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( Welcome
Welcome to the “spiritual check-ups” designed and written for Hillel’s Joseph Meyerhoff Center for Jewish Learning by Rabbi Aryeh Ben David, Director of Spiritual Education at the Pardes Institute of Jewish Studies, Jerusalem.
In the same way that we all look after our bodies by having physical check-ups, these “spiritual check-ups” are designed to help students take care of their souls, and think about the things that give meaning to their lives.
These workshops are ready-made activities for use on campuses of all kinds. We hope that they will spark conversations, enrich the students with some experience of studying Jewish thought and help them feel connected to their Jewish identities.
All the workshops have been tested many times and run successfully on campuses all over North America and in Israel.

The spiritual check-ups in the series are:

· The Inner Voice

· Body and Soul

· Radical Amazement

· Preparing for Passover

They can be used in many ways; as a whole series focused on Jewish spirituality (the order in which you do the workshops is not important); as a curriculum for a retreat (choose 2 or 3 workshops over a Shabbat); as a one-time evening activity. They can also be broken up and the parts integrated into other activities. More ideas for how to adapt these activities is at the end of this document.

(Before the Session

1. Marketing and Targeting the Spirituality Check-Up

a. Which students would you like to participate in this session? Do you want your student board and other empowered students to have the opportunity to think deeply? Or are you going to use the topic of spirituality to attract students who don’t usually come to Jewish events? Have you thought about partnering with organizations on campus who are interested in spirituality?
b. Some students are attracted to the word “spirituality”, some are turned off. Make sure that you think about the words you use on the publicity. Don’t forget to tell people that this is a workshop that requires their full participation for the whole time (usually 3 hours). It is very disruptive for the whole group if people come late and leave early.
c. As with all Hillel events, students will be much more likely to come to this event if they have had personal contact with someone involved. Think about sending personalized invitations in advance, or calling people personally. This is the kind of event that requires the personal touch. You could also advertise that there will be dinner served, which makes it into a whole evening program.

2. Selecting a Location

Who are the students you are targeting? Where are they? Which location would be the best for them? Sometimes hosting events at Hillel will deter unaffiliated students from coming. Think about the best place to host the event, remembering that it should be comfortable and with a relaxed and quiet atmosphere.
3. Preparing the Room 
a. Most importantly – make sure that it doesn’t resemble a classroom.  Is the setting friendly?  Are the chairs in a circle?  Can you pull a couch into the circle?  Are there pillows on the floor to sit on?  Students walk into a classroom and automatically go into an academic mode of detachment.  We want a warm, inviting atmosphere to help them unwind, and maybe even open up their hearts. 
b. How is the lighting? Don’t try to make it too moodful or dark.  They’ll just fall asleep.
c. Is the room clean?  Are there any newspapers, magazines, or flyers lying around?  Coffee cups or candy wrappers?  Get rid of them.  We don’t want any distractions.
d. Do you have name tags?  This is very important.  Hopefully there will be some new faces and they won’t know each other.  It eliminates the feeling that there are “insiders” and “outsiders.”
e. Will you need a white board or an easel with markers that work?  Double check.
f. How about pens and paper for the writing exercise?  Or are they readily available?
g. Do you have the booklets copied and ready?  If you don’t have enough, are there enough to share?
h. Snacks?  Not essential but create a friendly atmosphere.  

(During the Spirituality Check-Up

1. Preparing to be the Facilitator

Nervous?  Relax.  Remember - it’s not about you.  

· You don’t have to dazzle them with your erudition or charisma.  

· You don’t have to be funny.  

· You don’t have to know everything.  

· You don’t have to have an answer for every question.  Remember that at the Pesach Seder we start off by asking four questions.  Then we read the Haggadah.  We only answer three of the questions, one of the questions we never answer.  

You just have to be personal and sincere.  Your job is to:

· Guide them through the booklet and facilitate the writing exercise in order to bring them to the personal chevruta (one-on-one dialogue) at the end, which always works, because it’s completely dependent on them.  

· Make sure that the evening keeps moving.  Don’t let it get bogged down.  Don’t let anyone monopolize the evening.
· Try to bring in people who appear to be on the outside, without drawing attention to the fact that they are an outsider, or that it is their first time.  

· Encourage people to ask questions, and help to make them inclusive so that everyone understands and can participate.

You can do it.  So relax and enjoy it.  If you are transformed by the workshop, then for sure it will work for everyone else. 

2. The Welcome 

Are the students seated comfortably?  Can you make eye contact with everyone?  

· Find the people who chose to sit on the outside.  They’re nervous.  They’re not sure if they really want to be here.  They’re checking things out.  They’re not just sitting on the outside; they’re emotionally on the outside.  They’re the most likely to leave.  

· Give them a big smile and bring them into the circle.  Start a conversation with them.  

Everyone seated?  Let’s get them talking.  Ask someone: “Why did you come here tonight?”
Just point and shoot.  Ask someone else.  Try to bring in the people who are looking distant.  It will help warm them up.  It should give you a feel of the crowd.

The students are coming from all different places – classes, sleeping in their rooms, exercise, coffee shop, etc.  Your job now is to bring them together and to help them focus on the program.  For this program to work, everyone will need to concentrate.  Look serious.  Even better, be serious.  

