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Jewish Customs 
and Other Interesting Things
JACS recognizes that addiction does not discriminate among different religious practices and that no religious group can claim a monopoly on spirituality. We wish to provide an environment where all options are available to those who wish to observe Jewish practice, as well as those who choose not to practice any religious ritual from any denomination.  Consequently, we ask for your support and understanding for those whose practice may differ from your own.  Additionally, we have discovered that many people would like to understand practices they see at JACS retreats. The following glossary is our attempt to help uncover the mystery. We would appreciate your questions and comments. Please use the space on the evaluation sheets at the retreat to let us know how we can do it better next time.
AFFILIATIONS -- Jews identify different kinds of religious practices as their chosen form of expressing Judaism. Orthodox Jews (a.k.a. frum Jews) believe that the Divine Will demands the practices which are expressed in codified Jewish law and do not find it acceptable to relinquish these practices except in cases of danger to life. Conservative Jews accept the historical choices of rabbis as Divinely informed but also look to current rabbis' decisions as equally informed, and will accept changes based on liberal rereading of historical practice. Reform Jews accept a Divine mandate of moral and ethical behavior based on the Bible and on historically observed practices, but while they may choose to observe any of these practices, they do not feel bound to do so.  Reconstructionist Jews consider Judaism as an evolving civilization and seek to interpret Jewish tradition of all kinds in terms of the current stage of this evolution. Renewal Jews share a liberal approach to Judaism with a neo-Hasidic outlook.  Secular Jews identify with the Jewish people, but choose not to practice or to affiliate with any denomination.

HASIDISM -- "Piety" -- (Also called Hassidoot or Hassidus)   A movement in Judaism started by the Ba'al Shem Tov in eighteenth century Europe. He taught his followers to love their Maker and to worship in joy, in contrast to the austere and ascetic Judaism which was prevalent at that time. To this day, followers of Hasidism, called Hasidim, emphasize joy and emotion in relating both to the Almighty and to people. 
HALACHA -- "Path" -- Pronounced with the accent on the second or third syllable. It means the codified Jewish law, usually as written. The various affiliations understand and practice halacha differently, as explained above.

TOUCHABILITY -- Many people do not touch any members of the opposite sex except for members of their family. Others may have personal boundaries around being touched. So, if you want to hug someone, and you're not sure whether s/he is touchable, ask! You may even find a meaningful way to convey "huggish" emotions without touching.

HEAD COVERINGS -- It is a Jewish custom to cover one’s head in reverence for G-d. Some people cover their heads only during religious activities; others do it all the time. Many men, and some women wear skullcaps, known as yarmulkes in Yiddish and kippot in Hebrew. Some married women cover their hair with hats, kerchiefs or wigs. There are many reasons for this custom; most women will be happy to share their personal reasons with you.

TALLIT -- "Garment" -- (Also called tallis; Plural: tallitot, talleisim) A four-cornered piece of clothing with specially tied fringes at each corner. For details, see Numbers, Chapter 15, Verses 37-41. There are two kinds of tallitot. One is a large kind worn over other clothes at morning services, and the other is a small kind, usually referred to as tzitzit and worn as an undershirt. It is the custom among some Jews to wear the small tallit from childhood and the large tallit only after marriage.

KABBALAH -- "Tradition" -- This word refers to the mystical aspects of Judaism. These esoteric teachings are often based on the practices of the medieval Rabbi Isaac Luria and other mystics from the city of Tzfat in Israel. 
SHABBAT -- (Also called Shabbos) -- The seventh day of the week, on which, according to the Torah, the Creator rested. For details, see Genesis, Chapter 2, verses 1-3.

Some customary greetings for Shabbat are:

1.  Shabbat Shalom. Hebrew for, "(May) Shabbat peace (come to you)."

2.  Gut Shabbes or Git Shabbes. Yiddish for, "(have a) good Shabbat."

Here are some activities some people may refrain from on the Sabbath:

1.  Lighting and extinguishing fires (i.e. matches, cigarettes, internal-combustion engines).

2.  Turning electric circuits on and off.

3.  Writing.

4.  Heating uncooked food or heating water that has not yet been boiled. 

CANDLE LIGHTING -- To begin Shabbat (or Shabbos) in a traditional Jewish household, at least two candles are lit. This act of spiritually ushering in the Sabbath is performed by the women of the house, unless there are none. There will be an opportunity at the retreat to learn more about this custom.

SHACHRIT/MINCHA/MA'ARIV -- The morning, afternoon and evening prayer services.

KABBALAT SHABBAT -- "Welcoming of Shabbat" (Also called Kabbalas Shabbos.) This is the service that welcomes in the Shabbat and immediately precedes the evening services (Ma'ariv).  It includes selections from the book of Psalms, and medieval poetry. It also includes a chapter of rabbinic teaching from the Mishnah.
EATING RITUALS 
· Three Meals  It is customary to eat three meals on Shabbat. The first meal is Friday night, the second is Saturday lunch, and the third is as late as possible on Saturday before the end of Shabbat. Dinner and lunch are large meals and the "third meal," as it is called (Se'udah Shlishit or Shalosh Seudos), is a light one.  

· Kiddush  Both lunch and dinner begin with Kiddush, which is said to sanctify the day and is combined with a blessing for drinking "the fruit of the vine." (At JACS that means grape juice.)  

· Hand Washing and Blessing Over the Food  Immediately after kiddush is the ritual purification of the hands, which prepares us for the special experience of a JACS Shabbat meal. There is a blessing said by each person individually over the hand washing which precedes the blessing for eating bread (Hamotzi).  It is customary not to speak between these two blessings until one has actually tasted the bread.  If you want to do the washing, watch for people going toward the sink and ask someone there to help you. Eating bread officially begins a meal and no other blessings are required over other foods eaten at that meal. 

· Grace After Meals  Each meal concludes with saying grace (aka. benching or Birkat Hamazon). Some people have the custom of saying it quietly, others say it aloud, and some have the custom of combining it with a blessing over drinking "the fruit of the vine" at the very end. The small booklets on the dining table, called benchers, contain prayers, songs, and blessings in English, Hebrew and transliteration.  

ZMIROT -- "Songs" -- (Also called zmiros) Traditional songs sung both during and after Shabbat meals, often along with the grace after meals.  Most of them can be found in the benchers.   Sometimes this spiritual singing is accompanied by dancing and keeping time by stamping feet or banging the table.

HAVDALAH -- "Separation" -- A brief service that brings Shabbat to a close with four blessings:

1.  "The fruit of the vine" -- As we began the Shabbat with grape juice, so do we end it.

2.  "Variety of spices" – Spices symbolize the fragrance of Shabbat.

3.  "Light of the fire" -- The fire that we light on a special candle with multiple wicks.

4.  "Who divides between the sacred and the profane" -- The last blessing ends Shabbat.  

Frequently, the Havdalah service is preceded and/or followed with singing niggunim (songs without words) and/or lively songs and dancing.
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