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Jewish Resources for Children’s Shabbat, appropriate for any year, are available here:  
https://www.childrensdefense.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/08/Childrens-Sabbath-JEWISH.pdf. 

In addition to those resources, the following resources are offered for the 2020 Children’s Shabbat, 
“Reimaging Our Future: Justice and Joy for All Children.” 

The multifaith National Observance of Children’s Sabbath weekend (October 16-18 this year) 
joins places of worship across the religious spectrum in prayer, education, and action to 
catalyze new, long-term action for justice. In addition to planning an emphasis on Children’s 
Shabbat in your services, please check out the 2020 Children’s Sabbath education and action 
resources. https://www.childrensdefense.org/search/?_sf_s=2020%20Children%E2%80%99s%20
Sabbath%20education%20and%20action%20resources The 2020 National Observance of 
Children’s Sabbaths is focusing on voter education and turnout, mindful, as CDF founder 
Marian Wright Edelman says, that “children can’t vote, but we can.” Two excellent voter 
engagement efforts in the Jewish community are: The National Council of Jewish Women 
Promote the Vote, Protect the Vote https://www.ncjw.org/act/action-resources/voter-
engagement/ and The Union of Reform Judaism’s Every Voice, Every Vote https://rac.org/
rac-civic-engagement-campaign-2020-1. Be sure to connect with them for your Children’s 
Shabbat. 

Prayers and Readings for Children’s Shabbat:
A Prayer for Lighting Shabbat Candles

Each week at this hour
descending into darkness
I return to You, 
my arms laden with prayers. 

I light the candles, 
 and praise—
the week’s happiness, 
 blessings, miracles—
new flowerings, new babies, 
new openings, new hope. 

I light the candles and implore—
restore health, delay decay, 
subdue suffering, 
feed, clothe, shelter,
light the way to peace. 

2020 Children’s Sabbath 
Reimagining Our Future: Justice and  

Joy for All Children
Jewish Resources for the Service
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Each week, for these moments, 
You are with me, You hear, 
You are with me, here, 
here, as the darkness descends, 
lighting the way to peace. 

Shabbat shalom.  
(Merle Feld, in Siddur Lev Shalom, p. 4)

A Prayer for Candle-Lighting on Children’s Shabbat

We light these Shabbat candles in hope for our children’s future, 

 shining bright against the shadow of despair. 

We light these Shabbat candles in commitment to justice, 

 illuminating our ability to strive against oppression. 

We light these Shabbat candles sparking joy, 

grateful for the gift of family and congregation.

We light these Shabbat candles inviting peace, 

 ready for the renewal of prayer

as we reimagine our future with justice and joy for all children. 

Shabbat shalom. 

Welcome

[Tonight/This morning] we are joining in the 2020 National Observance of Children’s Sabbaths, 
uniting with congregations across our nation and places of worship of all traditions. While physically 
separated more than ever, together we are striving for social and spiritual connection and working 
for justice with renewed urgency in the face of extraordinary crises including the COVID pandemic, 
entrenched poverty, racism, mental health challenges, and lack of housing, education, employment, 
and more. 

As Children’s Defense Fund founder Marian Wright Edelman wrote, “Our collective national trauma 
and anguish around these profound concerns present an opportunity to reimagine our future to 
ensure justice and joy and protection for all children remain at the center. This time of upheaval 
invites us not to return to the past, but to envision and begin to work together toward that better 
future every child deserves free of poverty, free of preventable violence, and free of political 
leadership heedless of the needs of all of our people and the guiding principles of our nation of 
equal justice and care for all.” On this Children’s Shabbat, let us reimagine our future as one of justice 
and joy for all children. The Rebbes of Chabad would say: “As one establishes oneself on Shabbat 
B’reishit, the Shabbat of Beginning, so goes the rest of the year.” Let us hope that it is so and join 
together in the spirit of tikkun olam for the sake of our children. Shabbat shalom. 

Our Children, Our Builders
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Rabbi Eleazer said in the name of Rabbi Hanina: Students of Torah increase peace in the world, as 
the prophet Isaiah said: “All your children shall be taught by Adonai, and your children shall increase 
peace.” Do not read the word as banayikh, “your children,” but rather as bonayikh, “your builders.” 

May those who love your Torah find great peace; may they not stumble. 