3. Get Personal
You, the facilitator, now have to set the tone by saying something personal about yourself.  If you don’t lead the way, then they will not fully engage.  

1. Talk about why this is an important subject for you.  Try to be as specific as possible.  Offer a moment – positive or challenging – that has affected your spiritual life.  It’s a great opportunity to deepen the bond you have with the students, and to show new students that you can create an engaging and welcoming space for them to discuss meaningful issues.  Most of their professors do not share their personal side.  

2. You’re giving them permission to bring their hearts and souls (not just their minds) to the activity.

3. Don’t (!) talk too long. Three minutes is plenty.  Remember, it’s not about you.  It’s about them.  You’re just the catalyst.
4. Timing and the Components of the Session
The program is relatively long, but each piece is crucial. You may need to tell students that they have to commit to staying the whole time. If they come late or leave early it will distract the whole group.
Think of the program as two 75-minute parts. (If there are less than 10 participants it will take less time.)
These are the elements of the program:

	Introduction 

The introduction is read by the participants; just follow along in the haggadah.

	15 minutes 

	Learning and Review of the Sources 
In small groups of 4 or 5. All you need to do is divide the participants into these groups, tell them to follow the directions in their haggadah, and the discussion will run itself.

	60 minutes

	Break (optional)

You might want to add a short game to lighten the mood and get people moving.

	

	Experiential Component  
An art or writing exercise which you facilitate (see the document entitled “experiential exercise” at the end of this facilitator’s guide) and which is then followed by sharing in small groups of 4 or 5. These need not be the same groups as the previous part.

	30 minutes

	Personal Chevruta
One-on-one dialogue between two participants. Encourage the participants to choose a partner from among the people they know the least.

	30 minutes

	Closing Words 
(the afikomen and anything else you want to add)

	15 minutes

	Total

	150 minutes


Your most important responsibility is to continually check the time.  Work backwards.  Figure out what time you want to finish.  Then subtract 15 minutes for closing words.  Then subtract 30 minutes for the personal chevruta.  Then subtract 30 minutes for the writing exercise and sharing.  Then subtract 5 minutes for a break.  That means that the second half of the program (writing, personal chevruta and closing) is 75 minutes.  So you can’t get bogged down during the first half of the program (introduction, chevruta on sources, and reading of booklet’s analysis of sources).  Remember - if you shorten the personal chevruta at the end the whole evening will be diminished.  That’s almost always the most powerful part of the evening.  It works well to have dinner for them beforehand.  Then the whole evening becomes 3 hours.  Typically we ran it from 6:30 – 9:30.  Don’t serve dinner in the middle; the program will lose its flow.  

(After the Session

One of the most important parts of these workshops is what you do afterwards. How are you going to capitalize on the success of the workshops? How can you involve these students in future activities? How can you build on their interest and energy? Even before the session starts, invest some time in thinking about what will happen afterwards. Here are some ideas of how to continue the connection with the students who participate.

Ideas for Follow-Up
a. Invite all those who participate to have coffee with a Hillel staff member in the week following the workshop. Call them up and make a date to talk about their interests and how this workshop affected them.

b. Encourage the students to start meeting on a regular (perhaps once a month), informal basis to learn and discuss issues of spirituality. They could meet in a dorm room and study together.

c. Invite other religious leaders in the campus community to join you for similar activities in the future. They make good partners for future events.

d. Think about planning a retreat based on similar activities, later in the year.

e. Encourage the students who participated this time to bring a friend to the next workshop, and to help organize and publicize.

f. Involve your Jewish student board, and lay board, in activities of this type. Brainstorm ways to integrate pieces of these spiritual check-ups into regular Hillel events (personal chevruta at a Friday night dinner or other events, etc.)

(Adapting and “tweaking” the spiritual workshops

The spiritual check-ups are written in a “haggadah” format, meaning that they are ready to use and don’t require any additional material. You simply take the “haggadah,” make copies for the participants, and start!

But, you should also feel free to take the material and adapt it to suit your needs, your students and your own personal style. Make it personal, add individual touches, and do whatever you need to make it work. The following are some ideas taken from things that other Hillel professionals have already done to make these workshops work for them.

a. Begin the whole evening with a moment of reflection. You could end with one too.

b. Dim the lights and have candles and chocolates to create a relaxed and welcoming atmosphere. You could also have pillows on the floor and soft music to start (although you won’t want it to distract you during the workshop itself).
c. Start with a nigun (a song without words).
d. Begin with a personal story about your life, your soul or a spiritual moment.
e. Ask a small number of students to share their spiritual moments at different times during the evening.
f. Ask everyone to write down a word describing how they feel at the start of the evening, and then do this again at the end, comparing how the feelings are different.
g. Have people introduce themselves by saying something about their souls.
h. Don’t be afraid to ask people to “just sit with this idea for a moment” if something interesting comes up. Ask them to reflect on this at the end.
i. Add an ice-breaker game at the start or in the middle.
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( Inner Voice
Experiential Component

Writing Exercise

For the Facilitator

( Supplies needed:

Just pens.  Blank sheets of paper should be in the haggadah booklet.

