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Letter to Grownups
When you think of Jews, what do you picture? What do they eat? What language do they speak? How do they dress?
What makes them unique?
There are so many ways to be Jewish, and so many different Jewish cultures around the world. Today there are
over 13,000,000 Jews living in at least 120 different countries.1 Each of these Jewish communities has its own traditions
and its own way of life. Jews come from a myriad of different backgrounds representing a wealth of races, ethnicities,
socioeconomic classes, and almost any other form of diversity you can imagine. Moreover, Jews around the world
often maintain their Jewish identity while mixing with and embracing the cultures of the environments they live in. This
diversity is one of the things that makes Judaism so special. We are all one people, but we have so many different stories.
The Talmud (a book of rabbinic opinions about Jewish laws and stories codified around 500 C.E.) teaches: all Israel
is responsible for each other.2 We have the responsibility to learn about each other, to care for each other by celebrating
our similarities and our differences. We have the power to ensure that no Jewish experience is championed as better or
more authentic than any other. After all, there is no one right way to be Jewish.
The purpose of this guide is to help you and your children explore the diversity in the Jewish community. In
engaging with the diversity of world Jewry, we affirm that there is no one way to look, eat, dress, or be Jewish. While our
guide offers snapshots into the lives of Jews around the world, there are many Jewish experiences not represented here.
Moreover, the portrayals of Judaism here show the experience of some of the Jews in the communities represented, but
within each community, there are many different ways people relate to their Judaism.
In your own home, you have the right to be Jewish the way you feel most comfortable. We believe that exposing
children to the rich diversity that exists within Judaism helps emphasize the idea that there is no right way to be Jewish.
We hope that this guide will lead to rich discussions and affirmation of the choices your family makes about Jewish living.
Perhaps by learning about the cultures of Jews from around the world, you will even find something new that speaks to
you.
Our goal is to celebrate the many different ways one can be Jewish, honoring the authentic Jewish experiences of
every member of our people. We hope this global Jewish adventure will spark conversations within your family about
your own culture, traditions, and authentic Jewish experience.
Robert B. Barr, Rabbi
Isaama Stoll, Rabbinic Intern
1

Institute of Jewish Community Research.

2

Shevuot 39a, a page of a tractate of the Babylonian Talmud.
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Am Yisrael: One Big Jewish Family
The world is a huge place and there are Jewish people EVERYWHERE!
Anywhere you go around the world—in every neighborhood, every city, and every country—people
are different. People wear different clothes, eat different food, listen to different music, and play
different games. Our differences make us special.
As Jews we like to think of ourselves as one HUGE family spread all around the world. We call our
family Am Yisrael, the people of Israel. We care about each other and have a responsibility to show
one another love and respect.
Just like in any family, no two people in our Am Yisrael family are exactly alike. We look different,
we speak differently, and we have different stories. There is no one right way to be Jewish. Our Am
Yisrael family is made up of so many cool people—and we love being different!
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Where Jews Live
Jews live in all sorts of different places around the world. The place where you live shapes who you
are, what you wear, what you eat, and what you do for fun. These are four of the many types of
places where Jews live.

City
Some Jews live in big cities in apartments or houses that are very close together. They travel by taxis and
buses and live near lots of different people. In America three of the big cities Jews live in are New York, Los
Angeles, and Chicago. In these cities, there are lots of synagogues, Jewish community centers, and even
Jewish theaters and sports leagues. Jews in these cities can find food and music from all around the world
within blocks of where they live.

Suburb
Many Jews also live in suburbs. In the suburbs, families usually live in a house with a yard. People in the
suburbs drive cars to get to work, school, and the grocery store. Sometimes Jews in the suburbs live in
neighborhoods with lots of other Jews; sometimes they don’t. Like Jews in cities, many suburban Jewish
communities have Jewish community centers, synagogues, or other places where Jews can meet up and hang
out.

Rural
Some Jews live in rural communities far away from cities and other people. Many rural Jews have farms or
ranches. In rural communities, you have to travel much farther to get to places like school, the grocery store,
or even your neighbor’s house. Jews in rural places may not know Jews other than the ones in their family, or
they may have only connected with other Jews through the Internet or when driving far from home.

