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BJL: Mitzvot
Teacher’s Introduction

Welcome to BJL Mitzvot! 
Each unit in this curriculum focuses on a 
mitzvah, a commandment, to which we, as 
Jews, are obligated. Prior to teaching BJL 
Mitzvot, read through each unit and look 
at the teaching suggestions in this guide. 
Although each unit can be taught at any time 
of the year, you may want to teach certain 
units at specific times of the year.

Welcoming Strangers may be just right 
for the beginning of the school year, when 
everyone is feeling new.

Likely, you will be collecting tzedakah monies 
from day 1. The Tzedakah unit fits well early 
in the year so students and families have 
an investment in the organizations they have 
selected to receive the class tzedakah donations.

Visiting the Sick is best learned well into the year, when you know 
more about each child and family.

Waiting a few months before teaching Guarding the 
Tongue allows you the time to observe and record 
student language and interaction before teaching the 
unit.

You may wish to designate a Mitzvah of the Month. 
When you teach a Mitzvah of the Month you are 
carving out time for a special teaching and learning 
focus while reinforcing that we are obligated to the 
mitzvot each and every month!

Using this guide is simple. Each unit begins with a 
Big Idea—that is, the concept in a larger scope and 
how it is relevant to young students. Immediately 
following the statement of the Big Idea is a brief 
paragraph of how you, the teacher, can view and 
model the mitzvah within the context of your 
classroom environment.

Each unit is introduced with a close look at the language itself. By 
examining both the Hebrew and the English we can draw greater 
insight as to the scope of the mitzvah. When students and teachers 
understand the words they are using, it becomes more comfortable 
to infuse the dialogue with the Hebrew terminology. Use the Hebrew 
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routinely, so it becomes a purposeful part of your students’ 
repertoire.

There are various activities described for each mitzvah. It is not 
necessary, nor even expected, that you will implement each activity. 
Many of the activities require little or no advance preparation. The 
materials suggested are those found in the majority of classrooms: 
markers, construction paper, glue, scissors. Some activities take only 
a few classroom minutes, while others can carry through for the rest 
of the year. As you select activities, consider the number of teaching 
minutes you have available and the learning styles of your students. 
Vary the activities you select so your students will not weary of the 
same routine. None of the activities has been designed for the purpose 
of the eventual product. Each activity requires students to think, 
delve, consider, practice, personalize and expand.

Each unit in this guide concludes with suggestions for evaluating, 
observing and appreciating your students’ understanding of the 
material presented. When we teach our obligation to mitzvot, we can 
see the evidence of understanding, not in responses to quizzes or 
worksheets, but in the manner in which students relate to one another, 
react to what they experience in their community and learn about the 
world around them. At the conclusion of each unit select one or two 
ways you wish to measure your students’ evidence of understanding 
and jot down anecdotal notes throughout the year.

Keeping a portfolio for each student gives the teacher ready reference 
to track a child's conceptual development and embodiment of the 
principles presented.

At the beginning of the school year, even as a first day-activity, 
students can create personal BJL Mitzvot portfolios. Offer each 
student two pieces of construction paper 12 inches by 18 inches, 
stapled together on the two short sides and along one long side to 

create a pocket portfolio. Encourage students to decorate the portfolios 
with their names and a few pictures of their favorite things. This 
activity at the very start of the year will give you early familiarity with 
each student. At the conclusion of each unit select one written activity 
to store in the student portfolio and ask the student to write concluding 
comments about the unit on the portfolio cover. You will then have 
ready material by each student, and at year end the class can go 
through the portfolios and reemphasize important learning experiences.

If you prefer to have a consistent evaluation document, you can have 
each student complete the Star of David outline form (see page 
41) for each unit of BJL Mitzvot study. Keep a copy of each Star of 
David outline in the portfolio for your reference and send a photocopy 
home along with the BJL Mitzvot folder so that parents continue to be 
apprised of your classroom curriculum content and their child's level of 
understanding.

Enjoy your adventures with BJL Mitzvot. Explore, discover and act 
alongside your students, their families and resources within your 
community. Guide your students in ways so that they and you are 
empowered and motivated by our Jewish obligations to live an ethical 
and compassionate lifestyle.