Warm-up:

1. Ready?  Pen in hand?  I’m going to say a word and without thinking, you’re going to write down the first 3 or 4 words that cross your mind.  No thinking.  We’re finished with thinking.  No filtering.  Just write.  [Facilitator: pick 5 words.  Some funny.  Maybe a celebrity or a kind of food.  Maybe something connected to their campus or city.  Last time I picked:  1. fun, 2. Madonna, 3. the name of their school, 4. ice-cream, 5. Mickey Mouse.]

2. Okay, now look at your list of words.  Everyone heard the same words but wrote down a different list.  Write 3 sentences using your words.  You can add on additional words.  It doesn’t have to make any sense.  Just have fun.  Throw the words together.  It’s just a warm-up.  Be silly if you want.

3. Finished?  Can we have a couple volunteers to read theirs?  

Actual: 

1. Now that we’re warmed up, this one counts.  Remember, no thinking.  Anyone caught thinking fails this workshop.  Pen ready?  Write the first few words that cross your mind when you hear the word:  

a. Prayer of the soul

b. Toxic stones around my heart.  

c. Complete this sentence:  “I am gifted because I _________________.”

d. Complete this sentence with the first words that cross your mind:  “I am spiritually stuck because ____________.”

e. This one is a bit different.  At the count of 3, each of us is going to yell out our name.  This will only work if all of us do it.  Yell it out.  Loudly.  Each of us our own name.  Then write the first things that come into your mind when you hear your own name.

2. Everyone finished? Everyone have their list?  Now we’re going to take 10 minutes, go wherever you like, look at your list, and write a few paragraphs.  Again, no thinking.  Let your list talk to you, just write.  To help everyone concentrate, let’s do it in silence.

3. Now I’m going to ask you to share what you wrote.  Why am I doing this?  In my opinion, we learn a tremendous amount from each other.  There is a lot of wisdom and experience in this room.  What one person wrote may very well help another person.  If you do not feel comfortable sharing what you wrote, then I want to encourage you to share part of what you wrote.  If you don’t feel comfortable doing that, then you can pass.  No one will be forced to share what they don’t feel comfortable with.  But I strongly want to encourage you to share. You may not think that what you wrote is special, but I guarantee you that it will resonate for others.  
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(First Reader:

( History of this Workshop

Aryeh Ben David, the writer of this workshop, explains what brought him to think about this subject:

I was in Milwaukee for my 40th birthday, spending Shabbat with the Hassidic Rabbi, Michel Twersky.  I mentioned to him that it was a special day for me, that turning 40 was a kind of rite of passage.  He asked me how I was going to celebrate this special birthday.  I told him that all of my friends had told me the same thing.  “You’re turning 40, you have to be responsible.  It’s time to get a ‘physical.’”  Rabbi Twersky looked at me and just smiled.  I wasn’t sure what he was thinking.  

Finally he said to me, “Do you know what I think people should do when they turn 40?”  

“I have no idea.”  

“I tell people.  It’s a rite of passage, an important time.  It’s time to get a ‘spiritual.’  You’re right to go get a physical.  You should take care of your body.  But you also have a soul.  You also need to take care of your soul.  Go get a ‘spiritual’ too.” 

I had no idea where to go or what to do to get a “spiritual.” But I had a sense that he was right.  

Tonight, we’re going to give each other a “spiritual check-up.”

( Guidelines for the Reading of the Booklet
These booklets are modeled after the Haggadah of the Passover Seder; the book that we use to tell the story of the Exodus from Egypt.

Just like the Haggadah, this text will be read by the participants of the evening.

Just like at the Seder, if anyone has any questions or comments on what is being read, please share them with all of us.  It’s our evening.  

Guidelines for Readers:

1. Try to read loudly and slowly.

2. Try to add a bit of life to what you’re reading. Relax and enjoy it. Have some fun.  

At the (Next Reader sign, pick the next reader of your choice.  

( Next Reader
( Reading of the Booklet
There was a time in our history when we were strangers in a strange land.

Today, we are often strangers to our own souls.

The very first question asked in the Torah is God’s question to Adam after Adam ate from the Tree of Knowledge of Good & Evil.  God asks Adam “Ayeka?  Where are you?”  Adam doesn’t answer.  He hides.  Adam goes into denial.  Eventually Moses will offer the correct answer to God’s question.  Moses answers, “Hineni.  Here I am.”  This is considered a paradigm for all of us.  We need to ask ourselves the question “Where are we?”  We shouldn’t hide.  We are all in different places, but we all need to be fully present.  We all need to answer “I am here.”  

We may never have answers to questions like: “Why do bad things happen to good people?  Where was God in the Holocaust?  Is there an ultimate truth?”  But those are not the questions for tonight.  Tonight we’re looking inward, into ourselves.  Tonight, the primary question for each of us is “Where am I?”  

We give so much attention to our bodies.  We use our minds.  But we're often strangers to our own souls. The goal of these evenings is to take small steps to become more aware of our own souls.  To become​ more of the person that we would like to be.  

So, let all who are interested in having a “spiritual check-up” come and participate.