Kibbutz
Sometimes Jews in Israel live on a kibbutz. This is a special type of Jewish community where many different
families live and work together. In the city or the suburbs, each family has its own kitchen, bedrooms, cars,
and money. On a kibbutz you share everything. Everyone eats together in a big dining hall and people take
turns cooking for the whole community. On some kibbutzim (plural of kibbutz), kids don’t sleep in a house
with their parents. Instead, all the kids sleep in one big cabin together. Usually a kibbutz has a farm where
they take care of animals and grow food to eat. Everyone has to help out to make sure all the work gets done.
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What Jews Look Like
Here are links to photographs of people around the world. Click on each link and
see if you can identify those in each of the pictures who are Jewish.
Ugandan men
Chinese Jewish women
Children lighting menorah
Redheads
JCC baseball team
Yemenite family
This is a trick! All of those people are Jewish!
A Jew can have brown eyes, blue eyes, or even hazel eyes. Some Jews have curly hair, others
have straight hair, and some don’t have any hair at all. A Jew can be blonde, brunette, or
redhead. A Jew can be Hispanic, black, white, Asian, Indian, or any other race. Jews can have
small noses or big noses, round faces or long faces, big foreheads, or bushy eyebrows. There
are lots of different ways to look Jewish.
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What Jews Wear
Jews wear different clothing based on the different regions of the world in which they live. We wear
different clothing for different occasions. We dress differently if we are going to school than if we
are going to the beach, a wedding, or a funeral. What we wear can say a lot about us. Our clothing
can tell people where we are from and what we are about to do, and sometimes it can even show
that we are Jewish. Here are some fun facts and terms about what Jews around the world wear.
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What Jews Wear
(cont.)

In certain Jewish communities from Yemen,
women wear very elaborate headdresses on
special occasions. This is a Yemenite-Jewish
woman on her wedding day.

To see a Yemenite woman wearing a
headress, click on this link:
http://www.nationalgeographic.
com/125/photos/explore-weddings/
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Many Jewish Women in India wear saris,
especially on special occasions. A sari is
made from colorful cloth that is wrapped
around a woman’s shoulder and tied at the
waist.

To see an Indian woman in a sari, click
on this link:
http://forward.com/culture/306429/
searching-for-my-indian-jewish-familyfrom-secret-societies-to-bollywood
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What Jews Wear
(cont.)

Check out these Greek Jewish women in their
snazzy velvet vests.

Greek women in vests:
http://www.timesofisrael.com/greecesromaniote-jews-face-extinction-70years-after-auschwitz/
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Jews from many Middle Eastern and North
African countries wear a kefiyeh. This scarf
is more commonly worn today by Muslims.
A kefiyeh is worn around a person’s neck or
head to keep off the hot desert sun.

To see someone wearing a kefiyeh,
click here:
http://shemspeed.com/original-israelikeffiyeh-design-back-shop/
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What Jews Wear
(cont.)

A gabbi is a traditional cloth Ethiopian men
wrap themselves in. These Ethiopian Jewish
leaders called kessim wear the gabbi, a
large white head covering, and a large
cloak called a netela.

Ethiopian kessim:
http://www.timesofisrael.com/rivlinisrael-still-has-to-right-wrongs-forethiopian-community/
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In certain parts of the world, it is common
for Jewish children to go to Jewish schools.
This is the Jewish school uniform that
children in Australia wear.

Australian kids:
http://www.jta.org/2016/02/22/newsopinion/world/melbourne-jewish-dayschool-supports-same-sex-marriage++
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What Jews Eat
Food is an important part of Jewish culture. Almost every major Jewish festival and celebration in
Judaism includes a big meal. Some Jewish families have passed down recipes for generations. The
foods we eat are shaped by the regions of the world we live in and the other cultures that surround
us. While some Jews eat hotdogs and bagels, others eat borscht or injera. A great way to get to know
other ways people practice Judaism is by eating their food. So ready or nosh, here we come!
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Fun Jewish Recipes from
Around the World
Arepas (serves 4) - To learn more go to https://www.bonappetit.com/recipe/arepas
Recipe by Ryan Pera, Coltivare Pizza & Garden, Houston
This snack is a favorite among the Jews of Colombia and
Venezuela. It is easy to make and will leave you wanting
more.
2 cups of precooked cornmeal
2½ cups warm water
2 teaspoons kosher salt
2 tablespoons vegetable oil
Desired fillings (such as stewed black beans with cheese
and lime, corn salad with onion and fresh herbs, or any
shredded meat of your choosing for serving)
Combine cornmeal and salt in a medium bowl. Make a well in
the center and add 2½ cups warm water. Using a wooden spoon,
gradually incorporate dry ingredients, stirring until no dry
lumps remain. Let rest 5 minutes to hydrate. Knead dough a few
times in the bowl, then divide into 8 pieces. Roll each piece on a
work surface into a ball, then gently flatten to about ½″ thick.
Heat 1 Tbsp. oil in a large nonstick skillet over medium heat. Add
4 arepas, cover, and cook until golden brown, 6–8 minutes.
Uncover, flip, and cook (keep uncovered) until the other side
is golden brown, 6–8 minutes. Transfer arepas to a wire rack.
Repeat with remaining 1 Tbsp. oil and dough. Split arepas and
stuff with desired fillings.
© Congregation Beth Adam 2017
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Fun Jewish Recipes from
Around the World (cont.)
Indian Halva - To learn more go to
http://www.myjewishlearning.com/recipe/
indian-carrot-cardamom-halvah/

