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Shabbat Shalom. 
 
Parents enjoy many wonderful moments when they have a new baby: Lots of cuddles, 
hugs, and pictures. And when the baby finally goes to sleep at night. But there are a few 
extra-special moments for Jewish parents. One of them begins the first Friday night 
after the baby is born, and this special ritual truly lasts a lifetime. It’s the moment at the 
beginning of Shabbat when Jewish parents bless their children with Birkat Yeladim/the 
Children's Blessing, which shares the words of the Torah’s Priestly Blessing: May G-d 
bless you and protect you. May G-d deal kindly and graciously with you. And may G-d 
grant His favor upon you and give you peace. Parents, if you do this with your children, I 
know it’s special for you, even if your kids have grown up. Even if your kids don’t say so 
aloud, it’s probably a sweet moment for them too. And parents, if this is not something 
you do with your kids, I encourage you to try it out, in Hebrew or English. It’s a special 
moment when, no matter what happens that week, parents can get close to their child 
and say “I love you” in the language of our people. 
 
The first words of this particular Friday night blessing differ depending on whether the 
child is a girl or a boy. For daughters, parents say “Yesimech Elokim KSarah, Rivka, 
Rahel, VLeah. May G-d make you like Sarah, Rebecca, Rachel, and Leah. The 
matriarchs of our people, these are the foundational Jewish role models to whom we 
want our daughters to aspire. No surprises here.  
 
But when it comes to blessing our sons, we get something unexpected. “Yesimcha 
Elokim KEfrayim UMnashe. May G-d make you like Ephraim and Manasseh.” Wait, 
who? Why not Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, Moses, King David, Judah Maccabee, or Albert 
Einstein? And who are those two guys anyway?  
 
They feature in our Torah reading this morning, Vayechi. These two brothers were sons 
of Joseph, born to him while he was leading Egypt as the second in command. This 
makes them grandsons of our Patriarch Jacob. 
 
In the reading, Jacob realizes he is about to die. Before he passes, it's important to him 
to bless his sons and grandsons. Jacob, who previously lived in Israel, never expected 
to see Joseph's sons, for he was certain Joseph had been killed by a beast. As the 
verse says “[Jacob] said to Joseph, ‘I never expected to see you again, and here G-d 
has let me see your children as well’” (Gn. 48:11). 
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So Jacob has very poignant words for these two grandchildren. The Torah says that in 
doing so, Jacob says, “By you, [Efrayim and Manasseh] shall Israel invoke blessings [in 
the future], saying: “Yesimcha Elokim KEfrayim UMnashe. May G-d make you like 
Ephraim and Manasseh.” Those are the exact same words that Jewish parents use 
today. So we call on our sons to be like these two grandsons because Jacob instructed 
us to do so. 
 
That explanation answers one question, but it doesn't tell us what was special about 
these brothers. The Etz Hayim Humash commentary tells us more. One possibility is 
that these two were the very first brothers in the Bible to get along peaceably. Not Cain 
and Abel, not Isaac and Ishmael, not Jacob and Esau, and definitely not Joseph and his 
brothers. They all went through serious strife and conflict. I'm talking reality-TV level 
drama. But we don't hear about any tensions between Ephraim and Manasseh, which is 
not exactly a high bar, but better than any family that preceded them. When we bless 
our boys to be like Efrayim and Manasseh, we hope that our children too have Shalom 
Bayit in their homes and get along well with their siblings and family. That's a worthy 
prayer. 
 
The commentary adds a second explanation: “Perhaps because Ephraim and 
Manasseh were the first Jewish children who had to maintain their identity in a foreign 
land.” These two were the first Jewish children to grow up and spend their lives entirely 
outside of Israel. Before them, their family had lived in Israel for various parts of their 
lives. But these two were the first to grow up in exile, in a diaspora. The Torah does not 
comment on their own children, nor do we know how strongly connected they felt to the 
covenant with G-d and the Jewish family. But in the absence of such details, the rabbis 
assume that they continued the Jewish faith and passed it onto the next generation. Of 
course at that time the Jews were a family, not yet a nation. But the point remains that 
they felt connected to a faith and a land despite living outside it. When we, especially us 
living in America, bless our boys to be like Ephraim and Manasseh, we are hoping that 
they too stay connected to Judaism even though we are a minority where we live 
outside of Israel. That is worthy of a blessing as well. 
 
Of course Jewish parents in America know that it takes more than these words, 
beautiful they may be, to ensure that our children grow up with strong Jewish identities. 
What is the path Jewish parents and grandparents today should take to ensure that the 
next generation feels connected and invested in being Jewish?  
 
