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Dear Reader,

I am an Orthodox rabbi who has performed a wide variety of Jewish weddings. I have found Jewish wedding books that are accessible but not fully traditional and Jewish wedding books that are very traditional but not accessible to most readers. It is my hope that this book will fill the gap. It is written in accord with Jewish legal tradition; at the same time, it is meant to be fully accessible and useful to both the learned and the unversed.

Weddings among the Jewish people today are extremely varied depending on the couple’s rabbi and denomination; how religious, learned, or observant the couple is; and myriad other factors. I believe that Jewish law and tradition have much to teach us, even if we do not observe it all or do not think it fully relevant. My hope is that you will take the information and ideas I have included and use them to weave your wedding into a tapestry that is deeply Jewish, personally meaningful, and inspiringly spiritual. May the One who spends eternity matchmaking bless you with a meaningful wedding and loving life together, and may you build a bayit neeman b’yisrael—a trustworthy house among the Jewish People.
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Welcome to the EVERYTHING® Series!

These handy, accessible books give you all you need to tackle a difficult project, gain a new hobby, comprehend a fascinating topic, prepare for an exam, or even brush up on something you learned back in school but have since forgotten.

You can choose to read an Everything® book from cover to cover or just pick out the information you want from our four useful boxes: e-questions, e-facts, e-alerts, and e-ssentials. We give you everything you need to know on the subject, but throw in a lot of fun stuff along the way, too.

We now have more than 400 Everything® books in print, spanning such wide-ranging categories as weddings, pregnancy, cooking, music instruction, foreign language, crafts, pets, New Age, and so much more. When you’re done reading them all, you can finally say you know Everything®!
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Top Ten Unforgettable 
Jewish Wedding Moments 

1. Eruptions of “Mazel tov!” with the breaking of the glass.

2. The groom seeing the bride at the bedekin for the first time after days apart.

3. Making a l’chaim at the tish with very old scotch.

4. Eating for the first time all day, and for the first time as husband and wife, in the yichud room together.

5. The mothers of the bride and groom trying their darndest to break the too-thick plate.

6. Seeing your best friend in a gorilla suit doing wedding shtick, dancing and jumping rope in the middle of the dance floor.

7. Lifting the bride and groom up on chairs at the dancing while they hold on for dear life.

8. A relieved groom not being able to get more than a few words of Torah out before the crowd erupts in loud song.

9. Dancing so wild that everyone, including the bride, is sweating profusely.

10. The bride and groom, even at the biggest moment of their lives, thinking about and praying for others in need.





Introduction 

[image: 50] IN A JEWISH life there are many special moments, a bris (circumcision celebration) or baby naming when one is born, a bar or bat mitzvah when one matures, and numerous other holidays, parties, achievements, and milestones. A wedding is perhaps the most momentous occasion of them all. It is one that will define the rest of an individual’s life because the person you marry strongly influences how you will live your life. Who you marry will, over time, color your view of the world, your opinions on raising children, your perception of what is valuable, and the meaning of your individual life.

The formal idea of marriage in Judaism goes back to the Torah, the Bible, given to the Jewish people more than 3,500 years ago. However, the concept of two people, a man and woman, being alone and then finding each other, becoming bound to each other forever, and raising a family together, goes back all the way to Adam and Eve. Thus, in Judaism, weddings are seen as one of the foundational concepts upon which the world is built.

Your wedding is, of course, going to be a special day to you, one into which you will put much preparation, anxiety, and forethought. From a larger Jewish perspective, though, your wedding is much more. It is a moment within which all of history is encapsulated, upon which everything hinges. Your wedding moment harkens back to the first moments of the universe—the wedding of Eve and Adam—and your wedding day is the foundation upon which the rest of the future of the humanity and your people is to be built. The Talmud in the book of Sanhedrin teaches that just as in the Torah all of humanity blossomed from one man and women, so too, “each person is equivalent to an entire universe.”



