kiss on someone 
• forcing someone to touch her or his private parts  

(Adapted from The J Girl’s Guide: The Young Jewish Women’s Handbook for Coming 
of Age, p. 115) 
Explain, “Pressure from a boyfriend [or girlfriend] should never make you feel guilty 
about refusing to do something you don’t want to do.  He may try to persuade you by 
saying, “If you love me, you’ll do it.”  In the 1950s, mothers would tell their daughters, 
“If he loves you, he’ll wait.”  This advice is still true.”43 
 
(20 minutes) Vashti – A Biblical Example of Ometz Lev (courage).  We’ve already 
learned about Esther as a symbol of beauty in the bible.  There was another woman in the 
Purim story, one who was villain-ized by the rabbis of the Talmud – Vashti.  Hand out 
the “Vashti – A Courageous Woman” sheets.  Read through the first chapter of Esther 
together.  Ask: 

• What can you tell about Vashti from this chapter? 
• Explain in your own words what Vashti did.  Why do you think she did this? 
• Where did Vashti find her courage?   
• How do you gather your own courage and strength in difficult or scary situations? 

                                                 
42 Adelman, Penina et al.  The J Girl’s Guide: The Young Jewish Woman’s Handbook for Coming of Age.  
Vermont: Jewish Lights Publishing, 2005.  
43 Ibid, p. 116. 
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Explain that the rabbis claimed Vashti was related to the Babylonian king who conquered 
Israel, and sent the people into exile – because of this supposed connection they could not 
see her as a heroine, and wrote of her own greed and arrogance.  They did not see her as 
standing up for her own rights in front of the king and other men.  Yet recently, more 
modern, feminist interpretations have been developed.  Split the class into X groups.  
Hand each group a quote about Vashti’s strength and feminist connections.  Ask each 
group to read through the quote and summarize the ideas in it.  Each group will need to 
share their quote with the class, then ask:  

• What do you think?   
• What is your interpretation of Vashti’s behavior?   
• How did Vashti exhibit ometz lev (courage)? 

 
(10-15 minutes) The idea of strength in numbers.  It is important to have others that you 
can rely on to talk about sex, relationships, and other personal issues.  Why?  Read the 
following quote: 

• “Separate reeds are weak and easily broken; but bound together they are strong 
and hard to tear apart.” (Tanchuma, Nitzavim 1) 

Ask: 
• What is this passage getting at, and what does it teach about strength? 
• Can you think of how courage might grow when people “pull together?” 
• Are there any personal examples you want to share? 

(Adapted from Teaching Jewish Virtues: Sacred Sources and Arts Activities) 
 
(20 minutes) Daughters of Zelophehad – A Biblical Example of Strength in Numbers.  
The daughters of Zelophehad were a biblical example of ometz lev (courage) and for 
strength in numbers.  Hand out the “Daughters of Zelophehad” pages, and read through 
the story together.  Ask: 

• In your own words, summarize what is happening in this story. 
• How did the daughters have ometz lev (courage)? 

Read the rabbinic text together.  Ask: 
• Does this interpretation change your understanding of the story? 
• What did the girls do in this text that is different from the biblical story?  Do you 

think this displayed a different kind of ometz lev, why or why not? 
 
(30-40 minutes) Ometz Lev (courage) – an Artistic Interpretation.  Rabbi Nachman of 
Bratzlav said,  

kkf sjpk tk rehgvu 'sutn rm rad ukf okugv kf 
Kol ha-olam kulo gesher tzar me-od, v’ha-ikar lo l’fachayd klal. 

All the world is a very narrow bridge.  The most important thing is not to be afraid. 
Ask: 

• Why is the world compared to a narrow bridge? 
• For what reasons would being on a narrow bridge make us afraid? 
• Why do you think we shouldn’t be afraid? 

Ask the students to interpret this quote through art – either with paint, paper-tear midrash, 
or crayon/pastels.  Some questions to stimulate their imaginations: 
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• What does the bridge represent? 
• Where does the bridge begin? 
• Where does it go? 
• How sturdy is the bridge? 
• Who is on the bridge? 
• Is there more than one bridge? 

