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 The group should contain between six and twelve people, not including the 

facilitator, in order to have enough people in the group to generate energy and differing 

opinions around topics of discussion, but to be small enough to allow for personal 

attention and building intimacy in the group. 

 

Setting and Facilitation 

This group could be offered in a synagogue, a JCC, or independently in a community or 

home space, and advertised throughout the Jewish community.  Whether the group is 

offered through a particular movement or in a pluralistic setting, the facilitator will have 

to be aware of the importance of using language that is inclusive of Jews of all 

backgrounds, since part of the discussion is about exploring deep-seated, inherited Jewish 

values and expectations, which may or not may not be held by a particular denomination, 

but may still be very present for certain people in the group.   

 The facilitator of this group should have experience in group facilitation, pastoral 

counseling, and active listening.  She or he should have a commitment to and 

involvement in the Jewish community.  The facilitator should be able to create an 

atmosphere of trust, open communication, curiosity about and exploration of feelings and 

ideas.  The facilitator should be sensitive to the needs of any single people in the group, 

making sure it is okay for them to work with each other in partnered activities, or with the 

facilitator, if there is only one single person.  People who come as a couple should work 

with each other for partnered activities, within their couple. 

 The group would meet for five sessions over a period of nine weeks, every two 

weeks.  It should meet for two hours, with a break and snacks included in this time.  This 
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will give the group time to bond and create a support network, and give participants time 

to do work at home and think through the questions raised by the group on their own as 

well as in the group. 

!

" #$!%$&&'( ) &!

Each session should begin with a couple of moments of silent mindfulness 

meditation to help people become present in the space.  Each session should end with the 

group coming back together and each person sharing one short thing that she or he 

learned or will think about from that session.  In addition, there should be a five-minute 

evaluation at the end of each session where the facilitator puts a plus and triangle on the 

board, and asks people to say what went well and what they feel could be changed.  

Positive feedback is listed under the plus sign, suggestions for change under the triangle, 

or delta sign.  This way the facilitator can improve his or her work as the group 

continues, and the participants will feel empowered to share their experience of the class. 

 The five sessions are listed below.  Each session has a goal or reason for the topic.  

Next there are exercises to do with the group in the session.  Some sessions include 

homework discussion topics or projects. 
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Session Three: Imagining our Legacy 

3.1 Ethical wills:   
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o Be concrete, and imagine a day in those lives.  How do you feel in each 

fantasy? 

 

Session Five: Conclusion: Where do we find faith? 

Making difficult decisions requires enormous faith in yourself, in your ability to 

make the right decision for yourself, and often in a number of things beyond yourself, as 

many factors that affect the outcome of a decision are beyond your control. 

Faith is a huge component of deciding not to have children.  One must have faith 

that it is the right decision, that one won’t regret it.  This faith might be especially hard 

since there is little societal support for the decision not to have children. 

Faith is also required in deciding to have children.  We have no idea what the 

future will hold for us or our potential children, and by bringing a life into this world we 

are confronted with this uncertainty.  Having children can be a proclamation that we have 

faith that there is a future to our world, and that it will one day be a better place, even 

when much evidence seems to point to the contrary.  Not having children can also be an 

act of faith—for example, that you have made the right decision for yourself, or that there 

are other ways to contribute to the world. 

 

5.1 Share an experience of faith with your partner—a time when you had faith in another 

person, a higher power, or an idea.   

!  Describe the setting, the people involved, the situation.   

!  How did it feel, in your body, to be in this faith?   

!  How did you recognize it?   
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!  Ideas on where the group would be held and where and how one would advertise 

for it.   

!  The time attributed to different sessions: I received some valuable feedback that 

sessions three (on ethical wills) and four (VBDM) may require more than one 

session each to adequately accomplish their goals, or these sessions may simply 

need more time than the others. 

 

 I hope that this guide can provide the beginning of opening this discussion for 

people, and at the very least bring to consciousness the need for a forum for such a 

discussion.   

 

 Please send feedback and ideas about this guide to: 

 Danielle Stillman: dstillman@rrc.edu 

 

 

 

  

 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Appendix 
Materials for Sessions 



 1 

! "##$%&'( ) %'

*+, '- ") $#. '/ "0#1"23$4"#'

Here are two Jewish voices on the question of having children, Jewish continuity, and 

ways of contributing to a Jewish community.  After you read them, make a list with your 

partner of the values that each person is emphasizing in their writing.  Are the values 

opposed to one another?  Do some of them overlap?  Which values do you share?  Which 

seem less important to you? 

