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�  WELCOME 
 
Welcome to the “relationship 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 
“relationship check-ups” are designed to help students take care of their emotional selves, 
consider interpersonal relationships, and think about 
the things that give meaning to their lives. 
 
The workshop is a ready-made activity for use on 
campuses of all kinds. We hope that it will spark 
conversations, enrich the students with some 
experience of studying Jewish thought and help them 
feel connected to their Jewish identities. 
 
Keep in mind that talking about sex and intimacy can 
illicit many powerful emotions and thoughts from 
students. Every student will approach the subject with 
a different outlook and a different level of experience 
and comfort. Because many students are struggling 
with their feelings about intimacy, sexual experiences, 
and sexual identities, there is a particularly strong need for sensitivity.  For many, the workshop 
will be a tremendously positive experience, relating something deeply personal and meaningful 
in their lives to their Jewish identities. The workshop may also be a challenge for some students, 
stirring up complicated or difficult thoughts and memories.  
 
Because of the sensitive nature of the subject it is important that you as the facilitator establish a 
“safe space” in the workshop. You can create a safe environment by ensuring that the group 
understands the need for openness, inclusiveness, and confidentiality within the workshop.  
 
The workshops can be used in many ways; as a whole series focused on Judaism and 
relationships (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 Relationship 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 relationships and intimacy to attract students who don’t usually 

For the sake of clarity and 
convenience, each 
Relationship Check-Up 
includes the Facilitator’s 
Guide, Student Guide and 
Experiential Exercise. The 
Facilitator’s Guide is the 
same for each Check-Up.  
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come to Jewish events? Have you thought about partnering with organizations on campus 
who are interested in relationships or sexuality? 

 
b. Some students are comfortable discussing relationships and intimacy; some are turned off 

by the topic. 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 1.5 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  
 

��  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.  

 
��  How is the lighting? Don’t try to make it too moodful or dark.  They’ll just fall asleep. 

 
��  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. 
 

��  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.” 

 
��  Will you need a white board or an easel with markers that work?  Double check. 

 
�� How about pens and paper for the writing exercise?  Or are they readily available? 

 
	�  Do you have the booklets copied and ready?  If you don’t have enough, are there enough 

to share? 
 


�  Snacks?  Not essential but create a friendly atmosphere.   
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� DURING THE RELATIONSHIP 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 
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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 personal 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. 
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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 45-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. 
 

10 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. 
 

30 minutes 

 
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. 
 

15 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. 
 

25 minutes 

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

10 minutes 

 
Total 
 

90 minutes 

 
 
Your most important responsibility is to continually check the time.  Work backwards.  Figure 
out what time you want to finish.  Then subtract 10 minutes for closing words.  Then subtract 25 
minutes for the personal chevruta.  Then subtract 15 minutes for the writing exercise and 
sharing.  That means that the second half of the program (writing, personal chevruta and closing) 
is 50 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 1.5 hours.  Don’t serve dinner in the middle; the program will lose its 
flow.   
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� 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. Be prepared for students who may want to come speak with you sometime after the 
workshop. Intimacy is a sensitive topic for students and they may come seeking 
additional guidance on the subject. 

c. Students may come to you with questions or in need of a level of support beyond what is 
in your capacity to offer. It is not your job to have all the answers, but you do need to be 
prepared to direct students towards the resources that can better help them. Be familiar 
with the your key resources on campus such as the health center, department of student 
life, psychological counseling center, GLBT counseling center, rape/sexual assault crisis 
center, department of public safety, sexuality resource services, and spiritual counselors.  

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

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

 

� ADAPTING AND “TWEAKING”  THE RELATIONSHIP WORKSHOPS 
 

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

 
��  Begin with a personal story about your life, speak personally about intimacy. 

 
��  Ask a small number of students to share their relationship moments at different times during 

the evening. 
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��  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. 
 

��  Have people introduce themselves by saying something about their souls. 
 

�� 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. 
 