( Next Reader
( Order of the Evening
How is this workshop going to be different from all others?  It will have 3 components:  

1. Neshama – a learning component

2. Nefesh – an experiential component

3. Ruach – a personal component

There are three words in Hebrew for soul: Neshama, Nefesh, and Ruach.  Three voices of the soul.  Neshama – the intellectual voice.  Nefesh – the physical voice.  Ruach – the emotional voice.  Tonight we are going to try to listen to all three of these voices.

But first we have to prepare ourselves appropriately.  Just like on Pesach (Passover) when Jews traditionally get rid of all hametz (leavened products), so too, tonight we must get rid of something in order for this workshop to be meaningful.  Tonight, our hametz is our cynicism or sarcasm.  For the duration of this workshop we will be functioning in a cynicism-free zone.  Why?  It’s very hard for one person to raise the mood of a whole group, but it is very easy for one person to bring down the mood of the whole group.  Tonight, we’ll have to work together to make this evening productive.  

We have all been in a group setting in which someone makes a very personal remark and another person rolls his/her eyes.  Everyone sees the eyes rolling.  It only takes a second but at that moment, everyone else in the room shuts down.  No one is willing to become the next target of rolling eyes.

Just like we replace hametz with matzah, so too tonight we’re going to replace cynicism with tolerance and support.  No judging each other.  No criticizing each other.  No attacking each other.  We may have talked about a lot of things together, but I’m not sure if we’ve shared with each other where we are holding regarding this issue of our souls.  This can be a very personal subject.  Keep in mind that people may be in very different places, and that we have to maintain mutual respect for each other for this to work.  So let’s celebrate the diversity of this group. 

Okay, let’s start.  Two reminders:

1. Please turn off cell phones. 

2. All participants need to stay until the end of the workshop.  The workshop is one whole unit.  You won’t understand it unless you stay till the end.  Also, leaving in the middle will be a distraction to others.

(Next Reader
( Getting started

Okay, let’s get started.  Tonight’s topic is spirituality. We all use the same word but we may be intending very different things.  So let’s see what we think.
	Instruction to Reader:  Call on a few people and ask them:  “What do they think of when they hear the word ‘spirituality?’” 


Wow. I know someone who is sooooooooooo spiritual.  He’s the most spiritual guy you can imagine. Everything about him, the way he eats, the way he dresses, what he does. Ooooooooooooooo.  He’s just Mr. Spiritual (who’s best friend is Ms. Spiritual).

Okay.  Without thinking.  What went through your mind when you heard that description?  What kind of person did you envision?  What does he eat?  How does he dress?  What do you think he does?  

	Reader calls on a few people for responses.  


We’re all walking around with a subconscious stereotype of what is spirituality today.  If we don’t recognize this and move beyond it, then we will continue to limit ourselves.

Words often used in connection with this spiritual stereotype are: vegetarian, organic, vegan, meditation, singing, dancing, white flowing clothes, peaceful, serene, not practical, not grounded, tie-dye, spacey, etc.  How many of us fit this stereotype?  Most likely very few, if any of us, fit this mold.  

This is a crucial point:  Consciously or sub-consciously, most of us have bought into this stereotype.  What does this mean?  Because we do not fit the image of this spiritual person, we may be saying to ourselves, “I’m not the spiritual type.”  How many of you have ever said to yourselves that you were not the spiritual type? 

	Instructions to Reader: Ask people to raise a hand if their answer is yes to this question.


If we do not let go of this spiritual stereotype, then we will never really believe that we can be spiritual people.  

We’ve listened to our answers regarding the question “What is spirituality?”  Now let’s see how one of the leading Jewish thinkers of the last 1,000 years answers this question.  

(Next Reader
( Learning of the Sources
Instructions for learning the sources:

1. One person reads them aloud (the most tired person should read).  Take turns.  

2. Often the first tendency is to challenge or disagree with a new idea.  Rav Kook is tackling provocative subjects.  Try to keep an open mind.  Before criticizing or questioning what is written, first summarize the idea and make sure you understand it.  

3. Don’t be afraid to brainstorm together, to say what you understand and what is unclear to you. Work together, listen to each other. Help each other clarify what the sources mean.

4. Think of yourself as a team.  Refrain from being confrontational.  Usually it’s just not productive.  

5. Try to make sure that everyone in your group has a chance to talk.  No one should monopolize the conversation.  

6. At the end, appoint a spokesperson to summarize your thoughts to the whole group.

7. Let’s divide into groups of 4 or 5.
Sources
Rav Kook (1865 - 1935)

Mystic, Writer, First Chief Rabbi of Israel

	Introduction to Olat Ra’aya, Commentary on the Prayer Book
	Guiding questions

	1) The perpetual prayer of the soul continually tries to emerge from its latent state to become revealed and actualized, to permeate every fiber of life of the entire universe.  She (the prayer of the soul) yearns to reveal her essence and her power on all that surrounds her, on all of life and the world, and therefore we need to understand the world, which comes through the learning of Torah and wisdom.  From all this we learn that all of one's efforts to learn Torah and her wisdom is in order to generate the continual revealing of the concealed prayer of the soul.  “The soul of all life blesses God's name.”