Once the girls have completed their interpretations, have them share them with the class.  
Hang the interpretations around the room. 
 
(10-15 minutes) Closing: Setting Boundaries.  One thing that all bridges have is 
boundaries – guard-rails, or cement blocks that indicate where the bridge ends: on one 
side, the bridge is safe to traverse, on the other, it is not.  Each of us should have our own 
set of boundaries as well – we should know where our limits are with personal safety and 
comfort.  As a class, compile a list of boundaries that the students might adopt.  Be sure 
the class considers the following boundaries: 

• Parents and other adults can help you strengthen you personal boundaries by 
respecting your privacy and taking seriously your feelings and perceptions. 

• Parents and other adults can damage your personal boundaries by turning to you 
to fill their emotional needs or by violating you physically or sexually. 

• Learn to say no.  It’s good to try to make other people happy, but when your 
desire to please or your fear of disapproval is excessive, you may meet other 
people’s needs at the expense of your own well-being and become and easy target 
for those who would use you. 

• Learn to set limits with other people.  You can’t be expected to serve another 
person always at the expense of your own needs.  It’s not healthy.  You may have 
to enlist others to help you set limits for your own well-being. 

• Practice saying no to others who might want to take advantage of you by doing 
role-plays with friends, teachers, parents. 

• When your parents try to make sure you have adequate adult supervision in 
certain social situations with boys and girls together and try to enforce reasonable 
curfews, they are trying to lower the risk of dangerous sexual encounters. 

(Adapted from The J Girl’s Guide: The Young Jewish Woman’s Handbook for Coming 
of Age) 
Note: this activity can also be done individually in the journals. 
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Ometz Lev – Courage 
(Adapted from Teaching Jewish Virtues) 

 
Fear no person, for judgment is God’s. 
(Deuteronomy 1:17) 
 
Those who trust in the Eternal will renew their strength. 
(Isaiah 40:31) 
 
When I am afraid, I trust in You, in God, whose word I praise, in God I trust; I am not 
afraid; what can mortals do to me? 
(Psalms 56:4-5) 
 
Questions: 

1. Why might a person need courage to cope with everyday life? 
2. At times have you felt the greatest need for courage – when you were down in the 

dumps, when you faced an immediate threat, or just in day-to-day life? 
3. Has the courage been there when you’ve looked for it? 
4. For what kind of circumstances do you need to build more courage? 

 
 
Not by might, nor by power, but by My spirit…. 
(Zechariah 4:6) 
 
Questions: 

1. In your own words, what point is the prophet, Zechariah, trying to make? 
2. How does physical might differ from spiritual or intellectual might? 
3. Are they of equal importance? 

 
 
Ben Zoma taught: Who is mighty?  Those who conquer their evil impulse.  As it is 
written: “Those who are slow to anger are better than the mighty, and those who rule 
over their spirit than those who conquer a city.” (Proverbs 16:32) 
(Pirke Avot 4:1) 
 
Questions: 

1. According to Ben Zoma, who should be called mighty?   
2. Who do you think should be called mighty? 
3. We’ve read a lot about being mighty physically and spiritually.  What other ways 

are there to show courage? 
4. How do you show courage? 
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Vashti – A Courageous Woman 
 
Esther 1:1-22 
It was in the days of Achashvairosh -- this was the Achashvairosh who reigned from 
Hodu to Cush, a total of one hundred and twenty seven provinces.  At that time, King 
Achashvairosh established his royal throne in Shushan, the capital (of the Persian 
Empire).  In the third year of his reign he made a party for all his ministers and servants. 
The army of Persia and Media, and the nobles and ministers of the provinces attended. 
His purpose was to display the wealth of his great empire and the riches he inherited 
through his prestigious stature for many days, one hundred and eighty days. 
 