	�  Add an ice-breaker game at the start or in the middle. 
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�  INTIMACY  
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:  
 
I am going to read a sentence and ask everyone to fill in the blank with the first things that come 
into their mind.  Try not to censor your thoughts.  Just write immediately upon hearing the 
sentence.  Feel free to write a few things.  No one will be asked to share anything that they prefer 
to keep private. Ready?  Here’s the first one.  Complete this sentence: 
 

1. For me, physical unity and emotional unity ____________________________. 
 
Ready?  Here’s the second one: 

 
2. I struggle with turning sexuality into a giving spiritual experience when 
_______________________. 
 

Last one.  First things that come into your mind to complete this sentence: 
 
3. If I were to listen to my spiritual voice regarding sexuality, it might say to me: 
__________________. 
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� First Reader: 
 
� GUIDELINES FOR THE READING OF THE BOOKLET 
 
These booklets are modeled after the Haggadah of the Passover Seder.  Just like the Haggadah, 
this text will be read by the participants of the workshop.  Just like the Seder, if anyone has any 
questions or comments on what is being read, please share them.  It’s our workshop. 
 
Guidelines for Readers: 

1. Some people get nervous when they read aloud and end up reading very quickly. Try to 
read loudly and slowly.   

2. Try to add a bit of life to what you’re reading.  Have some fun.   
3. Please don’t read ahead.  The haggadah works best when we’re all on the same page and 

experiencing this together.  
4. Occasionally there will be “Instructions to Reader” directions, take a second to read 

these to yourself then continue reading out loud. 
5. If you feel uncomfortable reading aloud, feel free to call on someone else. 

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

�  ORDER OF THE WORKSHOP 
 
But first we have to prepare ourselves appropriately.  Just like on Passover when we traditionally 
get rid of all of our hametz (leavened products), so too tonight we’re going to have to get rid of 
something 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 
workshop productive.   
 
We have all been in a group setting in which someone makes a very personal remark and another 
person rolls his or 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.  We will not judge each other.  We will not criticize each other.  We will 
not attack each other.  We share in the responsibility of creating a “safe space” environment, 
recognizing the value of openness, inclusiveness, and confidentiality within the workshop. We 
may have talked about a lot of things together, but this can be a very personal subject. We should 
be mindful of the language we choose to express ourselves and of the assumptions we make 
about others. Be conscious and respectful of the fact that each of us approaches the subject from 
a different place and with a different level of experience and comfort.  
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Sometimes people get embarrassed discussing sex.  Sometimes people feel the need to make 
jokes, cracks, and laugh.  Let’s try to enjoy this, but let’s also work to maintain the appropriate 
level of maturity.  Nothing crass or insensitive.  This is a very important issue, with memories of 
joy and pain for many people.    
 

Okay, let’s start.  (Please turn off cell phones.)  
 
�  Next Reader 
�  GETTING STARTED 
 
Sex. 
 
Sometimes the most giving act in our lives.  Sometimes the most taking. 
 
Sometimes the most fulfilling moment of human relations.  Sometimes the most devastating. 
 
Sexual counselors usually advise on the importance of safe and healthy sex. Many guides dealing 
with intimacy focus primarily on the physical side of sex.  2,000 years ago, the Talmud also dealt 
with this and stated that any sexual position is allowed.  God gave us the ability to give and 
receive physical pleasure, and we should not deny or repress it.  Jewish law further maintains 
that any part of the body may be touched or kissed.   
 
While this is, of course, important, sex does not remain a purely physical activity.   
 
Judaism raises additional questions regarding intimacy. “What should I be thinking about during 
sex?  What should I be feeling in my heart?  What do I hope my partner is thinking and feeling 
during our moments of intimacy?”  We know what our bodies are doing, but where are our 
minds and are our hearts?   
 
The “Jewish joy of sex” manual would contemplate both our minds and hearts.   
 
�  Next Reader 
 
Is there a Jewish approach to sexuality?  The Talmud relates the story of Rav Cahana: 
 
 
Rav Cahana went to the home of Rav (his Rabbi) and lay down under his bed. 
 
Rav Cahana heard Rav talk, laugh, and have vigorous intimate relations with his wife.   
 
Rav Cahana said to himself, “Is the mouth of my teacher like one who has never before tasted 
food?!!”  (How can my holy Rabbi be so physical and passionate?!) 
 
Rav heard Rav Cahana talking to himself under the bed and said, “Cahana!!  Are you here?!!  
Get out!!! This is not proper behavior!!" 
 
Rav Cahana replied, “This too is Torah, which I need to learn.” 
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Instructions to Reader:  Ask several people why do they think that Judaism feels the need to 
get involved in the most personal and private aspects of people’s lives?  