Jewish people are all very different but hopefully this book will help you, wherever you stand within Judaism, to guide you in planning your wedding, to give you a sense of the different Jewish practices associated with weddings and their beauty, and to help you shape your own wedding into one that is meaningful and spiritually inspiring. This may not be the only wedding book you will use; if your wedding is one that is more to the creative side or one that is more on the traditional side, additional books and websites will help you to fill out the complete picture of your wedding day. Some of these references can be found in Appendix D.

There will be times in the process of planning your wedding that will be anxious, other times that will be reflective, and still others that will be fun. Use this book to learn about the potential that each part of a Jewish wedding holds and to help navigate some of the more complex situations that planning a wedding can inevitably bring.

This book includes Jewish historical and theological perspectives along with, obviously, a lot of practical advice. A well-planned wedding is a good balance of all of these—practical and well choreographed, but also infused with Jewish meaning, spirituality, and history.

This book will be useful in learning the traditional Jewish perspective and practices and some ways that they can be adjusted. Depending on whom your rabbi or wedding officiate is going to be and on what part of the Jewish community you and your family identify with, you may decide to do things in the way that they are described in this book or perhaps very differently. As you read, know that you can take the basics of the tradition and tailor them to fit you and make your wedding meaningful. No matter how your Jewish wedding will look, crafting your wedding from a place of knowledge of Jewish history and tradition will be a positive approach. Best wishes for a great and inspiring Jewish wedding!


CHAPTER 1 
Love and Partnership, 
Jewish Style

In Jewish thought, marriage—and the love that should be part of it—is not only realistic and practical but also, at the same time, unifying and profound. A marriage relationship, since both partners become a greater whole through it, is perhaps the most important and powerful one in life. Jewish mysticism even teaches that in order to understand our relationship to God, we must first know a relationship of love with another human that is so encompassing we become one on an emotional, physical, and spiritual level.

Jewish Views of Love 

Judaism’s most ancient and basic book, the Torah, depicts several examples of love relationships. A close look at the first one of these can reveal a great deal about Judaism’s insights into love, relationships, and marriage.

Adam and Eve: The First Love 

The first couple in the Torah is Eve and Adam. There are actually two versions of the story of the creation of and the relationship between Adam and Eve. In the first chapter of the Torah, Adam and Eve are created at the same time in the image of God and are then sent off together into the world. In the second chapter of the Torah, Adam is created first and is all alone in the world in the Garden of Eden. God looks at Adam and declares, “It is not good for the Man to be alone; I must make for him an ezer kinegdo.” The words ezer kinegdo mean a helper opposite him, or more literally translated, “a supporter against him.” In an attempt to find Adam a mate, an ezer kinegdo, God creates all the animals and brings them to Adam.
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What had God been doing since he created the world?
This is the Talmud’s question and the answer it gives is that God is busy making marriage matches, and, says the Talmud, it is as hard as splitting the Red Sea!

In the biblical story, Adam gets to know and names each one of the animals but can not find among them an ezer kinegdo, a proper mate. God puts Adam to sleep and makes Eve from his rib. When Adam wakes he suddenly realizes that the woman standing before him is the right mate for him. According to Jewish tradition they were married by God in the Garden of Eden (with no caterer!) on the sixth day of creation just before the first Shabbat, the first Sabbath.

True Love Is Supportive and Challenging 

The name the Torah uses for mate is both very strange and very telling. Adam’s mate must be a “helper against him.” Though these terms seem contradictory, Eve and Adam must be to each other mutual helpers and supporters, but they must also challenge each other.

The Torah here is teaching a profound idea. A true love relationship is one in which there is so much trust, concern, and deep understanding that the two partners support and love each other, and because of this support and trust they can also challenge each other to become better people than they are now. Though it takes work, a couple can help each other grow as individuals. Their relationship will grow and deepen in turn.
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There is a concept in Judaism called a bashert, (as in, “He is my bashert!”) a soul mate that you are destined to marry. Though some Jewish sources believe that there is one bashert for each person; others feel we often have many potential mates, and the one we commit to and make a great relationship with over time becomes our bashert.

Soul Mates 

When asked to describe what they love about each other, many couples say they have similar values and goals in life and support each other, but that they also appreciate having very different, often opposite, personalities. They almost always describe balancing each other, completing each other, or challenging each other just by being so different from one another. Just like Adam and Eve, in great relationships partners support each other but also confront each other and thus nurture one another to grow personally, emotionally, and spiritually.