2) Prayer is only correct when it arises from the idea that the soul is always praying.  She (the prayer of the soul) flies and embraces her lover without any break or separation.  At the moment of actual prayer the perpetual soul prayer is revealed in action.  This is her pleasure, her joy, her glory and crown, of prayer.  She then resembles a rose that opens her gentle petals toward the dew or in the presence of the rays of the sun that shine upon her.  “If only one would pray the entire day long.”

3) Prayer beseeches the soul to convey to her its role.  When many days or years have passed without serious prayer, toxic stones gather around one's heart, and one feels, because of them, a certain heaviness of spirit.  When one's “good” spirit returns, and the gift of prayer is bequeathed from the heavens, the obstacles are gradually removed, the many dams that have blocked the free-flowing of the stream of one’s soul gradually disappear . . . This will not occur in one moment, but gradually the splendor of prayer reveals its light.


	What is the soul doing?  How do you understand that?

What it the purpose of learning Torah according to Rav Kook? 

What does it mean that the soul is always praying?  What is it saying?  

What adjectives would you use to describe this mood of “toxic stones around one’s heart?”



	Lights of Repentance, Chapter 2
In terms of time, repentance (change of oneself) may be divided into two parts: sudden repentance and gradual repentance.

Sudden change comes about as a result of a certain spiritual lightning bolt that enters the soul.  At once the person . . . is transformed into a new being; already he experiences inside himself a complete transformation for the better.  This form of change dawns on a person through the grace of some inner spiritual force, whose trace points to the depths of the mysterious.


	Describe this experience of sudden change?  Give an example of a “spiritual lightning bolt.”

How did this happen?


	Lights of Repentance, Chapter 15, paragraph 10

When one forgets the essence of one’s own soul, when one distracts his mind from attending to the innermost content of his own personal life, everything becomes confused and uncertain.  The primary role of change, which at once sheds light on the darkened zone, is for the person to return to himself, to the root of his soul.  . . . If one should envision that they sought to return to God, without setting themselves in order, this would be a deceptive change, through which God’s name will be taken in vain. 


	What is the goal of the process of change according to Rav Kook? 

What happens if one does not go through this process?  Why?


(Next Reader
( Review of the Sources
	Instructions to Reader: Ask one person from each group to summarize how they understood Rav Kook’s approach to spirituality.  What ideas or expressions in his writings appealed to them?   


Rav Kook focuses on the idea of “the perpetual prayer of the soul.”  The soul is not dormant or static.  It is always doing something.  It is always communicating to me.  What do I have to do to be a spiritual person?  

It’s really very simple.  All I have to do is listen to this inner voice. (Someone could joke and say that for a Jew listening is one of the least natural things to do.  It is interesting, though, that the one mitzvah that we do on Rosh HaShana to start the year is to listen to the voice of the shofar.  It symbolizes that we need to listen to our inner voice to begin the year.)

What is the soul saying?  What is it trying to convey to me?  Imagine that you have a radio inside yourself.  There are many stations, all broadcasting at the same time.  There is the “School-station,” the “Parent-station,” the “Exercise-station,” the “Relationship-station,” the “Career-station,” the “Fun-station,” and more.  Each one is always talking to you.  And there is also the “Soul-station.”  While you are tuned into one station, the other stations are still playing, but you cannot hear them.  

What is playing on the “Soul-station?”  

Let’s look at the last source:  “The primary role of repentance, which at once sheds light on the darkened zone, is for the person to return to himself, to the root of his soul.”  What is the “Soul-station” saying?  

What are the most daunting questions that we face in our lives?  What are the questions that haunt us from the time that we begin to think for ourselves until we die?  We may be consumed with questions like: “what should I study?  What graduate school should I go to?  How will I support myself?”  These are important questions.  But ultimately I want to know:  “What is my purpose in life?”  “Why am I here?”  “What do I have to offer the world?  Why am I unique?”  

(Next Reader
The “darkened zone” that Rav Kook writes about can be understood to be those times in the middle of the night when we cannot fall asleep because we are plagued by personal doubts about our self-worth.  How do I shed light on this darkened zone?  

How will I answer these questions?  There are some things that I will never understand.  But I need clarity regarding these questions of personal identity.  

What is playing on the “Soul-station?”  

It’s saying, “Hello, this is the true you.  This is what you should do.  This is what your unique gift and mission is in the world.  You need to return to yourself.”  

It’s saying – “return to the root of yourself, to your true self.”  This is why Rav Kook placed such an emphasis on these spiritual lightning bolts, on these epiphanies, these moments of intuition.  These moments that I cannot explain to anyone else, maybe not even to myself, why I need to do this.  But it feels completely right.  

(If someone asks: What if my soul station is telling me to do something terrible or crazy?  That’s why we have friends and mentors.  But the problem is usually not listening enough to myself, rather than listening too much.)

Has anyone here ever had a moment that you would describe as a “spiritual lightning bolt?”  An intuitive moment of clarity?
(Next Reader
	Instruction to Reader: Ask participants to raise a hand if they’ve ever had a moment like that.  Would anyone like to share it?    


What prevents people from listening to this “inner voice?”  