After that, the king made a seven-day party in the garden enclosure of the king's palace, 
for everyone in Shushan Capital; everyone was treated equally.  There were exquisite 
white cotton and royal-blue wool hangings, embroidered with cords of fine linen and 
purple wool, suspended over silver rods and marble pillars; there were gold and silver 
couches, on platforms of green, white, shell, and onyx marble.  The drinks were served in 
gold goblets -- no two goblets were alike; royal wine was in abundance, as befits the hand 
of the king.  The drinks were served according to the law: no one was forced, because the 
king had instructed his officers to fulfill the wishes of each guest. 
 
Queen Vashti also made a feast, for the women, in the royal house of King 
Achashvairosh.  On the seventh day, when the king was under the influence of the wine 
he had been drinking, he ordered Mehuman, Bizisa, Charvonah, Bigsa, Avagsar, Zesar 
and Charcas, the seven attendants who served King Achashvairosh, to bring Queen 
Vashti, wearing only her royal crown, before the king, to show the nations and the 
ministers her beauty, for she was very beautiful. 
 
The Queen refused to come at the word of the king as brought to her by the attendants, 
and the king grew angry, and his temper burst.  The King spoke to his advisors, who were 
familiar with established precedents, because it was the king's custom to confer with 
those who knew law and custom.  Those closest to him were Karshina, Shaisar, Admoso, 
Tarshish, Meres, Marsina, and Mimuchan, seven ministers of Persia and Media who were 
allowed in the presence of the king and were the highest ranking officials in the empire.  
The question was: what does the law say should be done to Queen Vashti for not obeying 
the command that King Achashvairosh conveyed to her through the attendants?   
 
Memuchan said to the king and the ministers, "When Queen Vashti was disobedient, she 
hurt not only the king but also all the ministers of all the nations in all of the provinces of 
King Achashvairosh's empire.  When word of the Queen's behavior gets out to all the 
women, they will treat their husbands with less respect, pointing out that even King 
Achashvairosh ordered Queen Vashti to come to him and she did not come.  This very 
day, the wives of the ministers of Persia and Media who have heard what Queen Vashti 
did, will bring up this incident to the ministers of the king, and that will cause a great deal 
of scandal and quarreling.  If it pleases the king, let him issue a royal edict that a new 
immutable law be written into the laws of Persia and Media to the effect that Queen 
Vashti may never again come to King Achashvairosh, and that her royal position will be 
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given to someone else more suitable.  Let the King's decree be posted throughout the 
entire empire, even though it is very large, and then all the women will respect their 
husbands, regardless of their status." 
 
The king and the ministers liked this idea, so the king did as Memuchan advised.  He sent 
scrolls to all the king's provinces, each scroll written in the alphabet and language of the 
province to which it was sent, stating that the man is legally the master of his own home, 
and that everyone in the household must speak the man's native language. 
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Vashti – A Feminist Perspective 
 
Vashti has been reconceived by feminist Jews not so much as a victim of a despotic 
husband-king, but as a heroine for her refusal to bow to his demand that she dance naked 
at his party. 
(http://www.ujc.org/content_display.html?ArticleID=30378, 4/6/2007) 
 
Vashti is not evil like Haman or a fool like Ahasuerus. She is a non-Jewish woman who 
because of her own suffering at the hands of the more powerful has much in common 
with both Mordecai and Esther and can therefore serve, on a narrative and symbolic level 
as a teacher, model and ally. 
(http://www.myjewishlearning.com/holidays/Purim/TO_Purim_Community/Isaacs_Read
ing_687/TakeBackPurim.htm, 4/6/2007) 
 
Midrashim found in the Talmud about Queen Vashti set out to denigrate her and explain 
her behaviors as cruel, base and vain. Such descriptions of Vashti are not found in 
Megillat Esther itself.  The Talmud's midrash about Vashti, like Courtier Memucan's 
attack on her in the text of the Megillah itself, arises from panic at the idea of an 
independent woman. The MEN of the Talmud (all men, except for three or four named 
women thru the entire 500 years of shaping what became the Talmud, and even they were 
never treated as rabbis) saw women as uncanny deviations from model (i.e. male) human 
beings (see Neusner on women as Other in the Talmud), and defined their place as 
subordinate and protected -- to be treated nicely by their masters. Vashti clearly 
challenged that role.  So the men of the Talmud created a midrashic gestalt that further 
denigrated Vashti. And today, feminist women and men create midrash that celebrates 
her. 
(http://www.shalomctr.org/node/240, 4/6/2007) 
 