According to the Midrash, an ancient Jewish commentary on the Torah, both stories of the creation of Adam and Eve can be read as one story. According to this reading, Adam and Eve were first created as one person with two faces, back to back, and then divided into two independent beings. Thus their ultimate marriage is a linking of true soul mates, two people who once shared one body and soul and are now reunited. This becomes forever a paradigm of human relationships. When we find our soul mate or grow our relationship with our spouse, we often feel completed, as if we have found our other half.
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The story is told of the renowned Rabbi Aaron Kotler who was being driven to a big lecture he was going to give. Just after getting in the car the Rabbi excused himself and went back into his house to wish his wife a good day, thus reflecting the Talmud’s dictum that a married couple are truly one and that a man should honor his spouse more than himself.

In this scenario, Adam and Eve must first be separated from each other before finding each other as soul mates and coming together again. This teaches us that independence, becoming ourselves as unique individuals and truly knowing ourselves, is a necessary prerequisite for a healthy relationship with another person. If a couple has not come to comfortably be themselves first and know themselves well, if they are too emotionally needy and unable to be emotionally present for each other, a deep love relationship of support and challenge cannot fully come to be. These are the foundations for true and long lasting ezer kinegdo love.

Some questions to ask ourselves in measuring whether a relationship has the potential to become a lasting marriage are: Do I feel I can be myself with this person? Do we trust each other? Do I feel better or worse about myself when I am with them? Do we value similar things in life?

Jewish Views of Marriage 

There are several instances of people courting, meeting, and marrying each other in the Torah. Two of the earliest ones in the family of the Jewish people are exceptional and quite different from each other: that of Rebecca and Isaac and that of Rachel and Jacob. We will look at both as a way to see that just as people are diverse, so too are their relationships. The resulting engagement and wedding processes are also different. There are profound lessons to be learned from these paradigmatic relationships, and they have many things in common with many of our own engagements and marriages.

Isaac and Rebecca 

In the Bible, Abraham and Sara, the first Jewish couple, have a son named Isaac. When they decide it is time for Isaac to marry, Abraham sends his servant Eliezar to Abraham’s own extended family, who live in his hometown of Padan Aram in Mesopotamia, to find a wife for Isaac. Eliezer does not know who the woman should be, so he makes a deal with God. Eliezer says that when he first gets to the city and goes to the water well, whichever woman greets him, offers him water, and offers to get water for his camels will be the woman for Isaac to marry.
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In many traditional societies, people are married without knowing or seeing each other first. The Talmud, Judaism’s most basic book of law and tradition, forbids this. If a couple gets married without knowing each other and finds they do not like each other this would be a violation of the biblical command to “love your neighbor as yourself.”

At first glance, looking for a woman or man who draws water for a stranger’s camels does not necessarily seem like a good way to find a spouse. Perhaps Eliezer should have asked about her interests, her goals in life, or her philosophy about raising children to be sure she would be a good fit for Isaac. The Torah here is really teaching us a profound marriage lesson: The most important criterion in finding a mate, the most important factor in making a relationship work, is the personal character of the two partners. No doubt similar values are important, but two people need not have the same desires, likes and dislikes, or even life experiences to make a deep and lasting relationship. Being able to be present and emotionally available and having some similar values are important, but the Torah places each others’ character above everything else. Both parties must be able to see beyond themselves to be kind and giving to each other.

Marriage Before Love?

When Eliezer brings Rebecca back to see Isaac, she sees Isaac from afar praying in a field and she asks Eliezer if that is Isaac. Eliezer says yes, and Rebecca proceeds to cover her face with a veil. Rebecca and Isaac meet and immediately get married. After they marry and move into the same tent together the Torah tells us that Isaac loved Rebecca.

Not every story of love and marriage is the same in the Torah or in our lives, but it is important to realize that love can grow over time. Sometimes we expect love to be much more like a movie with fireworks and love at first sight, or at least for it to be so by the time we stand under the chuppah together. However, it is often the case that two mature and giving people will nurture their love slowly into a deep bond. As long as the right ingredients and values are present, you can ignore your normal wedding day jitters and rest assured that, with the right work and attention, your relationship will grow even deeper over time.

