Dear Family and Friends,

We are delighted to share our wedding with you. We hope that learning about the rich meanings behind the traditions of an Orthodox Jewish wedding will help you feel comfortable participating in and celebrating this special occasion with us.  Men and Women are asked to please stand separately during the outdoors ceremony.

--Rachel & Jeffrey

The Talmud teaches that originally G-d created man and woman as a single being on the sixth day of creation. He then separated the two, forming Eve from Adam’s side, with the idea that the two should rejoin in marriage. Chassidic philosophy teaches that upon birth each body contains a portion of one soul, the remainder of which is contained in another body. At marriage the two parts of the soul reunite. Thus, the wedding completes the creation of the bride and groom.

The Wedding Day - A Personal Yom Kippur

On the day that a person is married, life begins anew. The wrongdoings of the past are forgiven - just as on Yom Kippur. Jeffrey and Rachel fast from sunrise until the wedding ceremony. Besides being a sign of repentance and atonement, the fast is an act of contrition, in which they pray to G-d to be spared any problems in their marriage. They pray that G-d “open a new gate for us as the old gate is closed” so that their new life together evolves from a pure beginning. Jeffrey in his kittel (robe) and Rachel in her gown are attired in white, symbolizing spiritual purity and freedom from sin.

Greeting the Bride and Groom.

The pre-ceremony festivities begin in two locations. The receptions are held separately since Jeffrey and Rachel do not see each other for the week prior to the wedding. An adorned chair is set aside for Rachel where she greets the arriving guests. Feel free to stroll between the receptions.

Kabbalat Panim - Groom’s Reception

The Kabbalat Panim is the groom’s reception. At this time Jeffrey gives a Dvar Torah (words of Torah) and the Tena’im (conditions of marriage) are signed. The Tena’im represent the groom’s commitment to fulfill his promise to marry the bride. With the signing of this obligation, a plate is broken, signifying that just as the breaking of the plate is irreversible, so should the engagement be. The Ketubah (marriage contract) is then signed by the witnesses.

Bedeken - Veiling of the Bride

Jeffrey, escorted by relatives and friends, goes forward to veil his bride. He places the veil over Rachel’s face, indicating that it is her inner beauty to which he is attracted. Jeffrey then recites the blessing given to Rebeccah by her mother and brother before she left to marry Isaac, “Our sister, be thou the mother of thousands and ten thousands.” The parents then bless Rachel and Jeffrey. Before the Chupah, the knots on Jeffrey’s garments are untied. This symbolizes that at the moment of marriage, all other bonds are eliminated except the intimate bond made between the bride and groom.

Chupah - Wedding Ceremony

Jeffrey, escorted by his parents, proceeds to the chupah (marriage canopy), followed by Rachel and her parents. It is a custom for the parents to carry candles representing the light and joy in the couple’s new life. The chupah is open on all sides to show that their home will be open to guests, as was the tent of Abraham. Since this is a religious ceremony, men and women will be standing separately.  

The Seven Circles

Rachel circles Jeffrey seven times when she arrives at the chupah, The number seven represents the completion of the seven day process in which the earth was created. It also represents the seven heavens mentioned in the Kabballah, implying that the wedding day and marriage is heaven for the bride and groom. This act also recalls the seven times that the Tefillin straps are wrapped around a man’s arm. Just as a man binds himself in love to G-d, so is he bound in love to his bride. 

The Kiddushin - Betrothal Benediction

The Jewish Marriage ceremony has two basic parts: “Kiddushin” and “Nisuin” Both parts are introduced with the benediction of wine, the traditional symbol of joy and abundance. Kiddushin, literally sanctification, is the betrothal. The essence of the ceremony is the act of espousal, performed by the groom. Jeffrey places a simple ring on Rachel’s right forefinger. Only a simple band, without engravings or adornment, is used to signify the singularity of the moment in time. The ring represents the circle of forces that surrounded the world at the beginning of creation and with which G-d constantly recreates the world. In contracting a marriage, the bride and groom are emulating G-d and beginning a new creative cycle. Out of their union an entire world can be created.

As Jeffrey places the ring on Rachel’s finger he says in Hebrew, “Behold you are consecrated to me with this ring according to the laws of Moses and Israel.” With this ancient formula the betrothal is complete.

The Ketubah

To separate the betrothal blessings from the marriage blessings, the Ketubah is read aloud. The Ketubah is a binding document of confidence and trust, which details the husband’s obligations to his wife. Following the reading of this contract, the Ketubah is given to the bride and remains in her possession.

Sheva Berachot - The Seven Marriage Blessings

The concluding portion of the marriage ceremony is the seven blessings, known as Nisuin. The first blessing is over the second cup of wine as a sign of rejoicing. The second thanks G-d for creating the world. The third and fourth acknowledge G-d’s physical and spiritual creation of humanity. In the fifth blessing, we pray for the restoration of Jerusalem and the rebuilding of the holy Temple. The sixth blessing expresses the hope that the bride and groom each have the same joy that Adam and Eve had in the Garden of Eden. The last blessing speaks of the joy of the couple together. It contains ten synonyms for joy, paralleling the ten sayings with which the world was created.

Breaking a Glass

At the conclusion of the blessings, the couple drinks from the second cup of wine. Jeffrey then breaks a glass with his right foot. This custom was included in the ceremony to remind us that even at the height of our personal joy, we must, nevertheless, remember the destruction of the holy Temple in Jerusalem.     

Yichud - Union

After the ceremony, Jeffrey and Rachel adjourn to a private room where they will break their fast. The few minutes the couple share together allude to their new intimate relationship. This time together is witnessed outside by two witnesses who must ensure that they are indeed alone and undisturbed.

The Wedding Feast

Jeffrey and Rachel join the guests at the festive meal. All guests are invited to participate in the mitzvah (duty) to “make merry the bride and groom.” Because the bride and groom are like king and queen on this day, you will see many attempts by “jesters” to entertain them. Please join in making us laugh!