The Materials
• Before you do anything else, get yourself eight file folders.

• This material consists of eight lesson folders that are designed for 
second and third grade. They are packed in student sets with all eight 
folders set one inside the other. Take apart the student sets and stick 
each set of the same lessons in its own file folder. Do this and you 
will easily be able to access the material you need.
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• Each of these folders can serve as the foundation for one to three 
hours of classroom instruction. Both your creativity and the time 
available will influence the amount of time you spend. These lessons 
invite (a) projects, (b) field trips, (c) hands-on applications, and (d) 
family involvement.

The Huge Ideas
This curriculum is built around a series 
of huge ideas. Keeping them in focus 
will help you (a) understand the choices 
we made in designing these materials, 
and (b) design an effective series of 
activities and events to surround them 
and turn them into your curriculum.*

• Mitzvot are opportunities to get closer 
to God, become the best person we 
can be, and make the world into the 
best possible place for everyone. 
They are things that we are either 
supposed to do or supposed to not do. We learn about mitzvot in the 
Torah.

• Living a mitzvah, working to do or not do the thing it demands, is the 
only way to really understand it. These materials are designed to lead 
up to a chance to rehearse, practice, and then perform each mitzvah.

• Stories are an important part of Jewish learning. The rabbis of the 
Talmud who shaped the Judaism we practice made a point of rooting 

each of these mitzvot in a biblical story. Stories provide a model of 
the mitzvah in action.

• When studying mitzvot with elementary students it is important 
to involve parents. These are behaviors we want our students 
to practice and adopt; that can only happen in the context of 
the family.

The Eight Mitzvot
Each folder presents a different mitzvah. There is no fixed order to 

this material, and it can be taught in any order you 
choose. There is also no introductory or concluding 
lesson that explains what a mitzvah is. If desired, 

you can add those to this material. Here are the 
eight mitzvot included in this lesson.

• Visiting the Sick (Bikkur Holim) is designed 
to be an imitation of God’s visit to Abraham 
after his circumcision. We learn from the 
tradition that visits can have a healing impact 
on people who are sick. Helping to heal is 
an obligation that all people (and not just 
doctors) share.

• Tzedakah (Righteous Giving) is rooted in a biblical verse, “Everything 
belongs to God” (Psalms 24.1). This teaches that tzedakah is not 
really gracious giving but the responsibility to share part of the 
resources that God lets us use.

*Our use of “Huge Ideas” is similar to the “Enduring Understandings” that is utilized in the curriculum process suggested in Understanding by Design, Wiggins and McTighe, 2001.
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• Feeding the Hungry (Arukh ha-Shulhan/lengthening the table) is 
a core biblical idea. There, every farmer was required to share part 
of his fields with those who needed food. This process, gleaning, 
becomes a model for our behavior today.

• Welcoming Guests (Hakhnasat Orahim) is based on Abraham and 
Sarah’s practice of welcoming guests. Rebekkah was chosen to be 
Isaac’s bride because she shared this value. We learn from their 
example and make hospitality a core value and practice.

• Keeping the Earth (Bal Tashhit) is a mitzvah that starts with a tree 
and moves to being given responsibility for protecting the earth’s 
ecology. We find that we are like Adam and Eve, who were made into 
“Keepers of the Garden.”

• Guarding Your Tongue (Lashon ha-Ra) is a practical set of practices 
about knowing the difference between speech that comforts and 
heals and speech that hurts and wounds. Haman is the perfect 
example of a person who lies and wounds with words. We work hard 
to not be like Haman.

• Derekh Eretz (The Right Way to Go) is a set of practices that involve 
doing the right thing even when rules don’t make us. The rabbis used 
the Daughters of Zelophehad as their examples. They were “cheated” 
by a set of Torah rules, and they protested in a polite way that got 
God to change the rule.

• Talmud Torah (Studying and Teaching Torah) is the mitzvah that 
invites us to be like Moses, both studying Torah and teaching it to 
others. Talmud Torah is the way we learn about all the other mitzvot.

The Elements of a Lesson Folder
Take a set of the lesson folders and look through them as you read this 
section. Your job is to make sure that you have mastery of the resources 
you will use.

