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The Significance of the Jewish Home

Jewish tradition views marriage as the completion of both husband and wife. Once united, they can pool their unique intellectual and moral resources and dedicate their lives to the pursuit of knowledge, insight, justice and righteousness to a degree far greater than what they could have accomplished alone. A traditional Jewish wedding is full of meaningful rituals, symbolizing the beauty of the relationship of husband and wife, as well as their obligations to each other and to the Jewish people. Although the basic structure of a Jewish wedding is universal, practices in various Jewish communities do differ. 

The Ketubah

Jewish law requires that a ketubah or marriage contract be signed before a bride and groom

are wedded. The ketubah text we use today is written in Aramaic and is very ancient. The basic

purpose of the ketubah is to place the marriage relationship in the proper perspective for the bride

and groom. Via the ketubah, a groom learns that marriage is not just for entertainment purposes; it involves serious responsibilities of a financial, social, and practical nature. Furthermore, it makes him aware of the tremendous respect and esteem he owes his wife, a fellow human being, at all times. These concepts

are absolutely fundamental to the Jewish marriage. Both respect for the unique potential of the

human soul, and an awareness of what it takes to run a household efficiently, are necessary if the

Jewish home is going to become an ideal setting for learning and growth.  The signing of the

ketubah is the final precondition for a wedding to take place according to Jewish law. Now that the

groom is fully aware of the significance of the institution of marriage, he is deemed fit to get

married.

Chuppah
The wedding ceremony takes place under the chuppah (canopy), which represents the home to be built and shared by the couple. It is open on all sides, just as Abraham and Sarah had their tent open all sides to welcome friends and relatives in unconditional hospitality. Under the chuppah, in Ashkenazi tradition, the bride circles the groom seven times. Just as the world was built in seven days, the couple is figuratively building the walls of their new world together. The number seven also symbolizes the wholeness and completeness that they cannot attain separately.

The Wedding Ceremony

The Jewish wedding ceremony can be divided into two parts, known in Hebrew as kiddushin

and nissuin. 
kiddushin can be thought of as ‘marriage in potencia’. In the process of kiddushin, the bride and

groom are sanctified to one another as man and wife, but are not considered to be living in marriage

in actuality yet.  The second stage, nissuin, is marriage in actuality. After this stage the bride and groom are considered to be living together as a family.  

The state of kiddushin, or designation for marriage, is effected when the groom, in the

presence of two witnesses, gives his bride something of value. A golden wedding band with no stones or

engravings is customarily used for this purpose -- just as it is hoped that the marriage will be one of simple beauty. A blessing is recited on wine prior to the act of Kiddushin, followed by a blessing on the mitzvah of Kiddushin itself. The presence of wine is a mark of distinction, festivity, and honor, similar to the use of wine at a toast. The blessing on the Kiddushin recognizes God’s kindness in giving us guidelines in

choosing a marriage partner and establishing a household that will help us reach happiness and fulfillment. The chatan takes the wedding ring in his hand and declares to his wife, "Behold, you are betrothed unto me with this ring, according to the law of Moses and Israel." He then places the ring on the forefinger of his bride's right hand. According to Jewish law, this is the central moment of the wedding ceremony, and the couple is now fully married at this point.
At this point, it is customary for the ketubah to be read. In ancient times, families would have

a Kiddushin ceremony, and then have the actual wedding a year later, after all the preparations had

been made. Today, we perform both parts of the process in quick succession. To make separation

between the two stages, the marriage contract is read aloud, despite the fact that this is not a formal

part of the marriage ceremony. Following the reading, the groom presents the ketubah to his new

wife in front of witnesses, since it is a legal document that most properly belongs to her.

Nissuin

The main feature of the second and final stage of marriage is the sheva berachot, or seven marriage blessings. According to Sephardic custom, the groom’s tallit is opened and held like a makeshift tent over the couple’s heads during the recitation of these blessings. 

The seven blessings, recited over a cup of wine, have two basic themes: One is how God designed man and woman to unite in their pursuit of wisdom and truth, and how marriage is the completion of part of God’s creation. The second theme is our prayer that this new household one day form part of a society devoted in its entirety to truth. In addition, we ask God to bless the couple and help them to live the happiest and most fulfilled lives possible. The main purpose of these blessings is to focus our minds on what the true joy of marriage is -- marriage enables us to actualize our potential as human beings. Reciting the blessings helps prevent us from losing sight of the higher good of marriage amidst the energy and excitement of the ‘big event’.

Conclusion of the Ceremony

The ceremony ends with the breaking of a glass, which is done as a final remembrance of the destruction of the Temple. Even as a new Jewish home has been brought into existence amidst celebration and fanfare, we must remember that Jewish community as a whole is still lacking. We have no Holy Temple to serve as a source of national education and guidance, and we have to force ourselves to keep this sad reality in mind at the very moment that we would be most prone to forget it.  Hence, the groom shatters a glass with his foot to refocus us on our state of loss and vulnerability before departing for celebration.
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