Not All Marriages Are the Same 

Isaac and Rebecca’s son Jacob is very different from his parents and so meets and marries his spouse in a very different manner.

Jacob and Rachel 

Rachel and Jacob meet in a very different way than Jacob’s parents Isaac and Rebecca. Jacob is running away from his brother Esah, who is trying to kill him, and Rebecca tells Jacob to run to his Uncle Laban’s home. When he is near his destination he sees some shepherds near a water well about to give water to their flocks of sheep. He asks them if they know his Uncle Laban and they say yes. “And look,” they say, “here comes his daughter Rachel with Laban’s flocks of sheep.” Jacob then asks them why they are standing around the well and they reply that they have to remove the heavy rock from the top of the well to give their sheep water.

Jacob looks over at Rachel, who is approaching with her families’ sheep, and single-handedly lifts the rock off of the well. He then gives water to the Rachel’s sheep, kisses Rachel, and weeps. Jacob tells Rachel who he is and she runs to tell her family.

Though Jacob and Rachel’s story involves both a well and and one future spouse is helping and giving water to the other, Jacob’s love for Rachel and the way he expresses it is clearly very different from that of his father and mother, Isaac and Rebecca. While Rebecca and Isaac’s love for each other needs time to grow, Jacob is deeply moved by his love for Rachel even at first sight. However, he will have to work for fourteen years for his uncle Laban to finally marry Rachel, and he does the work willingly since he loves her so much.

Learning from Our Ancestors 

Though the relationship that Jacob and Rachel have is so different from the one Isaac and Rebecca nurture, there is much to learn from both. Whether it is love at first sight or love that grows over time and even after marriage, the important aspects of keeping a relationship going are both partners’ ability to give to one another deep loyalty like Jacob’s for Rachel—even over the course of many years—and a vision of their future together. Judaism teaches that like the love of our ancestors, every relationship plays an important part in a much bigger picture of our world and the future that will emerge from the relationship. If you and your fiancé have similar values and you fit into a bigger meaningful worldview beyond your love for each other, you will always feel joined as one.

How to Know if He or She Is the One 

We all know that some of the signs of a good relationship—feelings of joy when you are around the other person, feeling excitement at seeing them, feeling that you can “be yourself” with them, and feeling trust between you. When we realize that the other person appreciates who we are and they will not leave the relationship without first coming to a decision about the relationship together, this is a sign of trust.

Real Life, Real Relationships 

We sometimes think our relationships should be like those we see in the movies. Boy and girl meet, fall in love, there’s background music, and they ride off into the sunset together. It’s great for a two-hour movie, but we must be careful not to think that it’s a reflection of real life or a true possibility in a real human relationship. In real relationships, couples wake up the next day and need to negotiate who will do the laundry.
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Similar levels of education can be important in a marriage. Ideally, spouses should be able to discover the world, life, and each other together. In a good relationship they should be able to discuss ideas and their life’s goals, direction, hopes, and dreams together. These are important parts of any good relationship.

Of course, real life does not have to take away from great relationships. In great relationships the trust and love is strong and people can learn how to negotiate without threatening to end the relationship. They can appreciate their spouse’s great qualities while knowing that they, like all of us, might not be good at everything.
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Sometimes men think that even if they have trouble being emotionally present they can overcome the gap between them and their partner by buying material things. Gifts in a marriage are only meaningful if they reflect a deeper relationship in which one loves and respects the other and is willing to engage in conversation, support, and a sharing of lives.

In Jewish thought, marriage is not just the official seal on a good relationship or even a sanctified ceremony. It reflects a genuine desire to give to the other person. If both people feel they have a duty to give to and support the other, if both partners feel they are doing more than their share, the marriage will work. While having our needs met is important, one should always ask not what their spouse can do for them but what they can do for their spouse.