 

!"#$%&'()$#*+#',)$&($-.$/ 00&1)$21' %%$%'13$"&($-114$15$6#7&("$/ )"&+(8$91:#$;1<' $=#&>"-1'$

?($; 1<' (#0%@$$A#$&($?$' ?--&$?5B$' #+)1'$1%$)"#$C5&:#'(&).$1%$6<B?&(3 8$15#$1%$)"#$

D15(#' : ?)&: #$3 1: #3 #5)E($(#3 &5?' &#(@$

 

Those who can produce or adopt children should see it as a mitzvah of the highest order 

to have more than the minimal number of two, for nothing less than the future of the 

Jewish community and of Judaism depends on that.  The Jewish community, after all, lost 

a third of its members in the Holocaust, and, as I describe in some detail in the section on 

contraception, contemporary Jews are not producing enough children even to maintain 

their present numbers.  Add to these factors the high rate of intermarriage and 

assimilation among Jews today, and it becomes clear that we Jews are in serious 

demographic trouble as a people.  One needs a Jewish education to become an informed, 

practicing Jew, of course, but people can be educated only if they exist in the first place.  

The mitzvah of procreation, like all other commandments, does not apply to those who 

cannot fulfill it; but for those who can, propagation or adoption is literally a matter of life 

and death for us not only as individuals and as families but also as a people. (Dorff, 95) 



 2 

 

! " #$%&' ( )%' (*' +, )%#$%- . %/+' &0%12' , 3#$45%0%6' 7#$" %3' 8 #&#$)%0*)#9' %#&%)" ' %7: +2; %: 3%<#; ; #$" %

*=2)=+' >%%?"'%#$%)"' %*"#2;%:3%0%@:2:*0=$)%$=+9#9:+5%0&;%7+#)'$%0-:=)%0%&=8-'+%:3%#$$='$%

*: &*' +&#&A%7: 8 ' &5%A0. $%0&; %2' $- #0&$5%6=; 0#$8 5%0&; %B0$)' +&%B=+: , ' 0&%6' 7#$" %*=2)=+' >%%

!"#$%#$%3+:8%"'+ %*:22'*)#:&%:3%'$$0.$C%D+'08$ %:3%0&%/&$: 8&#0*>%

 

I know that Jews have special concerns which color their attitudes toward gays and 

lesbians, and I would like to address two of these today.  The first is the issue of 

demographics.  There is great concern that intermarriage, the loosening of community 

ties and the weakening of Jewish identity are decimating the Jewish population.  The 

Holocaust or ; ' +%E" =+- & ravaged us; our children and the future generation are a major 

preoccupation…I am the only survivor of my father’s family.  I know the keen sense of 

loss in ; #%E" 02: . 8 ' $, those dreams: the desire to pass on the names of dead relatives, the 

desire to regenerate the family. 

 I also know that the entire burden of fulfilling ; #%E" 02: . 8 ' $ has fallen on ;# 

. ; #$" ' %3+: . ' &, the Jewish women, and has put great pressure on Jewish women to bear 

children.  And though I understand the emotions and concerns which lie behind that 

pressure, I feel it is imperative for us to resist this special form of sexism which reduces a 

Jewish woman’s value simply to biological function.  We have to resist the view that the 

most significant contribution a Jewish woman can make to =&;4'+%3:2E, our people, is to 

give birth to a Jewish child….it is outrageous to suggest that those of us who have chosen 

to be childless are indifferent to Jewish survival.  In fact we have a critical function to 

play in maintaining the survival of our community in every sphere of Jewish life, and 

bearing children is not always the best contribution we can make.  I know of many 

women who possess hardly any Jewish identity, are entirely ignorant of Jewish history, 
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Session Two 

2.2 Our Ancient Role Models!
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!  Why does Sarah laugh here?  Is it a laugh of joy, wonder, or uneasiness?  Imagine 

what her different emotions might be. 

 

! " #$#%&' ( %! )*)&+ %

Judaism also has other founders and leaders who are role models for us.  Two such 

leaders are Moses and Miriam.  Moses leads the people out of Egypt and guides them 

through the desert for forty years, to the edge of the promised land.  He is considered the 

greatest prophet by Maimonides, and has some of the most direct communication with 

God that appears in the Torah.  While Moses has a wife and two sons, we only hear about 

them infrequently.  We hear about his first son, Gershom, being born and named (Exodus 

2:22), about his wife Zipporah circumcising one of the sons (Exodus 4:24-26), and about 

Jethro, Moses’ father-in-law, bringing the sons to him in the desert (Exodus 18:5-6).  

Interestingly, in the list of the descendents of the heads of clans in Exodus 6:14-25, we 

hear about Aaron’s, Moses’ brother’s, sons, but not about Moses’ sons. 

 While this may be seen as a model of a leader who has little time for his family, 

what we can take from it is the concept that contribution to and leadership of the Jewish 

people does not need to be through your offspring.  In contrast to the model put forth by 

the avot and imahot, who lead by passing on their legacy to their offspring, Moses 

contributes to the whole community in his leadership.  His most important contributions 

are to the people Israel, rather than to his specific children. 

 

Miriam, Moses’ sister, helps save Moses’ life when he is a baby by arranging a Hebrew 

wet-nurse (Moses’ mother) to suckle Moses for the Daughter of Pharaoh.  Miriam is 
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