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PRAYER

We Are Never Alone
Joining The Imagined Community Through Prayer
Rabbi Avi Strausberg

I
Rabbi Avi
Strausberg is
the Director of
National Learning
Initiatives at Hadar
and is based in
Washington, DC.
She received her
rabbinic ordination
from Hebrew
College in Boston.

knew how to pray before I
ever learned how. When I was
little, tucked in bed at night, I
would say a series of prayers, each
dedicated to a different group of
people. I’d start with myself and
the people closest to me and move
out in concentric circles of concern:
Family, friends, the community,
the world. I prayed alone, with a
childlike innocence that I often
wish I could recreate as an adult.
My nightly prayers conjured a web
of people for whom I cared and, I
hoped, cared for me—an invisible
chorus joining my bedtime songs.
But did God hear my bedtime
prayers?
Many texts encourage us to pray in
1 Berakhot 6a.
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community and suggest that this
is the best (or only) way to ensure
that God is listening. We learn in
Massekhet Berakhot, in the name
of Abba Binyamin, that a person’s
prayers are only heard in the synagogue.1 This idea is then codified
in a number of halakhic sources; a
person has an obligation to go out
of one’s way to daven with a minyan
rather than daven alone.
In the Mishneh Torah, the Rambam
teaches clearly and in no uncertain
terms that God always hears the
prayers of the community.

א: הלכות תפילה ח,משנה תורה
ְּתפִ ַלּת הַ ּצִ ּבּור נִ ְׁשמַ עַת ּתָ ִמיד ַואֲפִ ּלּו
 אֵ ין הַ ּקָ דֹוׁש ּבָ רּוְך,חֹוט ִאים
ְ הָ יּו ּבָ הֶ ן
.הּוא מֹואֵ ס ּבִ ְתפִ ּלָתָ ן ׁשֶ ל ַרּבִ ים

לְ פִ יכְָך צָ ִריְך אָ דָ ם לְ ׁשַ ּתֵ ף עַצְ מֹו
 וְ ל ֹא יִ ְת ַּפּלֵל ּבְ יָחִ יד ּכָל.עִ ם הַ ּצִ ּבּור
.זְמַ ן ׁשֶ ּיָכֹול לְ הִ ְת ַּפּלֵל עִ ם הַ ּצִ ּבּור
ּולְ עֹולָם י ְַׁשּכִ ים אָ דָ ם וְ ַיע ֲִריב לְ בֵ ית
הַ ּכְ נֶסֶ ת ׁשֶ אֵ ין ְּתפִ ּלָתֹו נִ ְׁשמַ עַת ּבְ כָל
 וְ כָל ִמי.עֵת אֶ ּלָא ּבְ בֵ ית הַ ּכְ נֶסֶ ת
ׁשֶ ּיֵׁש לֹו ּבֵ ית הַ ּכְ נֶסֶ ת ּבְ עִ ירֹו וְ אֵ ינֹו
ִמ ְת ַּפּלֵל ּבֹו עִ ם הַ ּצִ ּבּור נִ קְ ָרא ׁשָ כֵן
.ַרע
Mishneh Torah, Laws of
Prayer 8:1
Congregational prayer
is always heard [by the
Almighty]. Even if there
are sinners among them, the
Holy One does not reject
the prayer of a multitude.
Hence, a person should
associate oneself with the
congregation, and never

recite prayers in private
when able to pray with the
congregation. One should
always attend synagogue,
morning and evening; for
only if recited in a synagogue,
are one’s prayers heard at
all times. Whoever has a
synagogue in his town and
does not worship there is
called a bad neighbor.
Massekhet Berakhot echoes loudly
in the Rambam’s exhortation that
a person is obligated to join with
the community, whenever possible.
If you want to ensure that your
prayers are heard, tefillah b’tzibur,
communal prayer, is the key. But,
what happens when there is no
community with which to daven?