The first Jew, Abraham, listened to God and did the mind-boggling crazy thing of leaving his homeland at the age of 75 and traveling to an unknown destination.  According to some mystical commentaries, God did not talk exclusively to Abraham.  Rather everyone in the world had the same dream that night, but only Abraham listened.  Abraham heard his inner voice and became the first Jew.  What do you think everyone else thought or said when they woke up that morning?  

	Instruction to Reader: Ask a few people to speculate what people might have thought. 


What happens to people who do not listen to their inner voices?  Look at the third paragraph: “When many days or years have passed without serious prayer, toxic stones gather around one's heart, and one feels, because of them, a certain heaviness of spirit.”  Toxic stones around my heart.  What adjectives would you use to describe this mood? For those of us who choose not to pray in the traditional sense, what does this mean?

	Instruction to Reader: Ask a few people to offer adjectives. 


Is it a good thing or a bad thing if we feel physical pain in our body?  The pain we feel is a message to us from our body that something is wrong, something must be fixed.  It’s a good thing that we feel the pain.  If we didn’t feel the pain then we wouldn’t be motivated to go to a doctor and get checked out.  

Our soul works in a similar way.  But it doesn’t send us a physical pain somewhere in our body.  It sends us a mood.  These “toxic stones around our hearts” is a gloomy, depressing mood that is a message from our soul.  This low mood may be a message from our soul, which is saying: “Listen to me! You’re not listening to me!  If you’re not going to be yourself, then of course you’ll get down.”  

Have you ever felt that you were just going through the motions?  That something was missing, but you didn’t know exactly what?  That exercising or shopping or whatever didn’t help you to get out of the bad mood?  

People who listen to their “inner voice” tend to live passionate lives.  You can see it in their eyes.  People who are afraid or reluctant to listen to this inner voice may lead successful lives, but very often they are leading “dulled lives.”  Something is missing.  They are not following their passion.  

(Next Reader
According to the Kabbalah (Jewish mysticism), our soul waits in the “world of souls” until it is needed in this world.  Then it is matched with a body, with parents, country, time and place.  It comes into this world to fulfill a unique purpose.  No one else in the world can deliver this divine message.  But the dilemma I’m always facing is:  what is this message that I was put here to deliver?  What am I being called to do?  

We were all created as unique beings.  We have unique fingerprints, unique voices, unique taste buds and unique faces.  We are all uniquely ourselves.  And also we all have a unique contribution to offer the world.  We each have a unique mission.  We each have a special calling.

The inner voice of our souls is always trying to answer this question, to convey to us what this mission is.  It’s interesting that the watchword of Judaism begins with the word “Shema.”  All we have to do is to hear, to deeply listen.  

( Bottom Line
What is spirituality?  According to Rav Kook, spirituality is not dependent on our clothes, eating habits, etc.  According to Rav Kook, anyone can be spiritually attuned all the time.  It entails listening to the inner voice of our souls which is perpetually transmitting to us how we should fulfill our unique purpose in life.

( Five-Minute Break
(Next Reader
( Writing Exercise

We said that there were going to be 3 parts to the evening.  We used our minds.  Now is the time to do something physical – some writing exercises.  

Don’t get nervous.  We are not all writers.  We’re not interested in the quality of the writing.  We’re not going to examine the grammar or syntax.  This is not English 101.  We’re not going to compare or judge.  The writing exercise is simply a form to express ourselves.  Let’s enjoy it.  

First, let’s divide ourselves into groups (not more than 6 people in a group).  

Facilitator  –  you’re on.  

The facilitator will now take over to run the writing exercise. Use the space below to write on.

( Warm-Up Exercise
( Writing Exercise
(Next Reader
( Personal Chevruta (one-on-one dialogue)
Okay.  We’ve used our minds.  We’ve written something.  Now comes the last and most important part of the evening.  

We’re going to divide into pairs.  In a moment, everyone should get a partner.

We’re going to give each other a “spiritual check-up.”  It’s very similar to a physical check-up.

These are the ground rules:

1. Confidentiality.  Just like with a doctor, everything that is said between the two of you stays between the two of you.  
2. Total respect.  No judging or evaluating each other.  No giving advice.  We’re not trying to fix each other.  We’re trying to create a “safe space” so that each of you can sincerely express where you are holding spiritually.
3. Deep listening.  Focus on each other.  Most people today just listen, but don’t deeply listen.  There are some people in the world who are blessed to be exceptional listeners.  When someone deeply listens to us that enables us to deeply listen to ourselves.
4. Reflective Questions:  If you ask your partner a question, make sure that it is a reflective, open-ended question, not a question in which you are looking for a certain answer.  Examples of good, open questions: “How long have you felt like that?” “How does that make you feel?”  Examples of non-reflective, non-open-ended questions: “Why don’t you …?” “Have you ever considered doing this . . . ?” 

Take turns.  Listen to each other.  Let’s divide into pairs and here are your questions. 

( The Four Questions

1. How would you describe the condition of your spiritual life today?  How would you like it to be?  How would your life be different if you were more spiritually connected?

2. What is holding you back from becoming more spiritually connected?  What holds you back from listening to your inner voice?

3. Have you ever listened to your inner voice?  Have you ever experienced a “spiritual lightning bolt”?  Did you follow it?

