
February 24, 2011 • Washington Jewish WeekB14 Wonderful Weddings

by Sarah Singer
Special to WJW

One of the first things Judy
Mendels-Peterson wished as

she contemplated her daughter’s
wedding speech was that her hus-
band were still alive. Not just to see
his oldest child’s wedding, but to
help craft the speech. 

“I was challenged with communi-
cating all the feelings that I had in a
concise way that was interesting,
would be entertaining to guests and
sincere,” said Mendels-Peterson of
Chicago. “I wanted to convey the
delight at the match my daughter
had made, welcome the groom’s
family into my own, and I wanted to
acknowledge the presence of those
friends who had watched Dania
grow up. I also wanted to
acknowledge my husband in
a way that was genuine and
thoughtful, but not in a way
that would make everyone
sad or detract from the occa-
sion.”

Whether you’re a speech-
maker who feels there is so
much to say and so little time
to say it or a person who
feels any time is too much,
giving a wedding speech can
be a challenge. Couples are
looking for confirmation of
their life choices. Guests are
looking for a human mega-
phone to convey their well-
wishes collectively. And
everyone wants to be enter-
tained.

Use these suggestions to craft and
give a meaningful wedding speech. 

Getting started
• Remember, it’s not about you.

“Often speakers want to be remem-
bered for their erudition or oratory
skills and they treat the opportunity
to speak as a chance to promote
themselves,” Tali Tarlow and Debbie
Last of yourjewishspeech.com write
in an e-mail. “Many a memorable
faux pas has been made by speak-
ers who tried too hard and so ended
up insulting or causing offense.” 

• Keep it short. Four minutes tops,
suggests Niamh Crowe of speech-
writers.com. Mendels-Peterson kept
her speech about two minutes long.
“I realized that I didn’t have time to
say everything that I wanted to about
Dania. I couldn’t tell every
story.” Edit by timing yourself while
saying your speech aloud.  

• Boast about your bona fides.
Even though her corsage indicated
to guests that she was a VIP,
Mendels-Peterson started her
speech by welcoming folks as the
mother of the bride. In his
theknot.com article, Robert Mortiz
suggests best men start by “giving a
brief description of how long, and in
what capacity, you've known the

groom. You want everyone to get a
feel for the friendship that inspired
him to choose you — above all oth-
ers — as his best man.” 

If they’ve met, he says, “in a less-
than-savory place, tone down the
details of your first encounter and
focus on the moments between then
and now. If you've been friends
since childhood, take a moment to
pay homage to the staying power of
your bond.” 

• Acknowledge others: “A suc-
cessful speaker ensures that every-
one in the audience feels personally
spoken to at some point during the
speech,” write Tarlow and Last.  

That can mean a thank you, refer-
encing a family tradition or involving
the guests as witnesses in the event.
Mendels-Peterson was particularly

moved that so many guests
had traveled great distance
to attend Dania’s wedding
and she acknowledged this
in her speech. 

“Some speakers like to
direct the speech to the
bride or groom and use the
audience as ‘witnesses,’ ”
write Tarlow and Last. “For
example, s/he might say
‘Ladies and gentlemen, I am
sure you will all agree with
me that the beautiful and
moving chuppah ceremony
bears testimony to the love,
dignity and spiritual sincerity
that embodies Jake and
Becki as a couple.’”

The heart of the matter 
The heart of the speech is provid-

ing insight into the couple’s relation-
ship. Look to your own marriage for
inspiration. Contemplate the couple
or catch some wedding speeches on
YouTube to generate ideas. 

• Brainstorm a bit about the cou-
ple: Look for stories to share. How
did the couple meet? How were you
introduced to the bride? What words
did the groom use when first
describing the bride to you?  How
could you tell they were in love?
How do they complement each
other?   

In describing their relationship, “I
tried to be very even,” said Mendels-
Peterson. “I wanted to demonstrate
how Greg introduced Dania to foot-
ball and how Dania introduced him
to vegetables. I wanted to recognize
the strength of their marriage by
their commonalities — art, music,
movies, cooking — and reinforce
why they were good for each other.”  

• Humor helps. Notice this is
humor, not humiliation. Don’t tread
into stories that fall into the “roast”
category. That includes R-rated tales
and incidents you wouldn’t share
with your own mother, let alone wed-
ding guests. “I wanted my speech to
have humor,” said Mendels-

Crafting a speech or toast
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