Respect 

In good relationships, spouses have a deep sense of respect for one another. While knowing their partner’s challenges, they usually see their partner’s strengths more clearly. This does not mean they think their partner is better than them. Instead, they appreciate that their partner is different and that as a couple they can cover a lot of bases together.

People are much more flexible than we realize, and they often change over time. It is not uncommon for couples who have been married for many years to be surprised by their spouses. The things they thought their spouse liked when they married may not be the same now. Seeing our marriages not only as perfect or made in heaven, but as an ongoing work of art makes for patient and understanding spouses.

Overcoming Marriage Anxiety 

Almost everyone is anxious at times about their approaching wedding and marriage. They might be nervous about the doors they are closing to other relationships and to other life opportunities or the compromises they will have to make in their career. A certain degree of anxiety is normal, but some anxiety can be a warning signal that something is not right in the relationship and should be looked at more carefully before the couple commits to a lifetime together.

Normal Anxiety Versus Red Flags 

One good way to put your anxiety into perspective is to remember a time when you were embarking on something new. Think about your first day at a new school or job, or remember your last big purchase. Were you this anxious then? Have you felt this anxiety in serious relationships before? Does this anxiety feel similar or very different? Do you feel you can share this anxiety with your future spouse? If you can, that is a sign of a good relationship. You are feeling the effects of the standard pre-engagement or pre-wedding anxiety. If you cannot put your finger on the feeling, or if the anxiety expresses itself in your mind by becoming critical of your future husband or wife, this may be cause for some further exploration of the relationship with a counselor or rabbi.

There is a great story about two friends, Bob and Bill. Bob fixes Bill up with one woman after another, and when Bob asks about them Bill complains that one was too short, another was not funny enough, and another was too heavy. Finally, exasperated, Bob says, “Hey Bill, lighten up, it’s not like you’re buying a new car or something!” The lesson is a good one. Each individual person is complex. No one will ever fit a laundry list of what you want, but that is part of the beauty of marrying a real person. They are not perfect; they are just themselves. This is what makes life exciting and helps each spouse in a relationship grow over time.
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How would you feel if your fiancé was not there any more? This can be an important question to ask yourself when you feel pre-marriage anxiety. It might help you ascertain if it is regular nervousness or some bigger issue in the relationship or in how you see each other.

Talking to other people who know you both can also be helpful. What do your close friends and relatives sense about your relationship? Does it seem healthy, mutual, and mature from the outside? How did they feel when they were getting engaged? This may help you get some perspective and find out if your own level of anxiety is typical. If your fiancé is feeling anxious, talking to others may help you remember that your fiancé’s anxiety may be very normal and is not an implicit criticism of you.

Trying to Change Your Fiancé 

If you find yourself hoping that after you get married your spouse will change, this is a cause for concern. Going into a marriage wanting to change someone is not healthy and puts an undue burden on any relationship. While people do change, one must go into a marriage with the expectation that what you have experienced with your future life partner and how you see them is what you will be getting.

If you are stuck between the two poles of “am I just blowing some issues out of proportion?” and “what if these issues continue to bother me forever in this marriage?” it might be good to seek the counseling of a professional to help sort it out.


CHAPTER 2 
Getting Engaged 

Impending wedding plans. Telling your friends and family. Hoping for everyone’s approval and blessings. While becoming engaged can be a stressful time, it should also be a time of great joy and anticipation. There are many Jewish customs associated with engagement announcements, parties, and traditions, some of which are more essential than others. These customs will help you to make this meaningful and joyous step in the marriage process one to share with those you love and with the new relatives who will soon enter your family.

When Is It Time to Make It Official?

There is no hard and fast rule as to how long to date before becoming engaged, and many factors may enter into the couple’s decision. In some Jewish communities there is strong emphasis on getting engaged quickly, after five to ten dates, while among others a couple might date for several months or years before deciding to become engaged. In any case, care should be taken to be sure the couple knows each other well enough and has gotten to know each other’s families since they will be part of the couple’s life for many years to come.