• The first page of each folder always contains three elements. There 
is (a) a biblical story that anchors the mitzvah in a biblical root, (b) 
a definition of the mitzvah, and (c) a discussion question or two that 
helps students connect the two or find a personal focus.

• The middle pages of each of the folders are always thematic. Usually 
they contain three or four elements that are connected. At the heart 
of this thematic flow is our second story. This second story always 
expands our understanding of the mitzvah.

• Feeding the Hungry: 
We study the practice 
of gleaning, study 
the story of Ruth, 
Naomi, and Boaz to see 
gleaning in action, and 
then practice gleaning 
in an exercise.

• Tzedakah: This 
lesson focuses on 
the best ways of giving. 
It combines (a) a Torah 
lesson that teaches 
that “everything 
belongs to God,” 
(b) an exercise that 
compares ways of giving, 
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(c) a look at Maimonides’ levels of tzedakah, and (d) A Story of 
Two Towns, which teaches about selfishness.

• Visiting the Sick: The theme of this spread is helping people 
heal. It combines (a) a piece on Patch Adams, (b) a story 
about Rabbi Akiva, and (c) an exercise that invites 
students to think about ways of visiting.

• Keeping the Earth: The inside 
connects our relationship with trees 
to our responsibility to care for the 
earth. It centers on a story from 
the Talmud (Ta’anit 8a-b) that 
underlines this connection.

• Derekh Eretz: Here we are 
concerned with defining Derekh 
Eretz. In this case we have 
(a) a list of examples, (b) a 
formal definition, (c) a Hasidic 
story that shows Derekh Eretz 
in action, and (d) an exercise 
where students have to identify 
acts of Derekh Eretz.

• Welcoming Guests: Here we use the connection between the 
hospitality of Abraham and Sarah and Rebekkah’s hospitality to 
show ways we can practice this mitzvah.

• Guarding Your Tongue: The theme here is “Words that Hit—Words 
that Hug.” We learn that some of our words can make things 
better and others can hurt. A story of Joseph misspeaking 
underlines this value.

• Talmud Torah: This centerfold moves from defining Torah as 
a book and a scroll to defining Torah as a process—a way of 

learning. It ends with a story, A Story of Honey, that 
romanticizes Torah study.

 All through these sections you will find guide 
questions in balloons that will help you shape 
and discuss this material.

• The last page: These pages vary, but they 
always contain two elements. There is always 
(a) some kind of additional activity or piece 
of information, and (b) an @Home box that 
invites parents to continue the learning 
through application at home.

Turning the Folder into a Lesson 
(or Lessons)
In the best possible world, a great usage of this 
material would look something like this:

1. A beginning (set induction). Some kind of 
activity or discussion that defines the theme and 
gets students motivated and ready to enter the 
lesson. It also needs to get them thinking in the 
right direction.

2. Defining the mitzvah and rooting it in a story. 
Here is where the first page of the folder can be 
really helpful.
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3. Expanding the understanding of the mitzvah. Here the middle 
spread of the folder is a useful resource—but here also is where 
good activities can expand and enhance the printed material.

 We are interested in building a progression that moves from 
practice to rehearsal to performance. The folders can begin this 
process, but they cannot complete it.

4. Practice. Each of the folders has some exercise that begins the 
process of thinking about doing the given mitzvah. It is at best 
paper-and-pencil practice. It moves us in the right direction. This 
should be expanded by:

5. A Rehearsal. This is an “acting out” or a “planning” of the mitzvah. 
This could be role-playing a visit to a sick friend or planning a visit 
to a nursing home, etc.

6. A Performance. This involves actual doing. This could be a class 
project, a family project, or something done by clusters of families 
(or students). One of your biggest jobs will be figuring our how to 
actually involve your students in the doing of each of these actions. 
You may want to do this differently with each unit. It can be as 
simple as each of your students bringing in a can of food or as 
elaborate as the whole class and their parents taking a shift at a 
soup kitchen.

7. An Ending. This involves summing up the learning and in one way 
or another “sending it home.” The last page of the folder can be 
considered a resource for this process—but a good project may 
also help. This is where making a tzedakah box or a poster about 
Talmud Torah draws together the learning.