 
To get ourselves physically healthy, we go for yearly physical check-ups.  Maybe we need to do 
the same for our relationships. Maybe we need annual “relationship check-ups.”  A check-up 
enables us to focus on what is healthy, and what needs more attention and help.  Tonight, we’re 
going to give each other an “intimacy check-up.”   
 
So, let all who are interested – come and participate. 
 
�  Next Reader 
  

��� �  Sources ��� �  
 
In the world of intimacy, there are many important subjects to discuss – pre-marital sex, 
contraception, and sexual orientation, to name just a few.  But we only have one evening 
together and tonight our focus will be on the inner world of sexuality.   
 
A thousand years ago, the pre-eminent Jewish philosopher, Maimonides wrote that of all the 
prohibitions and strictures in Judaism, the guidelines regarding sex are the most difficult.   
 
 
There is nothing in the Torah as difficult to refrain from as prohibited sexual relations and 
sexual improprieties. The Rabbis said, “At the moment when the Jewish people were given the 
mitzvah of prohibited sexual relations, they cried and accepted this mitzvah with tears and 
trauma.” 
 
Laws of Prohibited Sexual Relations, 22:18 

 
Imagine for a moment how Maimonides understood the events as they unfolded at Mount Sinai:  
Moses begins to relate the laws to the Jewish people.  He tells them about Shabbat – no problem.  
Kashrut – no problem.  Yom Kippur – no problem.  Tzedaka – no problem.  Sexual limitations – 
tears and trauma.   
 
Instructions to Reader:  Ask a few of the participants why they think this happened?  What 
do they think Maimonides is saying? 

  
The Torah does not expect us to act like angels.  We have very strong natural sexual drives and 
are not supposed to deny or repress them.  On the other hand, we are not allowed to allow our 
physical drives to control us.  Ideally, we neither suppress nor surrender to our physical desires 
and needs, rather we control and direct them. 
 
�  Next Reader 
 
To help direct and control our sexual drives, the Rabbis established certain guidelines governing 
when two people should or should not engage in sex.  Let’s take a look at what they considered 
improper sexual behavior.   
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Instructions to Reader:  Ask participants to turn to the person next to them, and give them a 
few minutes to read the section from the Talmud, and discuss the guiding questions. 

 
 

Talmud, tractate Nedarim 20b 
 

1. It is forbidden to coerce one’s partner to have sex (this includes even very subtle forms of guilt 
or emotional pressure). 

2. It is forbidden to forcibly physically coerce one’s partner. 
3. It is forbidden to have sex if you hate your partner. 
4. It is also forbidden to have intimate sex after an argument if either partner is still upset with the 

other.  (After the disagreement has been resolved, sex is allowed.) 
5. It is forbidden to have sex while either partner is intoxicated. 
6. It is forbidden to think about a different partner during sex. 
7. It is forbidden to have sex if you are planning to divorce your partner.    

 

Guiding Questions:  
 

1. What do you think is the common denominator of all of these guidelines? 
2. Which guideline resonates the most with you? 
3. Which one is the most difficult for you to agree with?  

 
�  Next Reader 
 
Let’s look at the first of these laws:  the case of subtle coercion. 
 
Imagine that a couple has been together for 10 years.  That’s 3,650 nights.  What is the 
likelihood that on every night for ten years either both of them have wanted intimacy or both of 
them have not wanted to be intimate?  What is the likelihood that they have been on exactly the 
same wavelength every night for all ten years?  Probably 0%.  What about after one year, after 
365 nights?  Again, probably 0%.  In reality, probably during the first month of their being 
together this scenario is going to arise.  One of them will want to be intimate and the other will 
not.  What happens then?   
 
Even when there is mutual respect and open communication, this can be a very delicate situation.  
Many people do not feel comfortable expressing what they want or need sexually. Feelings of 
rejection and resentment may also enter into the relationship.   
 
Instructions to Reader:  Ask a couple of participants what they think usually happens in this 
scenario? 

 
 
�  Next Reader 
 
Often this scenario, when one partner wants to be intimate but the other does not, can lead to 
some form of subtle coercion.  
 