First, what to do with Vashti? She seems a heroine of defiance, but the text doesn't 
recognize her. It's the genius of the midrashic rabbis that adds the essential note missing 
from Vashti's part of the story. When the King sent for her to appear before his carousing 
guests, says a midrash in Pirke de Rabbi Eliezer, she was to come naked. Every Purim I 
have to check the text to remind myself that this searing detail is not in the Bible story. 
But the midrashic version, once imagined, will not go away. It has seized the text, and 
made itself a legitimate part of it. The rabbis did not say that Vashti was a hero, but they 
heightened our sense of what was at stake for her. She was not arrogant and willful, she 
was self-respecting and full of courage. She upholds the sacredness of human, therefore 
divine, aspect in a court so debauched that any woman who enters will certainly be 
dehumanized. 
(Norma Rosen, "Midrash, Bible, and Women's Voices," Judaism, Fall 1996 (45:4), p. 
440.  Found on: http://uriyo.blogspot.com/2005/03/was-vashti-hero.html, 4/6/2007) 

 

http://www.ujc.org/content_display.html?ArticleID=30378
http://www.myjewishlearning.com/holidays/Purim/TO_Purim_Community/Isaacs_Reading_687/TakeBackPurim.htm
http://www.myjewishlearning.com/holidays/Purim/TO_Purim_Community/Isaacs_Reading_687/TakeBackPurim.htm
http://www.shalomctr.org/node/240
http://uriyo.blogspot.com/2005/03/was-vashti-hero.html
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Daughters of Zelophehad 
 
Numbers 27:1-11 
The daughters of Zelophehad, of Manassite family—son of Hepher son of Gilead son of 
Machir son of Manasseh son of Joseph—came forward. The names of the daughters were 
Mahlah, Noah, Hoglah, Milcah, and Tirzah. They stood before Moses, Eleazar the priest, 
the chieftains, and the whole assembly, at the entrance of the Tent of Meeting, and they 
said, “Our father died in the wilderness. He was not one of the faction, Korah's faction, 
which banded together against the Lord, but died for his own sin; and he has left no sons. 
Let not our father's name be lost to his clan just because he had no son! Give us a holding 
among our father's kinsmen!” 

Moses brought their case before Adonai.  

And Adonai said to Moses, “The plea of Zelophehad's daughters is just: you should give 
them a hereditary holding among their father's kinsmen; transfer their father's share to 
them.  

“Further, speak to the Israelite people as follows: ‘If a man dies without leaving a son, 
you shall transfer his property to his daughter. If he has no daughter, you shall assign his 
property to his brothers. If he has no brothers, you shall assign his property to his father's 
brothers. If his father had no brothers, you shall assign his property to his nearest relative 
in his own clan, and he shall inherit it.’ This shall be the law of procedure for the 
Israelites, in accordance with the Adonai’s command to Moses.” 

 
The rabbis added: 
It was taught: the daughters of Zelophehad were wise women, they were exegetes, they 
were virtuous.  They must have been wise, since they spoke at an opportune moment; for 
R. Samuel son of R. Isaac said: Torah teaches that Moses was sitting and holding forth 
and exposition the section of levirate marriages, as it is said, If brethren dwell together 
(Numbers 27:2).  They said to him, “If we are as good as sons, give us an inheritance as 
to a son, if not, let our mother be subject to the laws of a levirate marriage!”  And Moses 
brought their cause before Adonai (Numbers 27:5). 
(Bava Batra 119b)
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LESSON 3 
Understandings 

• Our national name “Yisrael” (the one who struggles with God) serves as a 
paradigm in which we can embrace the inherent struggle in our developing sense 
of self. 