2 Berakhot 26b.
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What happens if it is impossible to
gather and you find yourself utterly
alone, speaking words out loud that
seem to fall flat in a silent room?
If one’s prayer is more powerful
b’tzibur, what power does a mere
tefillat yahid, individual prayer, hold
for us?
Perhaps surprisingly, given our
rabbis’ strong position on tefillah
b’tzibur, our key models of prayer
come from individuals turning to
God and praying alone. The three
daily prayer services, Shaharit,
Minha, and Ma’ariv are each tied
respectively to the solitary acts
of prayer of Abraham, Isaac, and
Jacob.2 In moments of longing,
moments of pain, moments of
sorrow, they turned to God and
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cried out, opening their hearts and
hoping for a response. Similarly,
in Massekhet Berakhot, the rabbis
look to Hannah to teach us many
halakhot concerning the ideal way
to pray.3 Hannah, the one who
prays alone, the one who cries out
unabashedly before God, is the
model for what prayer can and
should be.
How can it be that so many sources
teach us, time and time again, that
the prayers of the tzibur are heard
more powerfully than the prayers
of the individual, and at the same
time, our greatest models of prayer
come from yehidim, individuals,
calling out to God?
Massekhet Berakhot offers us a
possible solution to this contradiction: Even when we journey
alone, we are never quite alone. The
Gemara on Berakhot 29b debates
the correct formulation for Tefillat
Ha-Derekh, the prayer said when
setting out on a journey:

.ל-:תלמוד בבלי ברכות כט
מַ אי ְּתפִ ּלַת הַ ּדֶ ֶרְך? ״יְ הִ י ָרצֹון
 ׁשֶ ּתֹולִ יכֵנִ י לְ ׁשָ ־,ִמּלְ ָפנֶיָך ה׳ אֱֹלהַ י
 וְ ִת ְס ְמכֵנִ י, וְ תַ צְ עִ ידֵ נִ י לְ ׁשָ לֹום,לֹום
 וְ תַ ּצִ ילֵנִ י ִמּכַף כל אֹויֵב,לְ ׁשָ לֹום
 וְ ִת ְׁשלַח ּבְ ָרכָה,אֹורב ּבַ ּדֶ ֶרְך
ֵ ְו
 וְ ִת ְּתנֵנִ י לְ חֵ ן לְ חֶ סֶ ד,ּבְ מַ עֲׂשֵ י יָדַ י
,ּולְ ַרח ֲִמים ּבְ עֵינֶיָך ּובְ עֵינֵי כל רֹואַ י
״.ּבָ רּוְך אַ ּתָ ה ה׳ ׁשֹומֵ ַע ְּתפִ ּלָה

 לְ עֹולָם לִ יׁשַ ּתֵ ף ִאינָׁש:אָ מַ ר אַ ּבָ יֵי
? הֵ יכִ י נֵימָ א.ּבּורא
ָ ִנַפְ ׁשֵ יּה ּבַ הֲדֵ י צ
— ״יְ הִ י ָרצֹון ִמּלְ ָפנֶיָך ה׳ אֱֹלהֵ ינּו
ּ״.ׁשֶ ּתֹולִ יכֵנּו לְ ׁשָ לֹום וְ כו

Across
time and
space,
we knit
ourselves
together.
Talmud Bavli Berakhot
29b-30a
What is the formula for the
traveler’s prayer? “May it be
Your will, Lord my God, to
lead me to peace, direct my
steps to peace, and guide
me to peace, and rescue me
from the hands of any enemy
or ambush along the way,
and send blessing to the
work of my hands, and let
me find grace, kindness, and
compassion in Your eyes and
in the eyes of all who see me.

3 Berakhot 31a.
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Blessed are You, Lord, Who
hears prayer.”
Abaye said: At all
times a person should
associate himself with the
congregation and should not
pray for himself alone. How
should he say it? “May it be
Your will, Lord our God, that
You lead us to peace, etc.”
The Gemara initially offers a
formula for the blessing using the
first person singular: May God
lead me, may God guide me, may
God protect me. This makes sense.
If I am on a journey by myself, it
is logical that my blessing would
be in first person singular. And
yet Abaye offers a correction: A
person should always join themselves with the community. In
this case while the traveler cannot
physically join with a minyan, she
can choose language that connects
her with the larger community.
According to Abaye, even if one
sets out on a journey by oneself,
one should daven as if they are in
community, using the first person
plural: May God lead us, may God
guide us, may God protect us.
This is a radical correction. Despite
the fact that we are clearly alone,
we invoke the distant community
in our prayer, asserting that

