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Chag HaSigd  
The Festival of Sigd

A Primary School Resource Pack
melkam ba’al መልካም በዓል •יום מבורך- חג שמח  •

(blessed be the holiday)

Introduction
There are no written sources about the origins 
of Ethiopian Jews and the historical time they 
came to Ethiopia. For the most part, history 
has been preserved orally and has been 
passed down from generation to generation.

The journey of Ethiopian Jews through  
Sudan is one of the historical, important, 
and special journeys of the Jewish people in 
general and of the Ethiopian community in 
particular. It is intertwined with longings for 
the Land of Zion, an aspiration to realise an 
old dream of emmigrating to Jerusalem, to 
build and understand it and to unite with  
the Jewish people in our country.

Most Ethiopian Jews immigrated to Israel in 
two major operations.

First in Operation Moses which took place 
in 1984 and second in 1991 with Operation 
Solomon.

As a result of these migrations, about 4,000 
members of the community lost their lives in 
the deserts and refugee camps in Sudan.

This educational resource has 
been created by UJIA.  

If you’re interested in learning more 
about our work, please contact 
Melanie Kelly, Head of Children  

and Families Education at  
melanie.kelly@ujia.org

mailto:melanie.kelly%40ujia.org?subject=


2

Sigd
Sigd is a holiday of the Ethiopian Jewish community. 

Jews of Ethiopian descent are known as "Beta 
Israel". The name of the holiday is derived from the 

Hebrew word for prostration (bowing down), "Sgida".

During Sigd, which is celebrated on the 29th of 
the Hebrew month of Cheshvan – 50 days after 
Yom Kippur, the community marks the renewal 
of the covenant or promise between the Jewish 
people, God, and the Torah. On Sigd, Ethiopian 

Jews pray to God and plead for a return to Zion, the 
land of the Torah and specifically Jerusalem. The 

community engages in introspection and reflection 
- in addition to the individual self-examination 

of Yom Kippur, this reflects and focuses on joint 
communal behaviour. According to tradition, to be 

worthy of returning to Jerusalem from exile, the 
community must engage in collective introspection 

and repentance. Sins of the community members 
are forgiven during Yom Kippur and for the following 

50 days. On the 50th day, following communal 
introspection, the community returns to the 

experience of Yom Kippur with prayers and a fast.

The origins of the practices of Sigd come from a 
section of the Book of Nehemiah, which describes 
the return of the Jewish people to their homeland 

after the Babylonian exile. This describes the 
gathering of the people and the renewal of the 

covenant between God and his people Israel. 

“On the twenty-fourth day of this month, the 
Israelites assembled, fasting, in sackcloth, and with 

earth upon them… Standing in their places, they read 
from the scroll of the Teaching of the LORD their 

God for one-fourth of the day, and for another fourth 
they confessed and prostrated themselves before the 

LORD their God”.

Nehemiah Chapter 9 verses 1 and 3
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How we celebrate in Ethiopia
The holiday was celebrated in select central villages and people 

who lived far away would often undertake several days journey by 
foot to get there in order to celebrate together. 

On the morning of the holiday participants would bathe in the 
river and purify themselves by wearing white clothes. Special 

foods were also prepared on the night before to be eaten at the 
end of the fast .

Led by the Kessim (Spiritual leaders, equivalent to Rabbis), 
carrying colourful umbrellas and colourful robes , they took the 
Orit books out of the village prayer house. The revealing of the 
Torah books was accompanied by prayers, songs, and shouts of 
joy. From the prayer house, the participants climbed a nearby 

mountain, reenacting the climbing of Mount Sinai by Moses to 
receive the Torah. 

Some of the people in the procession to the mountain would 
carry a stone on their backs or on their heads. This stone 
symbolized their surrender before God and their desire to 

ask forgiveness for their sins. These stones were placed in a 
compound that surrounded the Kessim during the prayers and 

readings from the Orit on the mountain.

Once all the people were gathered on the mountain. A compound 
was built for the Kessim that separated them from the crowd and 
was surrounded by coloured stones and fabrics. The Kessim spoke 

about the importance of keeping the commandments of the 
Torah, recited prayers and texts from the Orit, and the audience 

stood and listened.
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How we celebrate in Israel
The Sigd holiday continues to be a major holiday for Israelis 

of Ethiopian descent today living in Israel. Just as in Ethiopia, 
when the people gathered together in central high places, so in 
Israel they all gather in two central places, both in Jerusalem: 

the "Harmon Hanativ", and the Western Wall plaza. The adults 
continue to fast as in Ethiopia, and only the festive meal at the 

end of the day does no longer takes place in the same way.

Watch this video of people celebrating and talking about Sigd as 
celebrated in 2009 in Israel.

The Kessim dress with colourful robes and umbrellas. They speak 
about the importance of keeping the commandments of the 

Torah, praying to God, singing, and dancing .

Among the young, the attitude is different - most of them come 
to join the special social encounter, but they often do not fast . 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=UHRVTaLZQxM
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The Israeli government decided to make the day more official and 
enacted a law in 2008. The Sigd Holiday Law is now celebrated 
each year. It is a National Holiday and those that wish can elect 
not to work that day. All schools teach about Sigd and schools 
and local municipalities often put on communal celebrations. 

