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During the summer months of July and August our regular Shabbat services have a slightly different tone and atmosphere.  Friday evening services start earlier (6:15 p.m.) and, weather permitting, we attempt to hold them outdoors.  The Saturday morning service is also a bit less formal and equally beautiful and inspiring.  You may want to check things out and just stop by to enjoy services during the summer time.  Who knows, it could even become habit forming!
Although these services are obviously less formal than during the rest of the year, what guidelines are there for synagogue etiquette?  There was a time when synagogue services were characterized by a total lack of order; by a lack of uniformity in the worship service, with each individual praying at his or her own pace, and with no two people on the same page.  People would talk incessantly, and children would make noise and run in and out of the service.

In response to this, the Reform Movement in the 1800’s attempted to institute a sense of decorum and discipline.  The result was to go from one extreme to the other – from a total lack of order to a very sterile atmosphere.  Most modern synagogues, our included, strive for a middle ground – a warm, personal and intimate setting where both children and “novices” alike are comfortable and welcomed alongside our core seasoned “davenners,” but which is also conducive to the appropriate spiritual atmosphere people seek when they come to shul.
Listed here are ten “Do’s and Don’ts” which may be helpful to create this setting.

1. Do not place a siddur (prayer book) or tanach (Bible) on the floor.  As Jews we respect the written word and the sacred text which contains the name of God.  It should never intentionally be placed on the floor.  Should a prayer book or Bible accidentally fall, one should life it up and kiss it as a sign of respect.

2. Do not chew gum during services.
3. Be sure that all audible beepers and cell phones are turned off.  During our services we strive to reach what is called “kavannah” (concentration, spirituality).  One sure way to kill kavannah and the mood we attempt to establish during our worship services is when a cell phone or beeper goes off.  Even better than turning off the sound, why not just leave it off altogether and simply enjoy the service?

4. Do not use cell phones in the lobby area on Shabbat or the holidays.  If it is an absolute emergency, please be discreet.

5. Do not enter or leave the sanctuary when the congregation is standing.  This is especially true when the ark is open or during the silent amidah.  Similarly, it is rude to leave during the rabbi’s sermon.

6. DO talk after services.  The Kiddush and Oneg Shabbat are designed as a time when congregants can and should congregate, schmooze and kibbitz.  It is also a good time to look for new and prospective members and other individuals who may be standing alone.  Nothing can be lonelier than to be at a synagogue where everyone seems to know each other except for you.  Please make the extra effort to help individuals feel welcome in our community.

7. If a child is screaming or crying, please step outside with the child to the lobby/atrium area so as not to disturb others.

8. Do not take photographs or write in the synagogue on Shabbat.

9. Do not talk during the services.  Sound carries and is very distracting to those around you who are attempting to pray and focus on the service.

10. Please return kippot, head-coverings, prayer books, Bibles and other materials after services.

The truth of the matter is that there is no specific Hebrew word for etiquette.  The closest is “derekh eretz,” which really means having courtesy or consideration for others.  With a little “derekh eretz,” combined with a little “sechel” (good old fashioned common sense), we can have the kind of service which can be enjoyed and appreciated by all.  It is in that spirit that these suggestions are offered.