8. Connecting to the Home. An important practice with this kind 
of material is involving parents. Just sending home the folders is 
a start. This makes a bigger impact if you start the year with a 

parent meeting that helps parents understand their role. Letters 
home, extra resources, times when you bring parents in to be part 
of the process all expand the possibilities. (See Jewish Parents: A 
Teacher’s Guide in the bibliography.)

Resources
The following are a few good books for reference. Because most of the mitzvot in our 
collection are ethical rather than ritual, I’ve included a few good values books that help 
access those same ideas.

Artson, Bradley Shavit, It’s a Mitzvah!: Step-By-Step to Jewish Living, Behrman House, 
2000.

Borowitz, Eugene B., and Frances Weinman Schwartz, The Jewish Moral Virtues, J.P.S., 
1999.

Freeman, Susan, Teaching Jewish Virtues, Sacred Sources and Arts Activities, A.R.E., 
1999.

Kahan, A.Y., The Taryag Mitzvos, A new concise compilation of all 613 commandments 
culled from Talmudic, Midrashic, and Rabbinic sources, Keser Torah Publications, 
1987.

Lamm, Maurice, Living Torah in America, Behrman House, 1993.

Teluskhkin, Joseph, The Book of Jewish Values, A Day-By-Day Guide to Ethical Living, Bell 
Tower, 2000.
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is used to reward and sometimes even as an 
art supply. Consider the way food fits into your 
classroom culture and formulate ways to balance 
the waste by having ongoing awareness of, and 
remedy for, people who go hungry.

Big Ideas
• Feeding people who are hungry is a 

mitzvah.
• When we feed hungry people we are 

imitating God, who fed Israel with 
manna in the wilderness.

Learning Activities
• Let’s Look at the Language
• Reading the Picture
• Feeding the Hungry

You Know You’ve Succeeded 
When…
• Students explain why feeding the 

hungry is a mitzvah.
• Students explain what we learn from 

the story of manna.

Let’s Look at the Language 

Arukh ha-Shulhan/Preparing the Table
A table is so much more than a surface on which 
to eat. When we “set” the table, we prepare it 
for a group to come together, share food and 
connect with one another. Likewise, providing 
food for people who are hungry requires more 
than the purchase of food. Our “preparation,” 
our “table setting,” includes knowledge of who 
is in need, what types of food can be used and 
how to deliver the food. When we “prepare” a 
table, we honor those who will sit around it. In 
feeding people suffering from hunger, we honor 
them as if they were able also to sit at our table.

Reading the Picture
Look at the two women in the drawing. What 
are they doing? They are harvesting food from 
the sky. God fed us with food that fell from the 
sky like dew. That food was called manna. The 
story that follows talks about manna.

Feeding the Hungry
Read the paragraph aloud to your class. When 
you reach the word mitzvah, remember to 
place the weight on the second syllable. The 
root letters of the word mitzvah are the letters 
meaning “command”.

When we place the weight on the first syllable 
and say “mitz-veh,” we get confused. We think 
of a good deed, not a commandment. Ask your 
students to explain the difference between 
a “good deed” and a “commandment” or an 
“obligation.” Surprisingly, even young students 
recognize that a commandment leaves you with 
no choice but to act.

Why is it vital that we understand mitzvah as a 
commandment to which we are obliged, not as a 
“good deed”?

The narrative explains that God fed “us.” Why 
does it say “us” and not “them”? (“And you shall 
explain to your son on that day, ‘It is because 
of what the ETERNAL did for me when I went free 
from Egypt’” Exodus 13:8.) God fed us manna 
for forty years in the wilderness. What does this 
tell us about how often or how long we must 
honor this obligation?

The manna God sent us was a special food that 
did not spoil in the harsh desert conditions. God 
also sent us water to drink. What does this teach 
us about the kinds of nourishment we must 
provide for others?

a

a

b

b

c

c

Feeding the Hungry People need food in 
order to live. Even though we have lots of supermarkets, many, many people still 
die because they are hungry. When we share our supply of food, we help others to 
live.

Food is an integral part of classroom life. We serve snacks to our students; we 
demonstrate ritual feasts; we teach the brakhot for each food group. Too often, 
though, food is wasted in the classroom. Students take one bite and discard the 
rest. Unruly children may, unfortunately, toss food at one another. Sometimes food 
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Big Ideas
• Gleaning is the way the Torah fixes hunger.
• The Book of Ruth is a biblical story of how 

gleaning worked.