4. When do you feel most spiritual?  When is it difficult for you to feel spiritual?  Have you ever experienced “toxic stones around your heart?” What experiences have you had that aided the development of your spiritual life?

(Next Reader
( Afikomen
This workshop is coming to a close.  The reading of this haggadah is almost over.  Hopefully we have gained, individually and collectively, from this experience.  

[Instructions to Reader:  Ask if anyone has any reflections on the evening.]

At the end of the Passover Seder we look for the afikomen. It is the last piece of the Seder, which leaves us with a final “taste”, a summing-up of what we have done.  How appropriate.  In the end, we are always searching, searching for our true selves.  Rav Kook writes that “the sin of Adam, which estranged him from his true self, was that he turned to the advice of the snake, and lost his true essential self.  He did not know how to clearly answer the question ‘Where are you?’ because he did not know himself (his soul), because his true “I-ness” was lost to him.”  

We are always seeking to return to the Garden of Eden, to rediscover paradise.  In a sense, every time we understand a bit more about our true selves we come closer to paradise.  Let’s continue to help each other search.  Let’s continue to inspire each other to keep on seeking, to listen to our inner voices, and to hear them with our minds, hearts, and bodies.

Good night
( Rabbi Abraham Isaac Kook

Biographical Information

Rav (Rabbi) Kook was born in 1865 in Lithuania.  He studied at the world-renowned Volozhin Yeshiva and had finished learning the entire Talmud eight times by the time he was 17.  He also wrote poetry and was known for wearing tefillin for extended periods of time.  He moved to Israel (Palestine at that time) in 1904.  In 1919 he was appointed the first Ashkenazic chief Rabbi of the country.  He passed away in 1935.  

Qualities of Rav Kook:

1. Love: Rav Kook was known for his unqualified love for all Jews and for their love of him. He visited and cared for the secular Zionists of his time.  After his visit to Deganyah, a secular anti-religious kibbutz, its members commented “We felt that a pillar of fire had been uprooted from Mount Sinai and had descended upon us.”  Rav Kook wrote: “I love all.  I cannot but love all creatures, all nations.  I desire with all the depth of my heart the glory of all, the well-being of all.  I have no need to coerce this feeling of love.  It flows directly from the holy depth of the wisdom of the Divine soul.”
2. Israel: Rav Kook is considered to be the father of religious Zionism.  He wrote extensively about the historical and spiritual meaning of the return of the Jewish people to the land of Israel.
3. Breadth of writing: Unlike most rabbis, Rav Kook wrote about virtually every topic. The subjects of his writings include: vegetarianism, Buddhism, exercise, art, love, agriculture, evolution, contemporary philosophy and politics.  He also wrote poetry. 

4. Style: Rav Kook would enter mystic trances and write for hours, never rewriting a sentence.  If there were no Hebrew words to express his thoughts he would create them.  The poet laureate of Israel, Hayim Nachman Bialik remarked that if one wanted to read the perfect Hebrew sentence, then one should read the writings of Rav Kook.
5. Unity: The idea of unity permeates Rav Kook’s thought.  Unity of the individual, the nation, and the world.  He wrote “whoever said about me that my soul is torn was correct.  It is definitely torn.  We cannot describe with our intellects a person whose soul is not torn.  Only the inanimate is whole, but man is a creature of contradictory aspirations, and there is a constant battle within him.  The entire mission of man is to unite the contradictions in his soul by a unifying idea, which in its greatness and exaltation encompasses all and achieves total harmony.”

6. Tefillin: Rav Kook was known for wearing tefillin for a longer than usual time during the day. Tefillin (“phylacteries” in English are two small leather boxes containing verses from the Torah that are worn for a short time every morning by traditional Jews – usually just men - strapped to the head and the arm. They symbolize being in daily covenant with God). He also wrote a book about the physical placement and meaning of tefillin.  Being worn on top on one’s head, tefillin for him symbolized a form of higher understanding that superseded intelligence.  They were a source of intuition and mystical insight. 
7. Mysticism: As well as being a Talmud scholar, Rav Kook was a kabbalist (mystic).  His father came from the rational line of Jewish thinkers and his mother from the Hassidic (mystical) line.  He considered himself to be a synthesis of these two worlds.

For more information and links to Web sites about Rav Kook, check out the following:

http://www.geocities.com/m_yericho/ravkook/; http://www.eilatgordinlevitan.com/volozhin/vol_pages/vol_yes_stu.html
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This series of “spiritual check-ups” were written for Hillel’s Joseph Meyerhoff Center for Jewish Learning by Aryeh Ben David. Aryeh is an Israel-based educator who has taught for many years at the Pardes Institute of Jewish Studies.

These workshops are a partnership between Hillel, Pardes and the Nathan Cummings Foundation. In this document Aryeh describes the philosophy and rationale behind them.

( Integrated Affective Learning
I have been involved in Jewish education for over 20 years now teaching full-time Torah, Talmud, Jewish philosophy, prayer, interpersonal ethics, and other seminars.  I come from an academic type of family, and felt at home sitting with books for seemingly endless periods of time.  I have thoroughly loved the challenge and process of teaching.  I have been very comfortable with it in every way. 