our individual needs are in fact
communal needs. By davening in
the plural, Rashi says, the prayers
of the individual are heard. When
we can’t physically daven with
the community, we join ourselves
to the community through our
language. Even when we are alone,
we are not actually alone. A tefillat
yahid becomes tefillat rabim.
There is another way the prayer
of an individual can become the
prayer of the many. The book
Sefer Hasidim asks, why are some
people’s prayers left unanswered?4
It responds that one who doesn’t
carry the pain and sorrow of his

friend in his heart will find his
prayers unanswered.5 Rather, we
should daven as if our fellow’s pain
is our own. This is what is meant
by, “You should love your fellow as
yourself ” (Leviticus 19:18). To love
our fellow as ourselves means that
when we daven, even as individuals, we should daven with others
in our thoughts, carrying the full
understanding of their sorrow and
pain “on our hearts.” It is for this
reason, Sefer Hasidim notes, that
all prayers are written in plural. As
we daven in our personal Amidah,
“Heal us.” “See our suffering.”
The Amidah is the quintessential

prayer where we stand to daven
alone, even when we are davening
with a minyan in a synagogue. And
yet, even in our personal Amidah
we are not alone. Both through
the language of the liturgy and the
intentions of our hearts, we are
meant to bring the community into
our prayer. We daven for the needs
of the rabim as if they were our
own. In this way, our individual
prayer is transformed and elevated
from tefillat yahid to tefillat rabim.
Our rabbis teach that our prayers
are best heard when we come
together as a community. 6 And
yet, sometimes we are unable

4 Sefer Hasidim, 553. Sefer Hasidim is a work with multiple authors that documents the practices of German Hasidism in the 12th and
13th centuries.
5 We find a similar idea in the 18th century ethical work Mesillat Yesharim by Rabbi Moshe Haim Luzzatto: The role of the hasid, the
pious one, is to pray on behalf of one’s entire generation and plead for their defense (Mesillat Yesharim 19:129-131).
6 The following idea, and use of Shemot Rabbah 21:4, was inspired by Sharon Cohen Anisfeld’s piece “Praying Alone, Together” on the
Hebrew College Community Blog.
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to. Sometimes we find ourselves
utterly alone, distant or isolated
from the comfort and strength of
community. When this happens,
not only do we have the power
to transform our prayer from the
prayer of the individual to the
prayer of the many, God transforms our prayer.
Shemot Rabbah asks, what does
it mean when Psalms refers to
God as the One who hears prayer
(Psalms 65:3)? The midrash
answers:

ד:שמות רבה כא
אָ מַ ר ַרּבִ י ּפִ נְ חָ ס ּבְ ׁשֵ ם ַרּבִ י מֵ ִאיר
וְ ַרּבִ י יִ ְר ְמיָה ּבְ ׁשֵ ם ַרּבִ י חִ ּיָיא ּבַ ר
 ּבְ ׁשָ עָה ׁשֶ ּיִ ְׂש ָראֵ ל ִמ ְתּפַּלְ לִ ין:אַ ּבָ א
אֵ ין אַ ּתָ ה מֹוצֵ א ׁשֶ ֻּכּלָן ִמ ְתּפַּלְ לִ ין
 אֶ ּלָא ּכָל ּכְ נ ִֵסּיָה ּוכְ נ ִֵסּיָה,ּכְ אֶ חָ ד
 הַ ּכְ נֶסֶ ת הַ ּזֹו,ִמ ְת ַּפ ֶּללֶת ּבִ פְ נֵי עַצְ מָ ּה
,ְּתחִ ּלָה וְ אַ חַ ר ּכְָך הַ ּכְ נֶסֶ ת הָ אַ חֶ ֶרת
ּגֹומרֹות ּכָל
ְ ּומֵ אַ חַ ר ׁשֶ ּכָל הַ ּכְ נ ִֵסּיֹות
הַ ְּתפִ ּלֹות הַ ּמַ לְ אָ ְך הַ ְמ ֻמּנֶה עַל הַ ְּתפִ ־
ּלֹות נֹוטֵ ל ּכָל הַ ְּתפִ ּלֹות ׁשֶ הִ ְתּפַּלְ לּו
ּבְ כָל הַ ּכְ נ ִֵסּיֹות ֻּכּלָן וְ עֹוׂשֶ ה אֹותָ ן
נֹותנָן ּבְ ר ֹאׁשֹו ׁשֶ ל הַ ּקָ דֹוׁש
ְ ְעֲטָ רֹות ו
.ּבָ רּוְך הּוא
Shemot Rabbah 21:4
Rabbi Pinhas said in the
name of Rabbi Meir and
Rabbi Jeremiah in the name