• The Jewish value of ometz lev (courage) is a tool that can help girls build 
confidence in their perspectives about their own body image and decisions about 
relationships. 

 
Essential Question 
How do I show ometz lev physically? 
 
Goal 

• Teach students methods of self defense. 
 
Memorable Moment 

• Self Defense Workshop 
 
Activities 
Invite local expert (personal trainer, self-defense specialist, etc.) to class to teach the 
participants how to physically defend themselves. 
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LESSONS 4 & 5 & 6 
Understandings 

• Our national name “Yisrael” (the one who struggles with God) serves as a 
paradigm in which we can embrace the inherent struggle in our developing sense 
of self. 

• The Jewish value of ometz lev (courage) is a tool that can help girls build 
confidence in their perspectives about their own body image and decisions about 
relationships. 

 
Essential Question 
How am I true to me? 
 
Goals 

• Teach that validation comes from within – we must look to ourselves in order to 
be strong. 

• Revisit Jewish values of shmiat ha-ozen (being a good listener) and tochechah 
(rebuke) with a new lens: ourselves. 

 
Activities 
(This lesson is intended to take place over the course of two sessions) 
 
(5-10 minutes) Set Induction: Show the scene in The Wizard of Oz where the Wizard 
explains to the Lion that he always had courage inside of him.  Ask: How does the 
Wizard show the Lion that he has courage?  Talk about moments where the students 
realize that they had something in them all along.  Ask the students to reflect: How did it 
feel?  How has moments like that changed your behavior or actions in the future? 

• Be sure to explain that one aspect of the Wizard’s explanation is that the Lion 
needed to give himself more credit – to listen to himself more.  There are 
moments in each of our lives where we need to stop berating ourselves and look 
at all of the wonderful things we can do and have done.  This is what the Wizard 
gives to the Lion – the ability to listen to himself and not criticize himself too 
much. 

 
(15-20 minutes) Looking to the Inside.  Hand out copies of the Pirke Avot text.  Ask the 
students to study the text on their own, and think back to the “Inside Outside” activity 
from unit 1.  (On the outside, students drew or wrote what others see about them.  On the 
inside, students drew or wrote what others may not see in or about them.)  Ask: 

• What are some ways that your outside does not reflect your inside? 
Ask students to write a poem or draw an interpretation of their answers on the lower part 
of the Pirke Avot sheet. 
 
(15 minutes) Discussion: Gaining strength from within.  Ask the class: 

• How are the Wizard’s (from The Wizard of Oz) and Rabbi Meir’s ideas similar? 
• What is the ultimate message of each of these statements? 
• How can these statements guide us in our lives?  (Making personal choices, 

thinking about our own self-worth, etc.) 
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(10-15 minutes) Finding my own voice: How do I know when enough is enough?  
Explain to the students that in order to have ometz lev (courage), you need to be able to 
know when enough is enough.  Ask: 

• How do you practice shmiat ha-ozen (being a good listener) internally? 
• What are some signs that you look for within yourself to know when something is 

wrong? 
Make a list of everyone’s answers on the board. 
 
(15-20 minutes) Knowing the “warning signs” – knowing what to do.  Now that we’ve 
talked about the different ways we can “listen” to ourselves, what do we do with those 
feelings?  Many of us will berate ourselves for feeling or acting a certain way.  While a 
certain amount of self-reflection can help us to grow, self-rebuke can also be a dangerous 
thing.  Are we tearing ourselves apart, becoming paralyzed with fear, or feeling low self-
esteem?  Make a list with the students – healthy responses, and unhealthy responses. 

• Some examples might be: 
o Healthy Responses: 

 Reflecting on what happened, why you feel the way you do, and 
what can be changed in the future? 

 Talk to someone about it – a friend, a parent, a sibling, etc. 
 Get active – this will help clear your head, and can allow you to 

“work out your stress” in a literal way. 
o Unhealthy Responses: 

 Cutting 
 Not eating 
 Verbally putting yourself down 

 
(20 minutes) Journal: Self-rebuke: How does self-rebuke factor into your daily life?   