Jødekager—Danish Jewish Cookie (3 dozen) - To learn more
go to http://www.tabletmag.com/scroll/220483/denmarksjewish-christmas-cookie - Recipe by Leah Koenig.

Halva is a dessert eaten by Jews around the world. Try
this Indian halva as a new sweet treat!

16 tablespoons (2 quarter-pound sticks) unsalted butter
¾ cup sugar
1 egg
2½ cups flour
½ teaspoon salt
1 teaspoon baking powder
1 egg white, lightly beaten
¼ cup cinnamon and ¼ cup granulated sugar combined

pinch salt
½ cup golden raisins
1/3 cup sugar
½ teaspoon ground cardamom
1 pound carrots, peeled and grated
1½ cups heavy cream
Combine carrots, cream, raisins, sugar, and cardamom
in a heavy-bottomed saucepan. Bring to a boil, reduce
heat to medium-low, and cover halfway with a lid.
Cook, stirring occasionally, until most of the liquid has
evaporated, about 30 minutes. Uncover completely and
stir until all of the liquid has evaporated. The carrots will
be completely soft and cooked through with the cream
and a shiny sheen coating each piece. It is better to have
a bit of extra cream left in the pot than to risk scorching
the bottom of the mixture. Serve at room temperature or
warm. When reheating, add a splash of cream if needed to
reach the pudding consistency. Store for up to 10 days in
the refrigerator in an airtight container.
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Cream the butter and sugar together by using an electric mixer set at medium
speed or by beating them with a wooden spoon until light and fluffy. Beat in the
egg. Sift together the flour, salt, and baking powder and beat into the creamed
butter, ½ cup at a time. Continue to beat until thoroughly mixed. Then form
into a ball, wrap in wax paper, and chill for several hours. Preheat the oven to
400°F. Divide the chilled dough in thirds. On a lightly floured pastry board, roll
out each third of the dough into a circle about 1/8″ inch thick. Using a 2- or
3-inch cookie cutter, cut the dough into rounds. Gather up the excess dough,
roll it out again, and cut out additional rounds. Lay the rounds side by side on
a lightly greased cookie sheet, and, with a pastry brush, spread the tops lightly
with the beaten egg white. Then sprinkle with the cinnamon-sugar mixture.
Bake 2 sheets of cookies at a time in the center of the oven for about 8 minutes.
Remove from the oven and, with a spatula, immediately transfer the cookies to a
cake rack. Let them cool thoroughly before storing them in airtight tins.
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Fun Jewish Recipes from
Around the World (cont.)
Chinese Dumplings (Serves 6–8) - To learn more go to http://www.jpost.com/Food-Index/TheJewish-Palate-The-legendary-Jews-of-Kaifeng-China - Recipe by Chef Dennis Wasko
Dough:
2 cups organic all-purpose flour
½ teaspoon kosher salt
½ cup warm water (about)
Filling:
1 pound ground beef chuck or chopped vegetables
2 teaspoons Asian-style chili sauce
5 scallions, chopped
½ cup cilantro, chopped
2 tablespoons ginger, grated
1½ teaspoons kosher salt
¾ teaspoon ground black pepper

To cook:
These dumplings are traditionally steamed, but they are
also great fried.
To steam, oil a steamer basket and arrange dumplings so
they are not touching each other. Cover the steamer basket.
Steam over boiling water about 15 minutes. Continue
cooking in batches until all dumplings have been steamed.
To fry, heat a large pot with about 3 inches of vegetable
oil to 350 degrees. Fry the dumplings in batches until they
are golden brown. Remove from the oil and drain on paper
towels.