May there be peace within your walls, tranquility in your citadels. 

Y’hi shalom b’heilekh, shalvah b’arm’notayikh

For the sake of my brothers and friends, I pray for peace in your midst. 

L’manan ahai v’rei-ai, adabrah na shalom bakh. 

For the sake of the house of Adonai our God, I seek your welfare.

L’maan beit Adonai eloheinu, avakshah tov lakh. 

May God grant strength to God’s people; may God grant God’s people peace. 

Adonai oz l’amo yiten, Adonai y’varekh et am ova-shalom. 

(Babylonian Talmud, Berakhot 64a)

If Not Now, When? 

“He used to say: If I am not for myself, who will be for me? And if I am for myself, what am I? And 
if not now, when.” Judaism is about radical impatience. When we know what is just and good, we 
must act immediately. While we do not expect the world to change overnight, we nonetheless still 
act with alacrity against injustice and all forms of evil. (Pirkei Avot: A Social Justice Commentary by 
Rabbi Dr. Shmuly Yanklowitz, p. 44-45)

Vigilance and Participation

“Beware of those in power, for they bring people close only to fulfill their own needs; they act 
friendly when it benefits them, but they do not stand by someone in their time of need.” Democracy 
has its own set of drawbacks. Majority rule can inflict untold damage on unprotected minorities. 
When the majority chooses an unfit leader, there can be dire consequences. He can have authority 
without the true qualities of leadership. Those who seek formal authority and rely upon it as their 
primary mode of management often get trapped by becoming seduced by the attractions of power. 
To keep their authority, they climb over others to get ahead. Constant vigilance and participation in 
the system are the only safeguards. (Pirkei Avot: A Social Justice Commentary, pp 69-70)

To Dream in League with God

At the beginning of all action is an inner vision in which things to be are experienced as real. 
Prayer, too, is frequently an inner vision, an intense dreaming for God—the reflection of the Divine 
intentions in the soul of man. We dream of a time “when the world will be perfected under the 
Kingdom of God, and all the children of flesh will call upon Thy name, when Thou wilt turn unto 
Thyself all the wicked of the earth.”[7] We anticipate the fulfillment of the hope shared by both 
God and man. To pray is to dream in league with God, to envision His holy visions. (Rabbi Abraham 
Joshua Heschel, “Prayer” in Review of Religion vol. 9 no. 2, January 1945) 
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Reflections after the Aleinu

Rejoice in the everlasting creation, Give praise to the greatness of the world! Divine glory is revealed 
in the heavens above, and in the earth below. Yet creation is never ended, and the universe never full. 
Potential is unrealized, promises unfulfilled. Our place is to affirm the present, even as we commit 
to the future, through the ideals of sacred living, as revealed in our sacred Teaching. (Chaim Stern, 
adapted, in Mishkan T’filah, p. 589)

For the Children

The rising hills, the slopes,
of statistics
lie before us. 
the steep climb
of everything going up, 
up, as we all 
go down. 

In the next century
or the one beyond that,
they say, 
are valleys, pastures, 
we can meet there in peace
if we make it. 

To climb these coming crests
one word to you, to
you and your children:
 stay together
 learn the flowers
 go light

(Gary Snyder)

Sermon Notes for Children’s Shabbat
Notes on the Torah Portion Shabbat B’reishit

The Shabbat after Simchat Torah is Shabbat B’reishit — “Shabbat of Beginning.” As we reimagine 
our future to assure justice and joy for all children, on this Children’s Shabbat that is also the Shabbat 
of Beginning, we may consider not only our commitments and actions for this Shabbat or the week 
ahead, but indeed for the whole year to come. What will we begin that moves us closer to a future a 
justice for all children? What will we do to ensure that all children live lives of joy? 
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Children’s Shabbat and the Celebration  
of Family and Relationship

As Tamar Cohn Eskenazi observes in The Woman’s Torah Commentary, “Genesis is a book of 
beginnings, birthings, and blessings. It depicts the origin of humankind as a family, and then 
follows the development of one particular family….After a brief yet crucial description of how God 
creates an orderly world and its inhabitants (1:1-2:3), the book persistently focuses on families. The 
first part (Genesis 1-11) provides an overview of the human family as a whole, establishing the unity 
of all people while also accounting for diversity and dispersion. These early chapters depict human 
development as a series of transgressions and transformations in which both God and humankind 
discover and develop their relationship”. (p. 1)