We all know the enormous challenges that face Jewish children in America, even in this 
time of overall relative affluence and prosperity: Assimilation and the decline of 
organized religion are real factors that lead to many young Jews feeling disconnected 
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from being Jewish. To quote the 2020 Pew Survey about Jews in America: “The 
youngest U.S. Jews count among their ranks both a relatively large share of traditionally 
observant, Orthodox Jews and an even larger group of people who see themselves as 
Jewish for cultural, ethnic or family reasons but do not identify with Judaism – as a 
religion – at all.” This is likely not a surprise to us.  
 
There are lots of statistics which paint a doom-and-gloom portrait of the next generation 
of American Jews, but I’m interested today in a different question: What can we do to 
maximize the chances that young American Jews say that Judaism - which obviously 
can be practiced in different ways - is an important part of who they are? Because we 
can’t just hope for the best and call it a day. Too much is at stake. 
 
There isn’t time today to fully delve into all these details, but I want to sketch out a few 
guiding thoughts: 
 
I am influenced by the thinking of Rabbi Ethan Tucker of Hadar in New York, who 
delivered a speech about this in 2008 with an image I have remembered since. He 
writes: “Judaism can only survive with a well-defined perimeter or a radiant core. Either 
Jewish identity is penned in by external geographical and sociological forces, or it must 
be warmed by the fire of a compelling vision for Jewish life that causes its adherents to 
return to it repeatedly of their own free will. 

Jews in 21st century America, unlike even their earlier American counterparts, can 
achieve an integration into non-Jewish society virtually unparalleled in Jewish history.  
In fact, and this is the key, it is anachronistic to talk about "integration", since we are 
already integrated. In other words, the perimeter has fallen. There is no inertial force 
keeping Jews Jewish any more. 

I will reveal my bias to you: Judaism cannot survive the perimiterless 21st century 
American Diaspora—with its endless opportunity and virtually non-existent 
anti-Semitism—without the other element that has traditionally sustained Jewish 
identity: a radiant core that gives a sense of mission and purpose.” 

(Of course, today we can't say that anti-Semitism is virtually non existent, but he was 
writing 17 years ago, when things were better.) 

What are some efforts we can make to fuel that radiant core in our children and 
grandchildren? 

Start with immersion programs, like a Jewish summer camp or trip to Israel, where 
Jewish youth can make friends with other Jewish kids away from home to discover 
themselves as young adults and see that Jewish living can enrich that experience.  
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Jewish kids should have Jewish friends at home as well, so they feel that being Jewish 
goes beyond the members of their own family. That it’s not just for old people… you 
know, like me! 

Jewish youth should have parents and grandparents coloring their home as Jewish: 
celebrating Shabbat and holidays; keeping Kosher; having Jewish objects around the 
home like Mezuzot, Hanukiyot, and Jewish art. Parents and grandparents may teach 
best by modeling rather than lecturing. Rituals add depth and understanding, even if 
kids don’t always want to do them. 

Jewish youth should have access to a strong Jewish education, in day school, Hebrew 
school, or regular synagogue life, to give them the literacy of what being Jewish actually 
is. It’s a rich tradition that takes significant effort to understand and appreciate. It's a 
high bar to reach, but worth it. 

Jewish kids should have opportunities to go to Israel, with both family and friends on a 
peer trip, and one day, on their own. They should see Israel with their own eyes to see 
its wonders, and learn its complexities to understand why Israel is beloved, but also not 
perfect. They should ask hard questions about Israel today and seek answers to them. 
They should hear Hebrew to learn that this language, our language, is alive and vibrant. 
They should see that in Israel being Jewish is about peoplehood, not just a faith 
community, as it’s often experienced in America. 

I’m sure I’m forgetting some important pieces. And I bet you have heard these before. 
Because fundamentals don't change. There isn’t a new idea that will solve everything 
and strengthen the Jewish identities of diaspora youth. Rather, it’s a redoubling of 
commitment on the older generations to provide our youth with the time-tested 
experiences we know work best. Even if we do all these things for our kids, as we know, 
future Jewish commitment and affiliation is far from guaranteed. But statistically, we 
maximize the odds when we follow this path for the next generation. 

The horrific events of October 7th, 2023  altered our environment and raised the stakes. 
Antisemitism in America is heightened now, which somewhat fortifies a perimeter 
around the Jewish community. This strengthens Jewish identity, in Rabbi Tucker’s 
model, which is why polls say Jewish levels of involvement are higher across the board 
after October 7th.  

And the events of last year compelled us to articulate - to ourselves and the younger 
generations - why Israel exists and why a Jewish state should exist. Also, what 
antisemitism is and why so many people - certainly not all - hate Jews. We American 
Jews feel a stronger sense of peoplehood as we stand in solidarity with Israelis during 
this war.  
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Mostly, parents and grandparents should feel a stronger urgency about the need to 
actively cultivate a strong Jewish identity in our youth, like that of Efrayim and 
Manasseh. It's providing the experiences I outlined earlier. Because even after October 
7th, the fundamentals remain the best way forward. 

Shabbat Shalom. 
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