Instructions to Reader: ask the group for a few examples of subtle coercion. 
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Coercion can be very subtle.  One person makes an advance and the other declines. The one who 
made the advance then rolls away.  Now what is the one who declined thinking?  
 
Possibly the person who declined is thinking, “I’m not in the mood, but I know my partner is 
going to be grouchy tomorrow if we don’t have sex.  I can’t stand being resented.  What should I 
do?” 
 
Coercion.  It can be as subtle as rolling over.  It can be a look or a sigh.  Partners know how to 
communicate their desires without explicitly saying them.  Even subtle coercion, “guilting” one’s 
partner into sex, is very destructive to a relationship. These rules of prohibiting even subtle 
coercion are meant to help avoid bringing guilt and its consequent resentment into the 
relationship.   
 
Who is enforcing these rules?  There is no one else standing outside the bedroom waiting to 
interrupt as someone is subtly coerced into having sex.  Neither partner is necessarily going to 
raise concern because someone rolled over or sighed. 
 
So who is enforcing these rules?  They are both responsible to themselves and to each other, to 
be respectful, open for communication, and not impose even subtle coercion. 
 
 
�  Next Reader 
 
The next case – no sex after an argument. 
 
It doesn’t have to be a huge, end-of-the-relationship blow-out argument.  Even a small falling-
out, something that happens fairly frequently to couples, precludes being intimate. 
 
Something like this:   
 
 
A couple is taking a walk on a hot summer day.  They decide to get some ice-cream.  One buys 
a popsicle for 1 dollar.  The other chooses a chocolate deluxe for 3 dollars.   
 
“3 dollars?!  Isn’t that a bit extravagant?  You could have had a popsicle for 1 dollar, like me!  
We could have saved 2 dollars!  
 
“It’s really not such a big deal.  I felt like having it.  If I had wanted a popsicle I would have 
asked for a popsicle.  I felt like chocolate.” 
 
“3 dollars.  Hhmmpphh.” 
 

 
No sex that night.   
 
It’s not a big argument, but it doesn’t just go away by itself.   
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Later on, when the lights go out and the couple gets into bed, there is still a residue of the quarrel 
lurking in the back of their minds.  They may still have a good relationship and love each other.  
But because of the tension during the day they are not 100% open to each other.  95% is not 
good enough.  They need to resolve the tension before they can be intimate. 
 
“Listen, I’m sorry I said that thing about the ice-cream.  It was stupid of me.” 
 
“No problem. Forget it.” 

 
Tension resolved. Now they can be 100% present with each other.  This particular example may 
not speak to you, but the idea to focus on is that the couple should try to resolve tensions in their 
relationship before engaging in sex.   
 
These regulations are to remind us that we shouldn’t lead disjointed lives.  We shouldn’t ignore 
everything that happened during the day when we move into the night.  We shouldn’t have a 
“day relationship” and then a “night relationship” disconnected from it.  When we turn out the 
lights we don’t switch off everything that preceded that moment.  Our sexuality should come in 
the context of the whole relationship.   
 
So the couple has to resolve whatever issue exists that may separate them before they become 
intimate.  
 
 
�  Next Reader 
 
Another prohibition – engaging in sex while being drunk.   
 
Why?  Why can’t two adults do anything that they want to? 
   
Instructions to Reader: ask people why they think the Talmud may prohibit someone who is 
intoxicated from having sex?   

 
How might an intoxicated person think about sex?  Alcohol has the potential to weaken a 
person’s ability to communicate desires. Being intoxicated makes communication less clear and 
can increase the likelihood of misinterpreting intentions. Likewise, having too much too drink 
may hinder the ability to obtain or grant consent for sex. 
 
The other person becomes a “means” through which my sexual needs are satisfied. I’m not 
thinking about my partner, I’m thinking about myself.   
 
No one is allowed “to use” another person for his or her own benefit.  A human being is not a 
“means” to satisfy someone.  A human being is always an “ends.”   
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�  Next Reader 
 
What is the common denominator of these rules?  
 
Instructions to Reader: give everyone a moment to read them again and see if they can figure 
it out. 

 
It really is very simple: the physical unity of the couple should reflect the emotional unity of the 
couple.   
 