Reflecting on B’reishit, Eskenazi writes, “Who are we? The question is answered in the first portion 
of Genesis as follows: We are God’s prized creation, inhabiting a good world that God has made. We 
are a constellation of four relationships: with the earth from whence we came and whither we return 
(Genesis 2), with each other as women and men equally blessed and jointly commissioned to care 
for the world (Genesis 1), with the animal world toward which we have responsibility (Genesis 1 and 
2) and with God in whose image we are made (Genesis 1) and whose breath animates us (Genesis 2). 
Human disobedience complicates these relationships but does not destroy them.” (p. 3)

Disappointments and Decisions to Act for Renewal 

The parashah begins and ends with points that call us for reflection and response. Eskenazi notes, 
“Genesis 1 emphasizes the power of language and the reality of goodness. Humankind is embedded 
in a larger world over which God reigns supreme, but within which human beings can and do play a 
unique, decisive role.” (p. 3) 

She writes, “The parashah concludes at a nadir, with God’s disappointment in humankind when 
violence corrupts goodness (6:6). However, the text also makes clear the possibility of renewal 
despite decline (a theme throughout the Bible). Goodness and connectedness persist.” (p. 3)

This year has been a nadir in so many ways as we have contended with a global pandemic, more 
visible and violent examples of systemic racism and police brutality, economic devastation and 
the loss of jobs and houses. Children and young people have experienced disrupted schooling and 
disappointments as long-anticipated celebrations—birthday parties, b’nai mitzvot, graduations—
were postponed or radically changed. Rabbi Abraham Joshua Heschel offered these wise words: 
“I would say to young people a number of things…I would say let them remember that there is 
meaning beyond absurdity. Let them be sure that every little deed counts, that every word has 
power, and that we can, everyone, do our share to redeem the world in spite of all absurdities and all 
the frustrations and disappointments.” (Rabbi Abraham Joshua Heschel, as quoted in 1 + 1 = 3: And 37 
Other Mitzvah Principles to Live By, by Danny Siegel)

Despite disappointments and decline, we do hold fast to the promise of renewal and reminder that 
“goodness and connectedness persist.” So despite social distancing, how might we affirm goodness 
and strengthen connectedness? On this Children’s Shabbat, what ways might we reach out to work 
for justice and compassion, to work for the well-being of children? How can we bring more joy and 
justice to all children in the future? 
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Our Children, Our Builders

Rabbi Shai Held, in The Heart of Torah Vol. I: Essays on the Weekly Torah Portion: Genesis and 
Exodus, lifts up two themes in the parashah which connect to Children’s Shabbat. First, Rabbi Held 
considers “What Can Human Beings Do, and What Can’t They? Or, Does the Torah Believe  
in Progress.” 

The Torah asks us to embrace complexity, and to reject one dimensional understandings of 
human potential. On the one hand, people are given awesome responsibility: We are asked to 
give shape to our own lives; are summoned to work for the flourishing of all creation; are given 
vast room to create and develop culture and civilization; and are beckoned by God to participate 
in building the kind of world God dreams of. And yet God is anything but naïve, and the Bible 
does not hold inane ideas about human progress or an inherent goodness of humanity. The 
Jewish view is neither that human beings are inherently good nor that we are inherently bad. 
The Jewish view is that human beings are inherently complicated, pulled in many directions at 
once, capable of breathtaking kindness as well as horrific cruelty and staggering indifference….

Judaism’s view is that we are called to be world builders; God believes in our ability to renew 
ourselves, and to make real and deep contributions to realizing a more just, decent, and 
compassionate world. Participating in those grand visions, in fact, is a large part of what it 
means to be human. But we are all also asked to live with our eyes open, in full view of just how 
complicated both we and the world are, and thus how hard and elusive moral progress really is. 
We can and must improve ourselves; but we cannot perfect ourselves. We can and must improve 
the world; but we cannot perfect it. That’s part of what it means to wait for the Messiah rather 
than pretend that we are the Messiah. But waiting for the Messiah is not an excuse for fatalism 
or despair. On the contrary, we wait by working, and building, and dedicating our lives to causes 
and realities greater than ourselves.” (p. 6) 

These reflections offer a powerful connection to the theme of the 2020 Children’s Sabbath, 
“Reimagining Our Future: Justice and Joy for All Children,” and invite us to recall the familiar passage 
from Babylonian Talmud, Berakhot 64a: 

Rabbi Eleazer said in the name of Rabbi Hanina: Students of Torah increase peace in the world, 
as the prophet Isaiah said: “All your children shall be taught by Adonai, and your children shall 
increase peace.” Do not read the word as banayikh, “your children,” but rather as bonayikh  
“your builders.” 