Learning Activities
• Discussing Hunger
• The Torah Fixes Hunger
• Ruth, Naomi and Boaz

• Count the Omer All Year Long
• Recipes for Love
• Be a Gleaner
• Grocery Gleaners

You Know You’ve Succeeded When…
• Students can explain how gleaning works.
• Students can retell the story of Ruth, Naomi 

and Boaz.

Discussing Hunger
What does it feel like to be hungry? What does it feel 
like if you are hungry for a long time? Hunger is a bad 
feeling. The longer you are hungry, the worse it feels.

a
b

b

d

c

a

The 
Torah 
Fixes 
Hunger

Make sure your 
students know 
the meaning of 
gleaning. Gleaning 
is letting poor 
people harvest 
and keep their own 
food.

Why is it 
better to let 

people collect 
their own food 
instead of giving 
it as a gift? It lets 
them feel good 
about themselves. 
They are allowed to 
work for what they 
need and not just 
be given it as a 
totally free gift.

As a class, draft a 
letter to major food 
companies. Ask 
them if they have 

c
e
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any programs designed to help people who are hungry. Write an article for your school or 
synagogue newsletter letting readers know which food companies help those who do not 
have enough food. Explore ways, other than collecting and donating food, that individuals 
can help feed people who are hungry.

Can your students serve food to others? Can your students create centerpieces for a 
shelter? Do children at shelters have birthday parties? Can your students supply birthday 
plates, napkins and the like to “prepare their table”?

Make pretty placemats for the people who deliver Meals on Wheels. Purchase white oblong 
doilies or paper placemats. Decorate with original designs or use markers or colored 
pencils to color in the designs embossed on the placemats. Laminate each placemat.

What happens to the extra food at synagogue functions? Investigate options for donating 
the extra food.

Ruth, Naomi and Boaz
In the course of the Jewish year we read the story of Ruth during the holiday of Shavuot. 
The forty-nine days between Pesah and Shavuot are known as The Counting of the Omer. 
An omer is a measure of grain. It was brought daily to the tabernacle in hopes of a good 
harvest. The period of The Counting of the Omer is a good opportunity to collect food. We 
realize, however, that people are hungry throughout the year.

Count the Omer All Year Long
Locate a food bank in your community. Invite a speaker to your class to describe the work 
of the food bank.

As a class, make a list of the variety of grain products we buy at the store: cereal, crackers, 
pasta, etc. Divide the school year into periods of seven weeks (49 days). Assign a group 
of students to each of the seven weeks. Designate a grain product for each group. In turn, 
each student group prepares a flyer announcing the grain product to be collected during 
that 7-week period. Have a collection spot that is accessible to everyone in your synagogue 
and school community. During their seven-week period the group is responsible for counting 
the grain. Deliver the bundles of grain after each collection period.

The story of Ruth, Naomi and Boaz is a love story. Sometimes people need help in 
acquiring food, not because they can’t afford it, but because life circumstances make it 
difficult to do so. When we care about the events in the lives of people around us, we want 
to make sure they are eating good foods and that they know others care about them. Does 
your synagogue have a committee to deliver meals to families affected by serious illness? 
Who makes sure that the senior citizens in your community are able to get the groceries 
they need? Invite a representative to your class to suggest ways your students can help.

Sometimes there are physical reasons, like poor dental health and certain birth defects, 
preventing people from being able to eat. Throughout the world there are professional 
dentists and doctors who care enough to treat individuals free of charge. Learn about 
Dental Volunteers for Israel and organizations of flying physicians, whose love for others 
make it possible for some people to be able to eat. 

Recipes for Love
Jewish families have many wonderful occasions throughout the year involving traditional 
meals. As a class, make a list of the holidays throughout the year when families have 
special foods. Remember to include Shabbat. What kinds of foods do we look forward to? 
Who prepares our favorite foods in a very special way? Reproduce the family recipe page 
below or create your own. See page 42 for a family recipe form.