Enclosed Orthodox Communities 

In Jewish communities that are insular and homogeneous, people tend to only see each other or date a few times before becoming engaged. In these Jewish communities the couple’s families will often know each other already, and the man and woman who are becoming engaged will have grown up in very similar, quite traditionally observant Jewish backgrounds. Even before dating, the families or a shadchan, a matchmaker, will have “checked out” the man and woman, receiving confidential reports from their friends and families to be sure the two are compatible before they ever meet.
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In more traditional Jewish circles people often meet though shadchanim. When the couple actually does get engaged or married there is usually a customary matchmaker’s fee to be paid to the shadchan.

Couples such as these usually have the same religious values, the same goals, and the same picture of what they want their future family to look like. For couples from such well-defined and close-knit religious communities, though the dating period is very short, the prospects for a marriage that works well are promising. Indeed, for these couples, much of their dating process and getting to know each other revolves around thinking about and comparing notes on how they see the building of a Jewish family together.

Traditional Communities and Open Orthodox Communities 

Observant or traditional Jews who are from more heterogeneous communities may need to take more time to get to know each other to be sure the proposed relationship is one that will work. More modern observant Jews are usually knowledgeable about the world and well educated in the secular realm, often attending universities and other institutions of higher general learning. Though their religious practices will be similar, couples who are not from an insular Jewish community and have spent time in the world outside a Jewish community will need more time to get to know each other to be sure that the person they are dating has similar values, goals, and outlooks. The amount of time spent together before becoming engaged in these communities will often range from several months to a year or two.
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The dating process for more modern Orthodox Jews may be longer than that of their more insular orthodox brethren, but at the same time they will feel bound by traditional Jewish law, not having sex or touching intimately before marriage. This can result in some difficult tension for the couple between their Jewish commitment and their prolonged desire for each other.

Liberal Jewish Denominations 

More liberal Jewish denominations have fewer rules about the process and timeline of engagement. Conservative Jews believe in conforming to Jewish law and limiting their sexual activity to marriage, perhaps encouraging a slightly faster engagement than other more liberal denominations who may or may not discourage premarital sex. In the end, though, the time spent dating before an engagement is announced is for the most part up to the couple and their family and is quite flexible among more liberal Jewish communities and denominations.

If the bride and groom hail from different Jewish communities or backgrounds altogether, the process of being sure he or she is the one may be particularly challenging. When done with forethought, care, and a willingness to learn from each other’s differences, couples can build a trusting and long-lasting relationship and marriage. Some questions to ask yourselves and each other are: What religious traditions are must-haves for each of you? Which are compulsory right now and which can be grown into? Do you both have an attitude of religious growth? Can you compromise?

Sometimes understanding each other’s religious life well is more important than changing your practices to be the same. In any case, couples who have different Jewish backgrounds often find that making time for Jewish study together can help each partner develop a clear view of the other’s religious life and Jewish practice in general.

Engagement Customs 

There are many ways for a couple to become officially engaged. Though traditionally we imagine the man on one knee asking for a woman’s hand in marriage, some couples become engaged after talking about it together and deciding that it’s time—without a ring, a bended knee, or a billboard in Times Square. Though in many instances it is expected that the man will propose to the woman, for some couples it’s quite appropriate and flattering for a woman to propose, or to decide together.

Proposing 

If you are going to propose, give it some thought. The process of proposing should reflect your personalities. Just because one friend rented a camel and dressed up as a sheik with an entourage to propose and another had an engagement ring baked into his girlfriend’s dessert (risking serious dental mishaps), you do not have to follow their examples. When it comes to proposing, be sure that it’s real, that it is a moment to remember, and that you are both involved in the intimacy of it instead of putting on a show for the neighborhood or trying to live out one partner’s dramatic fantasies. Men can set a good foundation for marriage by realizing that most women appreciate forethought and planning but do not expect you to be someone you are not.

Think about the person you are proposing to. What would make him happy? Is he shy by nature, in which case he might not want a large audience at the proposal? You might propose over a quiet dinner rather than asking the band to sing it for you. On the other hand, perhaps she appreciates drama and would love you to go to lots of trouble to set up something larger than life. In such a case you can rent out a digital billboard in Times Square with the words “Marry Me!” blinking in big lights as you turn the most populous corner in the world at 42nd Street and Broadway.
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In the Talmud (Kiddushin 12b), a marriage proposal is known as shid-duchin and is seen as a step in forming the legal bond that will become a full-fledged marriage. To marry without first proposing formally was considered immoral.

