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Kippah

[image: ]In Orthodox and Conservative 
synagogues men are expected to cover 
their heads as a sign of respect to G-d. 		                        They usually wear a skull cap called a 
kippah, or yarmulke. Married women are 
expected to cover their heads at all times 
with a hat, scarf or wig. Unmarried 
women might choose to cover their heads 
as well.
©Flickr/Old Shoe Woman

Tallit

[image: ]Jews wear a special shawl called a tallit 
whenever they pray at home or in the                                              synagogue. The shawl has fringes called 
tzitzit which represent the 613 
Commandments in the Torah. The shawl 
reminds Jews that they should be 
following G-d’s commandments 
whenever they put it on.
©Flickr/chaim zvi


Tefillin
Tefillin or phylacteries are small boxes 
containing tiny scrolls with words from 
[image: ]the Torah written on them. They are 
attached to leather straps so they can be 
worn in a particular way on the head and 
on the left arm. The Torah says, “Bind 
these words as a sign on your hand, and 
let them be an emblem in the centre of 
your head”, so many Jews do just that 
while they pray to remind themselves of 
the importance of G-d’s words. Tefillin 
are used during private prayer and so 
they are not usually worn at the 
synagogue.
?
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Menorah or Chanukkiah

The menorah is a seven branched
lampstand that burned day and night in
the Temple. Some synagogues have their
own menorah, but many Jews feel that
because the menorah was originally
designed especially for the Temple, no
other building should have one. Instead,
they have a nine branched lampstand or
candelabra called a chanukkiah. This is lit
during the festival of Chanukkah.

Ner Tamid

Ner tamid means “Eternal Light” and is
the name given to the lamp that always
burns at the front of the synagogue,
usually over the doors of the ark. This
represents the menorah that was
permanently alight in the Temple to
symbolise the presence of G-d.
Traditionally, the ner tamid would have
been an oil lamp, but these days, an
electric light is usually used instead.

Star of David

The Star of David is probably the most
common Jewish symbol. It is sometimes
called the Shield of David because it is
believed that this is the symbol that King
David (of David and Goliath fame) had
on his shield when he went into battle.

©Flickr/ Alex E. Proimos
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Rabbi and Chazzan

The word “Rabbi” means “teacher” and
it’s the name given to the person who has
the responsibility to teach the Torah to
the congregation. The Rabbi will often
run mid-week classes at the synagogue,
and also spends a lot of time giving help
and advice to the community. “Chazzan”
means “cantor” or “singer” and it’s the
name given to the person who leads the
prayers and hymns in a synagogue. In
Orthodox and Conservative synagogues,
the Rabbi and Chazzan will always be
men, but in Reform synagogues, women
can be Rabbis or Chazzans as well.

Lectern

When the Rabbi is giving his sermon, or
the Chazzan is leading the service, they
often use a smaller reading desk called a
lectern to place their notes on. This will
be separate to the bimah, which is only
used for reading the Torah.

Women'’s Gallery

Orthodox and Conservative Jews will
separate men and women during services
so they are concentrating on worship
rather than on each other. Women often
sit upstairs in a gallery, or balcony, or in
a special section downstairs which is
separated from the men by a barrier or
screen called a mechitzah. Reform Jews
allow men and women to sit together.
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Ten Commandments

On the wall above the ark, there are
usually two plaques to represent the
stone tablets that - according to the Torah
- Moses brought down from Mount Sinai.
They were inscribed by G-d with the
original Ten Commandments. In a
synagogue they are usually decorated
with the first two words of each
Commandment in Hebrew.

Bimah

When a Torah scroll is read in a
synagogue, it is unrolled on a reading
desk called a bimah. The bimah is
usually on a raised platform, and often in
the middle of the synagogue so that
everyone can hear the words of the Torah
as they are read aloud.

Yad

When someone reads the Torah, they
follow the words with a pointer called a
yad so that the ink is not damaged by
sweaty or greasy fingers. The word
“yad” means “hand” because the tip is
often shaped like a pointing hand.
Hebrew is read from right to left - the
opposite direction to English.
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A huge Temple once stood in Jerusalem, and it was the centre of Jewish life. People
would travel hundreds of miles to worship at the Temple and to celebrate festivals.
Sadly, the Romans destroyed the Temple in 70 CE, but synagogues are still built so
they face Jerusalem, and they contain many symbols and reminders of the Temple
itself.

The Ark

The ark is the most important part of any
synagogue. It is a cupboard at the front
of the meeting hall, in the wall that faces
towards Jerusalem. The ark is where the
Torah scrolls are kept when they are not
being used. The doors are usually
covered by a curtain called a parochet.
During the service, the curtain will be
pulled back, the doors opened and a
scroll will be carried from the ark to the
bimah to be read.

Torah Scrolls

Torah scrolls are in Hebrew. They are
written out by hand and made of natural
materials: the scroll itself is made of
animal skins, the ink from oil and
charcoal, and the rollers from wood. The
scrolls are treated with great respect and
are “dressed” when not being used: they
are tied together with a sash; wrapped in
a cloth cover called a mantle; a metal
breastplate is hung on the front to
represent the breastplate that was worn
by Temple priests in Jerusalem; and
finally the roller handles are topped with
decorations called rimonim which means
“pomegranates” because the decorations
are often round and the fruit was
believed to contain 613 seeds — one for
each of the commandments in the Torah.
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