It’s all about oneness.  Not just physical oneness, but a complete mind, heart, and body oneness.  
If one partner is being guilted into having sex, if they haven’t completely resolved the argument, 
if they’re drunk and cannot focus on each other, or if one of the partners is fantasizing about 
someone else, then there may be physical unity, but there is no emotional unity.   
 
I am not obligated to deny my sexual drive, but I have to control it.  The questions we all need to 
ask ourselves are:  “Is this a giving or a taking act?  How would my partner feel if he or she 
knew what I was thinking about during sex? ”   
 
�  Next Reader 
 
One more thought.  As many people have heard, it is a special mitzvah to have sex on Friday 
night.  The so-called “double-mitzvah.”  Why?  
 
Instructions to Reader: ask several of the participants to try and answer that question.   

 
The Talmud tells us that we receive an additional soul on Shabbat.  On Shabbat we move to a 
higher level of consciousness.  We see ourselves and each other in a new and more intimate, 
spiritual light.  And so the physical intimacy on Friday night now also has a deeper spiritual 
connection.  The lighting of the candles and the wine of Kiddush allow our inner, often hidden, 
spiritual sides to emerge.  And thus this is the most opportune time to have sex.   
 
The mystics add that this world is essentially a broken world.  This brokenness is the source of 
sadness, depression, and emptiness.  Our role is to fix or heal this world.  Each time sex reflects 
this complete sense of unity – physically, emotionally, and spiritually – the echoes of unity are 
felt everywhere, and a universal healing takes place.  Everything in the world is connected.  The 
ripple effects of the oneness between the couple are felt throughout world.  
 
The word used in the Torah for sex is “to know” someone.  The mystics noted that, in Hebrew, 
there is a special connection between “to know” someone and “to love” someone. When sex 
express a physical, emotional, and spiritual oneness, then a very deep sense of “knowing” has 
taken place. 
 
� BOTTOM LINE  
Physical unity should be a reflection of intellectual and emotional, and perhaps even spiritual, 
unity.  It sounds simple, but Judaism considers it to be the greatest challenge of human behavior. 
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� Next Reader 
 

�  WRITING EXERCISE 
 
Okay.  Everyone needs a pen.   
 
Instructions to Reader: Check to make sure that everyone has something to write with. 

 
I am going to read a sentence and ask everyone to fill in the blank with the first things that come 
into their mind.  Try not to censor your thoughts.  Just write immediately upon hearing the 
sentence.  Feel free to write a few things.  No one will be asked to share anything that they prefer 
to keep private. Ready?  Here’s the first one.  Complete this sentence: 
 

1. For me, physical unity and emotional unity ____________________________. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Instructions to Reader:  When you think that everyone has finished, go on to the next 
question.  

 
Ready?  Here’s the second one: 

 
2. I struggle with turning sexuality into a giving spiritual experience when 
_______________________. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Instructions to Reader:  When you think that everyone has finished, go on to the next 
question. 

 
Last one.  First things that come into your mind to complete this sentence: 

 
3. If I were to listen to my spiritual voice regarding sexuality, it might say to me: 
__________________. 
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�  WRITING EXERCISE 
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�  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 workshop.  We’re going to divide into pairs.  In a moment, everyone should 
get a partner.  We’re going to give each other a “relationship 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.  Do not judge, evaluate, or give 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 
yourselves. 

3. Deep listening.  Focus on each other.  Most people 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 reflective 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.  Here are your questions.  
 
Instruction to Reader:  Invite everyone to find a partner and move to a more private place to 
discuss the questions.  If there are an odd number of people, someone can triple up.  After 
about 20 minutes check to see if people want more time or if they are ready to regroup. 

 
 

�  THE FOUR QUESTIONS 
 

1. What aspects of your sexual life are you most proud of? 
 
2. In light of the ideas presented in this workshop, is there any part of your sexual 

life that you want to reconsider?  Was there any new idea presented in this 
workshop which appealed to you?   

 
3. Share something that you wrote in the previous writing exercise.  Did anything 

that you wrote surprise you? 
 

4. How is this model of sex similar or different to the ones presented on campus?  If 
you were creating the guidelines for sex, what guiding principles would you want 
to establish? 
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�  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 workshop. 
 

Judaism has much more to say about sexuality, we’ve only begun the conversation. Judaism, 
sexuality, and spirituality.   
 
Just like Rav Cahana said: “This too is Torah, which we need to learn.”   
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 