• Is there a pattern in my self-rebuke?   
• Are my feelings of self-rebuke manifested physically (i.e. through posture, muscle 

tension, etc.), or is it a part of my inner-dialogue?  If the latter, what percentage of 
it?   

• What effect do others’ words or actions have on my likelihood to engage in self-
rebuke?   

• How do my self-rebuking ‘moods’ affect my interactions with other people?   
• How can/will your self-rebuking patterns change after journaling about this? 

Report back – what reactions/responses do you want to share? 
 
(30 minutes) Buber: Beginning with Oneself.  Hand out the “Buber: Beginning with 
Oneself” pages to the class.  Split the class into chevruta and have them study text and 
answer the questions in pairs.  Gather the class together and discuss the questions. 
 
(30-40 minutes) Me Mosaic: Mosaics are a kind of art that use smaller images to create a 
larger one.  Think back to all that you have learned during this class.  Create a mosaic 
that incorporates some symbols/interests/characteristics that may represent you as part of 
a larger “you” shape.  Share the “Me Mosaics” with the class. 
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• Note: this is not meant to be a collage activity, rather, it is a synthesis of the 
course.  Be sure to have a number of art supplies on hand – paint, pastels, crayon, 
string, beads, foods, etc.  Be creative.  The more materials you provide for the 
students, the more innovative their mosaics will be. 

 
(20-30 minutes) Personal Code of Ethics.  Look back through your journal and reflect on 
the various values and issues we’ve talked about.   

• What are some of your ideas and feelings about your body?  Your beauty? 
• How do you care for your body?   
• How does what you say affect others? 
• How do you express love? 
• How do you stay true to yourself? 

In your journal, craft a personal code of ethics that answers some, or all, of these 
questions.  Be sure to back up your code with values, stories, and ideas from this course. 
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Pirke Avot 4:27 
 
“Rabbi Meir said: Look not at the jar, but what is in it; there may be a new jar that is full 
of old wine, and an old one that has not even new wine in it.” 
 
Question: 
What are some ways that your outside does not reflect your inside? 
 
In the space below, write a poem or draw an interpretation of your answers. 
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Buber: Beginning with Oneself 
 
The essential thing is to begin with oneself, and at this moment a person has nothing in 
the world to care about than this beginning.  Any other attitude would distract him from 
what he is about to begin, weaken his initiative, and thus frustrate that entire bold 
undertaking. 
 
Rabbi Bunam taught: “Our sages say: ‘Seek peace in your own place.’  You cannot find 
peace anywhere save in your own self.  In the psalm we read: ‘There is no peace in any 
bones because of my sin.’  When a person has made peace within herself, she will be able 
to make peace in the whole world.” 
(Adapted from Martin Buber, The Way of Man) 
 
Questions: 

1. What does it mean to “begin with oneself?” 
2. Why do you think Buber believes that if you don’t “begin with oneself,” whatever 

you are about to begin will not succeed? 
3. Explain what Rabbi Bunam taught in your own words. 
4. Give a few examples where Rabbi Bunam’s words have been true for you. 
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Parent Resources 
 
You may consider writing a letter to parents in the beginning of the year, letting them 
know what the class is about, and what their daughters will gain from the course.  In 
addition to the letter, send or email parents the following pages of information to help 
them with this stage of their teenagers’ life.  Parent may also be interested in some of the 
articles provided in the “Source Material” section. 
 
Source-sheets in this section: 

1. Being a Good Role Model for Your Teenager 
2. Four Cornerstones for Promoting Healthy Weight and Positive Body Image in 

Your Teen 
3. Web Resources on Body Image and Sexuality 
4. So You Want to Talk About Sex with Your Daughter? 
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Being a Role Model for Your Teenager: 
Ideas for Changing Your Own Eating-, Activity-, and Weight-Related Behaviors 

(From “I’m, Like, SO Fat!” by Dianne Neumark-Sztainer) 
 

• Eat breakfast with your kids in the morning 
• Eat a piece of fruit after dinner 
• Tell your family that you’ve given up dieting and instead are focusing on lifestyle 

changes 
• Give up dieting and being to focus on lifestyle changes 
• Eat salad at dinner 
• Offer other family members salad at dinner 
• Go for a walk in the evening and invite your teen to go with you.  Go again the 

next evening 
• Take a look in the mirror and identify 5 things you like about yourself 
• Give yourself compliments, in front of your children, on your appearance.  