How can we all—children, youths, and adults—respond with renewed commitment on this 
Children’s Shabbat to God’s beckoning to “participate in building the kind of world God dreams of”? 
What might that look like in our efforts as individuals, families, and a congregation? How can we 
build a future in which no child is living in poverty, lifting the one in five children who are currently 
impoverished in our rich nation? How can we build a future in which, as God dreams and Dr. King 
proclaimed, no child is judged by the color of their skin, dismantling the systemic racism that still 
plagues our nation more than fifty years after Dr. King’s death? How can we build a future that 
embodies the love, justice, peace, and compassion of which God dreams? 
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Engaging in Democracy

In a second essay on the parashah, “Created in God’s Image: Ruling for God,” Rabbi Held offers 
insights especially pertinent for the Children’s Shabbat in an election year. Rabbi Held notes: 

The Torah’s assertions that every human being is created in the image of God is a repudiation 
of the idea, so common in the ancient world, that some people are simply meant to rule over 
others. If everyone is royalty, then on some level, when it comes to the interpersonal and political 
spheres, no one is. (p. 8) 

Reflecting on the Torah’s ideal of kingly behavior, Held writes: 

Ezekiel reports that the prophet is sent by God to castigate the kings of Israel, who are intended 
to be like “shepherds” to Israel, but who instead tend only to themselves. “You have not sustained 
the weak,” Ezekiel charges, “healed the sick, or bandaged the injured; you have not brought 
back the strayed, or looked for the lost; but you have driven them with harsh rigor.” (Ezek. 34:1-
6) Selfish rulers who do not care for the lost, ill, and vulnerable come in for God’s withering 
disapproval. (p. 9)

 The 2020 Children’s Shabbat encourages us all to engage as fully and intentionally as possible 
in our democracy, guided by the deep values of our faith. Our responsibility in this democracy does 
not end, of course, on election day. We have not only the opportunity but the responsibility to use 
our voices—as adults, youths and children—to tell our elected representatives how we expect them 
to lead, with care especially for the youngest, most impoverished, ill, and vulnerable. 

Sermon Notes for Children’s Shabbat by Rabbi Jack Moline on B’reishit is  
linked here: 

A D’var Torah on B’reishit by Tamar Cohn Eskenazi is linked here: https://reformjudaism.org/
learning/torah-study/torah-commentary/relationships-responsibility-and-renewal

Haftarah for B’reishit: Isaiah 42:5-43:10

The Haftarah for B’reishit, Isaiah 42:5-43:10, offers some powerful connections to the Torah portion 
and to the 2020 Children’s Sabbath theme, “Reimagining Our Future: Justice and Joy for All 
Children.” 

Isaiah 42:5-7 underscores both God as creator who has given us breath and spirit, and people 
as created by God for special responsibility to the world (to, as Plaut in The Torah: A Modern 
Commentary puts it, “guide it to unity, peace, and justice.”) 

Verse 9, “My earlier promises have come to pass, and now I tell you new things; before they appear, 
I tell you of them,” invites us to reimagine our future in light of God’s intentions for justice and 
compassion, to see an end to poverty, injustice, racism, and oppression which has not yet been 
seen or fully realized. What difference would it make to lean into what is possible rather than what 
currently exists? To move forward with hope rather than remain stuck in despair? To aspire rather 
than settle? 