The Ring 

In many instances the groom gives the bride a diamond engagement ring, but this is by no means always the case, nor is it required. You might decide together to get a simpler ring and save the money for a down payment on a future home or for the wedding or honeymoon. If the groom does decide to buy a ring, there are many ways he can do so. The couple can go together to choose one the bride likes and the groom can afford, or they can ask their families about heirloom diamonds and use one in its current setting or have the diamond reset to fit the bride’s finger and personality.

The custom of a groom giving the bride a gift of jewelry goes back thousands of years in Jewish tradition. This piece of jewelry sometimes had a stone in it to set it apart from a wedding ring, which has no stone. Of course, the stone in an engagement ring need not necessarily be a diamond.

Breaking the News 

Though you may want to shout out your news to the entire world immediately, there are more effective, calm, and mannered ways to announce your engagement. First, the bride and groom should talk together about whom to inform and in what order and manner. Will a cousin feel slighted if he finds out after one of your friends? Whose parents should you tell first? What about a friend who may be resentful or sad in response to your news?

When it comes to announcing your engagement, the order and method you will utilize depends on your life and family situation. If either the bride or groom has children, they should be told first and carefully. Parents, siblings, and close friends will be told next. After you have shared the news with these close relations, many couples opt to place an announcement in the newspaper declaring their engagement.

Telling Your Children 

If you have children, you should make time for younger children to get to know your prospective spouse, preferably under circumstances that appeal to the children. This will encourage them to see this potential stepparent as someone fun and not threatening. Often, children will fear that their parent’s new “friend” will try and take over the role of their other biological parent.

Obviously there are many factors involved in such a complex relationship, and the process of introducing children to a parent’s prospective mate will be different for everyone. It should be done with forethought and sensitivity. Often, parents of younger children find it helpful to enlist a counselor or therapist for advice. How children see this potential member of the family at the beginning is important in setting a healthy foundation for the relationship to come. Slowly, after getting to know their father or mother’s potential spouse, children can begin to see this person as part of their family.

Younger children often fear that their parent will have less love for them with another person in the picture. They should be reassured that just as they love their parents and siblings, and just as a parent loves more than one child, love is not in short supply. Different people are loved in slightly different ways and there is enough to go around. If children are willing and excited about the upcoming marriage, they should be included in the planning process and ceremony wherever possible. They can serve as ringbearers, walk down the aisle, or stand next to the couple as they receive a blessing from a grandparent.

Grown children often have different concerns. They may wonder if their parent’s prospective spouse will become a burden either physically or finically. Older children will often insist on a prenuptial agreement before their parent’s wedding. This is often a wise choice because finances can be complex and grown children’s interests on both sides should be considered equally.
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The remarriage of a parent can bring up many underlying anxieties, even for grown children. It is important to remember the Talmud teaches that the biblical commandment to honor one’s parents, number five of the ten famous commandments, includes stepparents.

Telling Parents, Siblings, and Friends 

After telling children, each partner’s parents should be told. If you live far from your parents and your parents do not know your fiancé well, you may want to arrange a time for both of you to spend a day or two with each set of parents and receive their blessing.

Common manners have traditionally dictated that after both sets of parents have been told, the groom’s parents should invite the bride’s parents to get together and meet each other. Once the couple is married, the bride’s parents and groom’s parents will be known as mechutonim, the Hebrew word for in-laws, and will share a special relationship.

In Judaism it is customary to meet with both sets of parents and receive their blessing before becoming engaged, but occasionally a parent will not give their blessing or does not want the couple to marry. The couple can go ahead with their marriage without violating the commandment to honor one’s parents since marrying and having children is just as much of a mitzvah as honoring parents.

In these early days of engagement and parties, couples must sometimes mediate between their parents. Different families inevitably have different sensibilities and customs and may have different expectations. Whether in regard to the initial meeting, engagement parties, wedding arrangements, or payment, the bride and groom must often alert their parents as to the other’s family’s expectations.
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