A major ceremony is held in Jerusalem, with the participation 
of the President of Israel, Knesset members and Ministers. In 
addition, rallies and ceremonies will be held in various cities. 

 A new festival has developed in recent years in Tel Aviv called 
“Sigdiada”, Festival of Ethiopian Culture, centered on the work 
and creators from the community. Along with theatre, dance, 
and music performances from Israel and abroad, there will be 

activities open to the public: an Ethiopian dance party and 
performances, Ethiopian food and drink stalls, an Ethiopian 

fashion show and art.
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The Kessim, who are the spiritual leaders of the community dress on Sigd in 
traditional colourful robes and carry large colourful umbrellas. 

Let’s make our own colourful umbrella for the class or home 

Equipment: scissors, coloured paper, glue, coloured pens, glitter, coloured 
feathers and a big umbrella. If you do not wish to use an actual umbrella this 
can also be adapted to a classroom wall display. Please use the template of an 
umbrella in the resources.

Cut the coloured paper into small random shapes that are big enough for 
each child to write upon.

Give each child a piece of paper and ask them to write one of the following 
options, depending on the learning objective and emphasis you want to focus 
upon: 

• Their name in Hebrew and English

• Their favourite Chag and why?

• Something they’ve learnt about Ethiopian Jewry

• What challenges do they think Ethiopian Jews would face moving to  
 Israel

• What do you think a community would need to repent from? How can  
 we make our community or society better?

Decorate your pieces of paper and stick them to the umbrella. Each piece of 
paper should only be stuck on one edge so that the overall effect is lots of 
feathers fluttering on the umbrella as it would traditionally be.

Create your own colourful umbrella

Activities to celebrate your own  
Sigdiada at school or home.
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Ethiopian Dance Party
As part of the celebrations for Sigd, when the community would 

come down from the mountain they would enjoy singing, dancing 
and playing instruments.

Ethiopian dancing is very unique and unusual but great fun. Watch 
these videos of Ethiopian traditional music and dancing and see if 
you can copy and join in. The key is to move your shoulders while 

keeping your hands on your hips! Good luck.

Attached is a link to songs in Amharic:

This video 
is from the 

celebration in 
Jerusalem on 

Sigd day. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=rRC6C8bRkQQ
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=mEhvYUtp1Hg
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9sQ-t4sPmaY
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Recipe for little dabo (bread )  
for children
Dabo is a large round bread traditionally made for Shabbat and 
Holidays. This recipe is for small mini versions for children.

Ingredients

½ kg of flour 

2 teaspoon dry yeast

1 teaspoon of salt 

1 teaspoon of sugar 

2 cups water 

Steps 

1. Mix all dry ingredients together and slowly begin adding water.

2. Knead well until the texture of the dough is slightly sticky but  
 not to sticky. Adjust the quantities of flour and water to  
 achieve the right consistency. 

3. After kneading (about 10 minutes), the dough will need to be  
 proved twice. For the first prove, place the dough in a covered  
 bowl until it’s doubled in size. 

4. Then divide the dough into small balls and place them well  
 spaced out on baking trays or in large muffin tins and leave to  
 rise a second time, covered.

5. Preheat the oven to 180 degrees.

6. When the rolls have risen, bake for about 25 to 30 minutes  
 until the dough is browned 

Melkam megeb! b’teaivon! Enjoy your meal!
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Ethiopian Art Activity
The challenge of integration for Ethiopian Jews into Israel has 
been immense. Many of the problems they have faced have 
been around gaining employment. They came to Israel as highly 
skilled people, but unfortunately their skills were not relevant in 
a modern society such as Israel and they often struggled at first 
to gain an education and employment.

One of their key skills is often in the arts, where they create 
beautiful, weaved baskets, paintings and embroideries. 
Research Ethiopian art and try to recreate a display for your 
school. It can include:

• Weaving with coloured paper or straw

• Embroidery with wool and beads

• Paintings with bold colours of Jewish themes, please  
 ensure that any people you paint reflect that Jews come in  
 many colours.
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Imaginative Writing Task
Imagine you are a Jew who has just made Aliyah from Ethiopia. 
Write a diary of what you think your first month living in Israel 
would be like. Consider the following when writing:

• What are you excited about?

• What are you challenged about?

• What do you like about what you’ve seen in Israel? 

• What parts of Israeli society might you find confusing or 
has surprised you? Remember for many Ethiopian Jews 
immigrating to Israel is also about moving from a country 
with little technology to a country that has much. What 
must it be like to live with running water in your home for 
the first time, or electric lighting?

• Imagine that you have the first opportunity to celebrate Sigd 
in Jerusalem. What would that feel like?

• How do you think it will be to learn a new language or to 
start school where you can’t yet talk to anyone? 

Dictionary

Sigd ִסיגַד ሲግድ Prostration or to bow down

Bread לֶֶחם ዳቦ An Ethiopian bread that is usually 
made for major and important events 
such as Sigd, Shabbat, a wedding or 
Memorial Day etc.

Beta Israel ֵּביָתא יְִׂשָראֵל ቤታ እስራኤ A Jewish Ethiopian.

Orit אֹוִרית ኦሪት Torah

Kessim ֵקסים ቄሰ Spiritual leaders, equivalent to Rabbis
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