Isaiah 43:5-7 summons the image of the restoration of the children, the exiled: 

Have no fear, for I am with you; 
I will bring your offspring from the east, 

https://reformjudaism.org/learning/torah-study/torah-commentary/relationships-responsibility-and-renewal
https://reformjudaism.org/learning/torah-study/torah-commentary/relationships-responsibility-and-renewal
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I will gather you in from the west, 
to the north I will say: Give back! 
and to the south: Do not hold back! 
Bring My sons from afar, 
My daughters from the ends of the earth—
All who are called by My name, 
Whom I created for My glory, 
Whom I formed and made…” 

What might such an ingathering look like in our day? Would it be the return of the thousands 
of children languishing in adult jails? Would it be the reunion of children separated from their 
parents at the border? Would it be a transformed criminal justice system that incarcerated 
fewer parents? Would it be community and congregational support for young people who have 
aged out of the foster care system? Would it be more CDF Freedom Schools® Programs https://
www.childrensdefense.org/programs/cdf-freedom-schools/ sponsored by synagogues and other 
congregations working together? What is the restoration that God calls us to envision and then 
embody?

Children’s Shabbat at Home
As many synagogues won’t yet be gathering in person, some families may be celebrating Children’s 
Shabbat at home. The following is a simple outline to offer families for at-home Children’s Sabbath 
gatherings: 

Shabbat Candle-Lighting on Children’s Shabbat

We light these Shabbat candles in hope, 

believing we can make things better for all children.  

We light these Shabbat candles for justice, 

 determined to make things fair for all children. 

We light these Shabbat candles with joy, 

grateful for the gift of our family.

We light these Shabbat candles inviting peace, 

 to prepare us to be God’s partners in repairing the world. 

Shabbat shalom. 

Greeting the Heavenly Guests: Shalom Aleikhem

Blessing Those at Our Table
Mi Ha-Ish: Who Is the Person
Who is the person who desires life, loving what is good all one’s days? 
One who guards the tongue from evil, the lips from speaking deceitfully, 
Departs from evil and does good, seeks peace and pursues it. 

https://www.childrensdefense.org/programs/cdf-freedom-schools/
https://www.childrensdefense.org/programs/cdf-freedom-schools/
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Mi ha-ish he-hafetz hayim, ohev yamim lirot tov. 
Netzor l’shon’kha meira u-s’fatekha mi-dabeir mirmah. 
Sur meira va-aseh tov, bakesh shalom v’rodfeihu. 

Table Talk: Invite each person to take turns saying something good they can do to help a child or 
many children or to work for peace. (Provide additional prompts with very young children.)

Blessing the Children

For Blessing the Children, parents may wish to 1) use the traditional blessings for a boy and for a girl; 
2) use the gender-neutral version of the blessing from Keshet; or 3) in addition to, or as an alternative 
to, the traditional Blessing the Children, write a unique blessing for each of your children. (One 
powerful example is “A Blessing for My Queer Daughter for Friday Nights” by Rabbi Hara Person, 
with Liya Recthman and Rabbi Hilly Haber in Mishkan Ga’avah: Where Pride Dwells: A Celebration of 
LGBTQ Jewish Life and Ritual)

A gender-neutral version of the traditional Blessing for the Children, using both the male and female 
ancestors:

May God make you like Sarah, Rebecca, Rachel, Leah, Ephraim and Menashe. 
May the Holy One bless you and keep you. 
May the Holy One shine light upon you and be gracious to you. 
May the Holy One turn towards you and give you peace.

Y’simkhol Elohim k’sarah, rivka, rakhel leah ephraim u’menashe.

Yivarekhekhol Adonay v’yishmarekhol.

Ya’er Adonay panav elekhol v’yihunekhol

Yisa Adonay panav elekhol vayasem lekhol shalom
(From: https://www.keshetonline.org/resources/queer-chosen-family-blessing-for-the-children/)

Kiddush for Shabbat Evening

Hand Washing

During this time of pandemic, we have become accustomed to handwashing as a repetitive chore, 
for some a source of anxiety. Even the tradition of hand washing for Friday night can be performed 
without much reflection. 
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Tonight invite children to wash the hands of the adults, and the adults to wash the hands of the 
children. (This can be done at the sink, or ahead of time gather a large basin, pitcher of water, soap, 
and towel.) Take your time, hold the other’s hands lovingly, wash them, dry them, look at them, 
and take turns sharing what qualities you see in the one whose hands you hold—for instance, love, 
tenderness, courage, caring, strength, creativity, or anything that comes to mind. There are no right 
or wrong answers. (Thanks to Dr. Patrick Reyes of the Forum for Theological Exploration and his son 
Asher for developing and modeling this ritual for an online CDF gathering.) 