Practice saying, “I think I look good in this new outfit.” 
• Give yourself compliments, in front of your children, not related to your 

appearance.  Tell your children about a major accomplishment at work today 
• Ask your teens how you can help them be more physically active – then follow 

through 
• Prepare a shopping list before you go grocery shopping.  Ask your kids about 

healthy foods they’d like for the week 
• Don’t make negative comments about your weight or appearance in front of your 

children.  Resist the urge – it may be hard at first, but it is so important! 
• Don’t make negative comments about your weight or appearance in front of 

anyone 
• When you see family members and friends you haven’t seen for a while, avoid 

making comments on their weight 
• If you’re concerned about your teen’s weight, don’t encourage her to diet.  

Instead, start making some changes in the home food environment and be there 
when she’s ready to talk 

• Compliment your teens on their appearance – then say it again 
• Praise your teens for their accomplishments – then say it again and again 
• Plan family outings that involve physical activity 
• Buy bottled water instead of soda pop 
• Read magazines that make you feel good about yourself – avoid the others 
• Get physical for fun – go for a walk or sign up for a dance class 
• Reassure others who are concerned about their weight without putting yourself 

down 
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Four Cornerstones for Promoting Healthy Weight and Positive 
Body Image in Your Teen 

(From “I’m, Like, SO Fat!” by Dianne Neumark-Sztainer) 
 

1. Model healthy behaviors for your children. 
o Avoid dieting, or at least unhealthy dieting behaviors 
o Avoid making weight-related comments as much as possible 
o Engage in regular physical activity that you enjoy 
o Model healthy (but not perfect) eating patterns and food choices 

 
2. Provide an environment that makes it easy for your children to make healthy 

choices. 
o Make healthy food choices readily available 
o Establish family meal norms that work for your family 
o Make physical activity the norm in your family and limit TV watching  
o Support your teen’s efforts to get involved in physical activity 

 
3. Focus less on weight, instead focus on behaviors and overall health 

o Encourage your teen to adopt healthy behaviors without focusing on 
weight loss 

o Help your teen develop and identity that goes beyond physical appearance 
o Establish a no-tolerance policy for weight-teasing in your home 

 
4. Provide a supportive environment with lots of talking and even more listening 

o Be there to listen and provide support when your teen discusses weight 
concerns 

o When your teen talks about fat, find out what’s really going on 
o Keep the lines of communication open, no matter what 
o Provide unconditional love, not based on weight, and let your child know 

how you feel 
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Resources on the Web 
 
There are many web sites out there that will offer advice on sexuality, 
sexual health, body image, and more.  Here is a list of web sites to 
consult, and potentially share with your daughter regarding Teen 
Sexuality and Self-Esteem: 

• http://www.gurl.com/ 
• http://jvibe.com/jvibrations/ 
• http://kff.org/ 
• http://www.campaignforrealbeauty.com/ 
• http://scarleteen.com/ 
• http://sexetc.org/ 
• http://siecus.org/ 
• http://www.teenwire.com/ 
• http://youthembassy.com/default.asp 
• http://www.girlpower.gov/girlarea/bodywise/index.htm 
• http://melpomene.org/girlwise/girlwise.htm 
• http://www.4girls.gov/ 
• http://www.win.niddk.nih.gov/publications/take_charge.htm 

(Adapted from “Teen Sex that’s ‘No Big Deal’” by Ilana Kramer and “I’m, Like, SO 
Fat!” by Dianne Neumark-Sztainer) 
 
