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Can Weekly Rituals Be the Centering You Need For Self Regulation?
By Pam Morris, Early Learning Center director

Education as a career path and life goal began for me in 1992 with my graduation with a BS in
Psychology from Binghamton University. That fall, | entered my master’s program in Early Childhood
Education at the same university, different school and | never looked back! With many relevant
degrees, over 3 decades of hands-on experience, Early Childhood Education is my passion, my
raison d’etre, my tachlit, my reason for being.

Ever wonder if your phone is eavesdropping on you? Now, before you quickly whisper to your child,
your wife, your parenting partner, that Ms. Pam has completely lost it, please hear me out. | was
talking about my need to just recenter myself and be more mindful. Not 15 minutes later, while | was
not being mindful, and scrolling through instagram, what should pop up on my feed but a story
entitled, “5 Jewish Rituals Your Nervous System is Asking You to Try” by @Empowerwithellis. | can’t
make this stuff up...

So here | am, taking the Instagram story and sharing the positives with you. The one thing | can
promise you is that | was not eavesdropping on you...

The Mezuzah

For those of you who need a refresher about what a Mezuzah is, this is the object (often beautifully
handcrafted) that adorns the right side of a doorpost in a Jewish home. Some just have them at the
front door and some have one at every door (that isn’t a bathroom.) No matter what is on the outside,
all Mezuzot (plural of mezuzah) have a scroll inside with the Shema - The Shema is a central Jewish
declaration of faith that affirms the oneness of G-d and commands love and devotion to Him. It comes
primarily from Deuteronomy 6:4-9, beginning with “Hear, O Israel: The LORD our G-d, the LORD is
One,” and is recited twice daily in Jewish prayer. - Copilot

It is customary to kiss the mezuzah when you enter the house or synagogue. “Every time you touch
the mezuzah and kiss your fingers, you're telling your nervous system: | am home. | am safe. | belong
here.” That is a powerful message for your brain. This simple act has far reaching implications for
your wellbeing. And if you recognize that you are home, you are safe and you belong there, how will
that translate into your strengthened ability to face what is waiting for you at home. And then, how
much kinder and gentler will you greet those you encounter (read, your children, your family, your
other responsibilities.)

Lighting Candles
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Now this happens only weekly, at the beginning of Shabbat and at the end (and on holidays) but it
also has amazing properties to help you feel grounded. “Flame is one of the oldest regulation anchors
humans have. It slows the breath and activates the parasympathetic nervous.” Even when you are
waving your hands over the candles three times and bringing the Shabbat or holiday warmth into you,
you are adding to your wellbeing. “The circular motion of drawing the light towards you isn’t (only)
ceremonial; it is somatic.”

The Smell of Challah

Now this one takes a little more effort on your part (however, walking into the J on Thursday afternoon
certainly can elicit these benefits.) “Smell has a direct line to the limbic system, the part of your brain
that processes emotion and memory.” How do you feel when the aroma of the challah hits you at pick
up on Thursday afternoons? And when you walk through the center to the preschool hallway, those
deep, yeasty, cinnamony smells hit you with a blast of well-being, and have a way of centering you, of
kicking you because you forgot to order on Monday! These fragrances may even take you back to
your bubbe’s kitchen when she baked her weekly challah or your nonna’s kitchen at Thanksgiving
and fill you with the delight, the safety, the love that you felt then. This is a mindfulness necessity!

Modeh Ani

Each morning when you wake up, the first thing you are instructed to do is recite the Modeh Ani -
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| offer thanks to You, living and eternal King, for You have mercifully restored my
soul within me; Your faithfulness is great. Modeh Ani Song. Words of gratitude to start your
day, before the stress begins. Before you review your to-do list. Before you even get out of bed. The
ability to give thanks to G-d, to recognize that you are not alone, that you have someone walking

beside you every step of the way. This is what helps people put one foot in front of the other,
everyday, some days, once in a while - but often enough that this is to be respected and continued.

Havdalah Spices

It is the end of the week and you have just finished celebrating Shabbat. It is time to start anew but
how do you take the calmness, the joy, the learning, the family time, into your week of work, stress,
commitments, did | mention stress??? “Smell activates the vagus nerve faster than almost any other
sensory input.” There it is again. Aromas, smells - they are such an important part of keeping you
centered, making sure that you have what is needed to be successful in your life.

And what if you don’t participate in any of these rituals? It's ok. Find a way to incorporate each of
these ideas into your daily routine, weekly routine.

Whether you're kissing a mezuzah, lighting candles, inhaling the smell of fresh challah (and frantically
texting the front desk because you forgot to order again), or simply pausing to whisper a quiet word of


https://www.chabad.org/multimedia/music_cdo/aid/692777/jewish/Modeh-Ani-Song.htm
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gratitude before your feet hit the floor — you are doing something profound. You are telling your

nervous system, your soul, and everyone around you: | am here. | am present. | am enough.

So here's your homework — and | promise there's no grading involved. This week, find your mezuzah
moment. Light your candle. Smell your challah. Say your thank you. Whatever grounds you, whatever
brings you home to yourself — do that thing, on purpose, with intention.

Because a regulated, centered you is the greatest gift you can give the little ones who are watching
your every move. And that, my friends, is the most powerful curriculum we can offer our children —
not from a lesson plan, but from a life well-lived.

Now go order your challah. Monday is closer than you think.

With gratitude and challah cravings, #Shabbat Shalom.