But after a number of years in the classroom it began to feel too comfortable.  I have felt in the last number of years a particular shortcoming in the classroom.  We were learning well.  Information was being conveyed.  But something was missing

I felt that not enough was happening within the students’ beings.  And not enough within myself also.  The learning remained either in our heads, or in our notebooks.  Restlessly, I carried these thoughts with me for a number of years.  I experimented with different ideas and approaches in the classroom, some things worked, and some things didn’t.

The approach now adopted in these seminars emerged out of my learning kabbalistic sources during the last few years.  According to the Kabbalah, we have three primary voices of the soul within us.  In Hebrew they are called: nefesh, ruach, and neshama.  The neshama is considered to be our intellectual voice, the voice of our mind.  The ruach is considered to be our emotional voice, the voice of our heart.  The nefesh voice is considered to be our physical voice, the voice of our body. 

I reflected on this idea and came to the conclusion that if this indeed was the case, then Jewish education should reflect this understanding, this deep wisdom.  Programs were then designed to include these three components: for the mind, the heart, and the body.

Each of these workshops contains these three elements.  First we learn sources and use our minds.  Then there is an experiential element, usually writing or art, for our bodies.  Listening to the voice of our bodies does not necessarily mean dance or exercise, but rather the process of creating something physical.  Allowing what has been heretofore internal to take on its own being, its own reality.  The third part of the workshop is the “personal chevruta,” which offers expression to our emotional side.  In the personal chevruta the students are invited to take a partner and in strict confidentiality to speak to each other from their hearts.

These workshops have now been run for over 3,000 participants, with overwhelmingly positive results.  Not only have the students internalized the ideas discussed, but the sharing and bonding between the participants has helped to foster language and an environment conducive to the further contemplation of the subjects at hand.

( The Haggadah Approach

The second innovation arose while contemplating the most feasible method for Hillel professionals to facilitate the workshops.  Originally I wrote a “facilitators’ guide.”  This included sources, trigger questions, ideas to incorporate, metaphors, stories, and tricks to maintain the focus of the students.  After looking at this guide I came to a single irrefutable conclusion: it wasn’t going to work!  It really is very difficult to teach someone else’s sources.  Secondly, the degree of preparation required plus the pressure to control the discussion would have made the whole endeavor too difficult.  At the Joseph Meyerhoff Center for Jewish Learning we’re very aware that the professionals in the field are already working 110% and sometimes don’t have the time to start preparing something from scratch.
So I went back to the drawing board and contemplated how we can make this potentially great workshop feasible.  

I tried to think of the kind of programs that Jews already run themselves, with an easy-to-use format.   The answer was obvious – the Pesach Seder.  Most Jews know the Haggadah.  It gives us the instructions and runs itself.  Of course, we can always add more.  We can be creative and insert ideas, stories, and experiential elements.  But the basic Seder also can be run straight from the Haggadah.  And it works!  At least it seems to me that it works.  Growing up in my family we pared the haggadah down so that Seder would run about 15 minutes.  Yet it was still important and memorable.  

So I wrote haggadot.  Word by word, including instructions to the readers.  Now, the program virtually runs itself.  The major points can’t be missed.  Now there is much less of a concern regarding the facilitating of a discussion of the sources.  The haggadah runs the discussion.  Now there is much less worry over someone either monopolizing the conversation, or of someone being left out.  And most important, the time of preparation and pressure to facilitate the program has been cut to a minimum.  

We discussed this approach at the Joseph Meyerhoff Center for Jewish Learning and honestly we were all a bit skeptical over whether it could work.  It seemed a bit contrived.  It seemed overly structured, too limiting, too stilted.  But we decided to try it out and see.  

The first guinea pigs were University of Maryland, American University, U.C. Berkeley, University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, Indiana University, and University of Wisconsin (Madison).  And the results were – “wow.”  They liked it!  They said that they liked it.  The haggadah format felt familiar to them.  They liked being in charge.  They liked reading from it and choosing the next reader.  They even liked “hamming it up” at times.  And they liked that when the program was over they had something in their hands to take home (with additional reading suggestions).

This year’s theme was spirituality.  We’ve now tried the haggadah format with four different subjects:  

1. The Inner Voice according to Rav Kook

2. The Relationship between Body and Soul – Genesis 1 & 2

3. Wonder and Radical Amazement according to Abraham Joshua Heschel
4. Preparing for Passover
Each haggadah has been facilitated in at least four, often six, campuses.  The results have been the same everywhere – they like it.  Many students have written that they were life-changing.  For virtually everyone, the programs were deep, meaningful, relevant, and very personal.  The Hillel professionals were amazing.  Each one slightly “tweaked” the haggadah to make it more appropriate for them. For more ideas of how they adapted it to their needs, see the Facilitators’ Guide.

We invite you to take advantage of this program, and let us know how it goes.

Aryeh Ben David 

aryehbd@netvision.net.il
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For the sake of clarity and convenience, each Spiritual Check-Up includes the Facilitator’s Guide, Student Guide and Experiential Exercise. The Facilitator’s Guide is the same for each Check-Up. Background on the history and philosophy of these guides may be found at the end of this packet.
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