Send the sheet home as homework or invite families to your class with their recipes to 
complete the pages together. Reproduce all the recipes and organize them into a book. 
Bind the books and sell them through your synagogue gift shop or in the parking lot on 
school days. Donate the money received from sales of the books to Mazon.

Be a Gleaner
Complete the activity.

Talk It Over
Post this verse on the board or a poster. “WHEN YOU REAP THE HARVEST IN YOUR FIELD AND OVERLOOK A 
SHEAF, DO NOT TURN BACK TO GET IT.” Deuteronomy 24:19

DEFINE THE WORD “glean.” It is people in need gathering food from a field. This verse and 
a few others created this process.

How would the gleaners get food if the farmer had collected each sheaf of grain? 
Harvesters are not vacuum cleaners. Something is always left behind. Kind farmers could 
forget and drop things on purpose.

Grocery Gleaners
Today most people collect their food at the market, not in the field. Gather grocery ads. 
Divide the class into study pairs (hevruta). Give each hevruta a grocery ad. Instruct 
students to study the ads and make a list of those foods that are good to donate. As a 
class, develop guidelines to describe food products that are good to donate.

d

e
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Big Ideas
• We should make feeding the poor 

part of the way we live.

Learning Activities
• Feeding the Poor Today
• Grow a Mitzvah Garden
• Brakhah Mini-Posters
• Culmination Project

You Know You’ve Succeeded 
When…
• Students participate in feeding the 

hungry.
• Students’ families participate in 

feeding the hungry.

Feeding the Poor Today
We all need help getting our food. When we say 
our brakhot for food, we are really saying “Thank 
You” to God for providing food that nourishes us. 
We have different brakhot for different foods. 
Our bodies need a variety of nutrients in order 
to thrive. When we say “Thank You,” we want to 
acknowledge each specific kind of food.

Grow a Mitzvah Garden
During World War II many families grew “Victory 
Gardens” to have extra food available. In 
the 1960’s neighbors in some communities 
collaborated to grow food to share. Certain 
participants acquired the land. Others purchased 
the seed and gardening tools. Some neighbors 
planted; some nurtured the growing plants. 
Neighbors harvested the vegetables and fruits 
and distributed them to the members of the 
collective.

Locate a small piece of land on your synagogue 
or school campus. Invite a gardener from your 
congregation or community to help you determine 

the kinds of vegetables and fruits you can grow 
and harvest on this land. Locate a shelter or food 
bank to accept your harvest. If you cannot locate 
a food bank, ask your rabbi if there are members 
in your community who would benefit from 
receiving your harvest. Frequently, people who are 
elderly are unable to shop frequently enough to 
acquire fresh vegetables.

Plant, nurture and harvest your Mitzvah Garden. 
Invite others in the community to help you by 
working with you in the garden or by providing 
gardening supplies.

Vocabulary of Hunger
Look at the pictures of people doing things to help 
people who are hungry to have food. Introduce 
vocabulary: famine, malnutrition, starvation.

Where are there people who have no food? 
What happens to people’s bodies, minds and 
spirits when they do not have food? Learn about 
organizations such as Mazon, Second Harvest, 
and the Potato Project, which provide food for 
people who are hungry.

Culmination Project
Create a cereal box display to teach others 
what you have learned. Collect empty cereal 
boxes. Cover the boxes with brown paper. 
Devote one box to each subject. On white paper, 
design a cereal box to honor an organization 
that provides food to people who have little or 
none. Remember to make the box attractive so 
readers will want to look closely at it. Also create 
cereal boxes to teach  others about the problem 
of world hunger. Display your cereal boxes 
where many people can learn from them. Put a 
tzedakah box nearby for donations. 

Plan a class party. Explain to the students that in 
addition to treats for themselves, each student 

a

is to bring food or money to donate. At the party, encourage students to describe 
what they have brought to the party and why they selected that donation. Observe 
students’ food-related behaviors throughout the year. Do you note that students 
are giving more consideration to food in the classroom setting? Are fewer snacks 
being wasted? Are students still playing with snacks they bring? Capture moments 
to praise student awareness or to review the lessons in this unit.

Create a cookbook of favorite recipes. See page 42.

Encourage students to bring pictures, articles and other information about hunger 
to class. Listen to students brainstorm ways to address each topic.

a

b b