To make the dough, mix the flour and salt together. Add enough
water to make a firm but not dry dough. Knead until smooth.
Cover and let rest for 1 hour. While the dough is resting, make
the filling. Just mix all of the filling ingredients together in a
bowl. Divide the dough into 24 equal pieces and roll into 4-inch
circles. Place about 1 tablespoon of filling in the center of each
circle and pull up the sides until they meet at the top. Squeeze
together and give a little twist. Continue doing this until all
dumplings are filled. Keep finished dumplings loosely covered so
they don’t dry out.
© Congregation Beth Adam 2017
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I Love Being Jewish
If you can name a language, there is probably a Jew who can speak it. There is no one Jewish
language because Jews are everywhere and they speak the language of the land they live in.
Nonetheless, many Jews have a special relationship to the Hebrew language because historically it
was one of the main languages of Ancient Israel. Even if they do not speak the same language, many
Jews know a few words in Hebrew. We may all live our Judaism differently, but we all love being
Jewish. Here is how you say, “I love being Jewish” to the Jews of the world.

Italian: Mi piace essere ebreo
Spanish: Me encanta ser judío
French: J’aime être juif
Hebrew: [ אני אוהב להיות יהודיAni ohev lihiot Yehudi]
Arabic:  [ اﺣﺐ اﻟﯿﮭﻮدAna uhib al Yahood]
Chinese: 我喜欢犹太人 [Wo yi sheng wei you tai ren wei rong]
German: Ich liebe juden zu sein
Amharic: እኔ አይሁድ ኦኝ እር እውድቅስህ [Inay iynud nenye ina iwodewaiew]
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Discussion-Generating Activities
A Fun Activity to Explore Our Differences:
Take a survey of your family and friends. Did everyone have the same answers? How are you all alike?
How are you different? How does it make you feel to be similar or different to your family or friends?

Name
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Eye Color

Hair Color Favorite Song Favorite Food

Favorite Color

Page 14

Discussion-Generating Activities
(cont.)
You Are What You Eat
Compile your very own cultural cookbook. Fill it with recipes of all of your favorite foods. Write out the
ingredients and the steps of how to prepare the food. Draw pictures or take photographs of the dishes
you like to make.
Where do these foods come from? What do you like about them? What is the history of these recipes?
Are they part of your family history? From a great restaurant? From your imagination? Do your friends
and family eat these foods too? What does the food you like say about your history and your culture?
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Discussion Questions
1. In what ways do you express your Judaism? Do you express your Judaism through what
you eat? What you wear? What you value? How you treat other people? Is it important to
you that people know you are Jewish? Why or why not?
2. Have you ever had a time when you felt like you were different than everyone else or that
you did not belong? How did that make you feel? What did you do? What (if anything)
would you do differently if it happened again?
3. If you could visit anywhere in the world, where would it be? Why? Would you want to
meet other Jews there? What do you think they would be like?
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Jewish Diversity Songs
Wherever you go there’s always someone Jewish
–By Rabbi Larry Milder*

Am Yisrael Chai (Hebrew Song)

Wherever you go there’s always someone Jewish
You’re never alone when you say you’re a Jew
So when you’re not home
And you’re somewhere kind of ‘newish’
The odds are—don’t look far—
’Cause they’re Jewish, too.

Am Yisrael chai! Am Yisrael chai! Am Yisrael chai! (repeat x3)
Od Avinu Od Avinu Od Avinu Chai (repeat x3)
Od Avinu Chai!
עם ישראל חי עוד אבינו חי
The people of Israel lives! Our ancestor is still living!

Some Jews live in tents and some live in pagodas
And some Jews pay rent ’cause the city’s not free
Some Jews live on farms in the hills of Minnesota
And some Jews wear no shoes and sleep by the sea.
Amsterdam, Disneyland, Tel-Aviv—
Oh, they’re miles apart
But when we light the candles on Sabbath eve
We share in the prayer in each one of our hearts
And some Jews wear hats
And some Jews wear sombreros
And some wear kefiyehs to keep out the sun
Some Jews live on rice, and some live on potatoes
Or waffles, falafel, or hamburger buns.
Amsterdam, Disneyland, Tel-Aviv—
Oh, they’re miles apart
But when we light the candles on Sabbath eve
We share in the prayer in each one of our hearts.
Wherever you go there’s always someone Jewish
You’re never alone when you say you’re a Jew
So when you’re not home
And you’re somewhere kind of ‘newish’
The odds are—don’t look far—
’Cause they’re Jewish, too.
The odds are—don’t look far—
They’re Jews just like you.
*Used by permission of the author
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Coloring Book Pages
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