Your daughter might have a “MySpace” webpage.  Check out what the North American 
Federation of Temple Youth (NFTY) has to say about the ethics of MySpace and other 
online social networks: http://www.nfty.org/resources/ourspace/ 
 
 

http://www.gurl.com/
http://jvibe.com/jvibrations/
http://kff.org/
http://www.campaignforrealbeauty.com/
http://scarleteen.com/
http://sexetc.org/
http://siecus.org/
http://www.teenwire.com/
http://youthembassy.com/default.asp
http://www.girlpower.gov/girlarea/bodywise/index.htm
http://melpomene.org/girlwise/girlwise.htm
http://www.4girls.gov/
http://www.win.niddk.nih.gov/publications/take_charge.htm
http://www.nfty.org/resources/ourspace/
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So You Want to Talk About Sex with Your Daughter? 
Questions to think about before Approaching Your Teen and 

Conversations to Have Once You Do 
 
As part of this class, your daughter will be discussing issues of sexuality and sexual 
practice.  You may also want to talk about these subjects with your daughter, but are not 
sure where to start.  Before you begin, consider these questions: 

• Are the lines of communication sufficiently open in your family regarding issues 
of sexuality?   

• What is easy to talk about?  What is more difficult?   
• How might family members improve communication on this topic? 

(Adapted from Susan Freeman, Teaching Hot Topics) 
What can you do to encourage your teenager to talk about these matters with you? 
 
For starters – “check your baggage.”  Being aware of your own experiences and 
opinions can help you approach this subject with your daughter.  

• Think back to your first crush – Where were you when you first saw this person?  
How did you feel? 

• What makes you most nervous about boys and your daughter? 
• What do you want to teach your daughter about boys? 
• Were you ever dumped by a girlfriend or boyfriend?  Where and how did it 

happen? 
• Who, if anyone, did you go to for support? 
• What are you attitudes about homosexuality?  How would you feel if a good 

friend told you that her daughter is gay? 
• How would you feel if your own daughter were gay? 

(Adapted from Queen Bees and Wannabes, by Rosalind Wiseman) 
 
Some conversation starters to consider: 

• Hey, I’m not sure if you want to talk about guys, but I’m guessing girls in your 
class are.  I just want you to know that girls can feel different about it.  Some girls 
are boy-crazy, some girls are sometimes interested, some girls aren’t sure, and 
some girls don’t care and may never care.  Wherever you, or any girl, fit on that 
spectrum us all good and fine. 

• It’s up to you to decide when you are ready for dating.  When you think you are, 
let’s talk about what that means to you.  What do you feel comfortable with?  
What do you feel uncomfortable with?  You have no obligation to go out with 
anyone because your friends want you to.  At the same time, friendships can 
really support you as you all figure this stuff out.  It’s important to trust and rely 
on your friends so you can share your feelings with them and know those feelings 
will be respected. 

(Adapted from Queen Bees and Wannabes, by Rosalind Wiseman) 
 
One thing we’ll be doing in class is talking about personal boundaries.  You can help 
by asking your daughter to consider these questions at home: 
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• How well do you have to know someone before you do something sexual with 
them? 

• How do I define knowing someone well? 
• What do I feel comfortable doing with someone sexually? 
• What do I not want to do? 
• How can I communicate that to the person I am with? 
• What would make it more difficult for me to say what I want and don’t want? 

(Adapted from Queen Bees and Wannabes, by Rosalind Wiseman) 
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Source Materials 
 

The JAP: Reclaim Her or Reject Her? by Alana Newhouse  
(Lilith, Summer 2005) 
 

158-161 

Jewish Women & Food: Eat, Eat, Diet, Diet by Susan Josephs  
(Lilith, Summer, 2005) 
 

162-169 

How to Stop Punishing and Start Protecting Your Body by Christopher 
Wright (Glamour, 2007) 
 

170-175 

They Say ‘It’s Not Sex’ and Teen Sex That’s ‘No Big Deal’ by Ilana Kramer 
(Lilith, Winter, 2003) 

176-181 
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