Some have the custom of raising their hands after washing them and reciting “Lift your hands 
toward the holy, and bless Adonai” (Psalm 134:2) in addition to the b’rakhah. For this Children’s 
Shabbat adaptation of the ritual, you may wish to say instead: 

“Lift your hands toward the holy, and bless Adonai by using your [name the characteristic that 
was previously identified as a gift the person has] to create a future of justice and joy for all 
children.” 

Then recite the b’rakhah: 

Barukh atah Adonai, our God, sovereign of time and space, 
Who has provided us with a path to holiness through the 
Observance of mitzvot and has instructed us to wash our hands. 

Barukh atah Adonai, eloheinu melekh ha-olam, 
Asher kid’shanu b’mitzvotav v’tzivanu al n’tilat yadayim. 

Hamotzi: Breaking Bread
If possible, purchase or bake extra challot to give to a neighbor, friend, or—if arrangements can be 
made—a program serving low-income families. Invite children to write cards or decorate bags for the 
loaves. 

Dinner Discussion: Reimagining Our Future: Justice and Joy for All Children

Invite conversation during dinner about the Children’s Shabbat and its theme “Reimagining 
Our Future: Justice and Joy for All Children.” The nature of the questions and the length of the 
conversation will of course depend on the ages of children. Use or adapt some of the following 
questions or come up with those that fit your family best: 

•   Why do you think our family and our congregation participate in Children’s Shabbat? 
•   What has been hard about these past months for you? 
•   What ways has this been a hard time for other children and families? What has been unfair or 

unjust? What has made children sad or not feel joy? 
•   What can we do as a family to make things more fair for the children and families who are 

having the hardest time? 
•   What can we do as a family to help children who are having the hardest time feel more joy or 

happiness? 
•   When you imagine the future God wants for all children and families, what is it like?  

Can you see a picture in your mind or describe it to us? 
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Birkat Hamazon, Blessing After Eating

Depending on your family’s practice, after dinner say the Birkat Hamazon in Hebrew or English, or 
the English version below adapted for Children’s Shabbat. 

A song for the journey. When Adonai brings back justice and shalom to our people, we see it as 
a dream, we will laugh, and sing for joy. People will say, “Adonai has done great things for them!” 
Adonai will do great things for us and we shall rejoice. Make things better again, God, like a river of 
goodness. People who cried with sadness will sing songs of joy. People who cried with sadness, but 
still tried to prepare for the future, will come back with songs of joy and good things to share. 

One: Let us praise God. 
All: Praised be the name of God, now and forever!
One: Praised be the name of God, now and forever! 
Praised be God, who has given us plenty to eat. 
All: Praised be our God, who has given us plenty to eat, and by whose goodness we live. 
One: Praised be our God, who has given us plenty to eat, and by whose goodness we live. Praised be 
God and praised be God’s name. 

All: God, ruler of the universe, we praise You: 
Your goodness sustains the world. 
You are the God of grace, love, and compassion, the Source of bread for all who live; for Your love is 
everlasting. 
In Your great goodness we need never lack for food; You provide food enough for all. 
On this Children’s Shabbat, strengthen us to work for change, so that the food You provide is shared 
fairly among all people, so no child is hungry. 
We praise You, O God, Source of Food for all who live. 

As it is written: When you have eaten and are satisfied, 
Give praise to your God who has given you this good earth. 
We praise You, O God, for the earth and for its sustenance. 

Let Jerusalem and all the cities be renewed in our time. 
We praise You, Adonai, in compassion You rebuild Jerusalem. 
Help us to be Your builders to make our cities strong. Amen. 

Merciful One, be our God forever. 
Merciful One, heaven and earth alike are blessed by Your presence. 
Merciful One, bless this house and this table at which we have eaten. 
Merciful One, send us tiding of Elijah, glimpses of good to come, redemption and consolation—
helping those who are sad be comforted. 
Merciful One, help us to see the coming of a time when all is Shabbat. 
Merciful One, help us see the coming of a time when all is good. 
Merciful One, on this Children’s Shabbat, help us reimagine our future as one in which all children 
have justice and joy. 
May the Source of peace grant peace.
To us, to all children, to all Israel, and to all the world. 

May Adonai grant strength to our people 
so we can make a difference for children and for justice. 
May Adonai bless our people with peace. 