of Rabbi Hiya son of Abba:
In the hour that Israel prays,
you do not find that everyone
prays as one—but rather each
and every community prays
on its own, this congregation
first and after that another
congregation, and after
all the congregations have
finished all of their prayers,
the angel appointed over
tefillot gathers up all the
prayers that all of the
congregations have prayed
and makes out of them
crowns and places them upon
the head of the Holy Blessed
One.
The midrash knows that despite our
desire to pray together, we are not
all in the same time zone, let alone
the same physical space. Sometimes circumstances keep us apart.
Instead, each community davens
on their own, at their own time,
separately. But, we don’t stay separate. According to the midrash, an
angel gathers each and every prayer
of each and every congregation,
perhaps each and every person,
and weaves them all together. The
angel then weaves each of our
prayers into a crown that is placed
on the head of the Holy One. Our

Our newly launched Virtual Beit Midrash is a great way to join the Hadar
learning community from a distance.
Check it out at https://www.hadar.org/virtual-beit-midrash.
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individual prayers are transformed
into a beautiful headpiece of overlapping cries, of longing, of sorrow,
and love. We start out alone, yet we
come together as one. The prayers
of the individual become the
prayers of the many.
Even when we are apart, we are
never alone. My prayers as a child,
tucked alone into bed at night,
were never only the prayers of an
individual; they were the prayers
of the many. When we lie in
bed at night, when we rise in the
morning, we have the power to
transform our prayer from tefillat
yahid to tefillat rabim. When
we insist that our needs are the
needs of the community and the
community’s needs are our own,
we do something radical. Across
time and space, we knit ourselves
together, elevating our voices in
prayer as we reach toward God.

Why Pray?
Rabbi Irving (Yitz) Greenberg

L
Rabbi Irving (“ Yitz”)
Greenberg, one of the most
important and influential
Jewish thinkers and leaders
of our time, is the president
of the JJ Greenberg Institute
for the Advancement of
Jewish Thought and Values
( JJGI) and Senior Scholar
in Residence at Hadar.

et me start by acknowledging
that throughout history, most
people prayed because they
were in trouble (to alleviate sickness, sorrow, danger) or because
they needed something. As the
saying goes: There are no atheists
in foxholes. Needing something,
people naturally turned to a higher
power, hoping, fantasizing, praying
that God would answer their prayers
and magically—against logic or
empirical facts of the situation—
save them or grant them a request.
I, or a loved one, have cancer. There
is no medicine that is working. The
doctors have given up. Then people
7

turned to God and asked for a
miracle—to denature the pathology,
to rouse the body to counterattack,
and so on.
The problem with that approach to
prayer is that more and more scientific evidence has confirmed that
natural processes operate by predictable laws, actions, and consequences.
In religious terms, this means that
God does not tinker or trifle with
the laws of nature. There has been
more disciplined recording and
analysis of treatment and outcomes.
The number of magical cures or
outcomes have shrunk. Even the
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‘miracles’ seem connected, or more
highly correlated, to internal physical factors rather than to external
interventions, such as a divine
response to a person’s prayers.
Under the circumstances, secular
attitudes have grown steadily
among the more educated and the
more highly trained scientifically.
The question arises more sharply:
Why pray?
Let me add a further word of
introduction—reflecting some of
my personal thinking. I believe
that Judaism’s main contribution
to the world (directly and through
Christianity and Islam and its
influence on Western civilization)
has been not just the understanding of God as Creator and
universal grounding of existence.
Rather, it is the message of tikkun
olam, that God intends, wants, and
needs the world to become perfect.
Judaism calls on human beings to
live their lives and work on this
tikkun. No less important is the
Jewish teaching of a method to
perfect the world. God has entered
into a covenant, a partnership,
with humans, to repair the world
together. Voluntarily, non-coersively, out of love, the two partners
are pledged to work to overcome
poverty, hunger, oppression, all
forms of discrimination and injustice, war, and sickness—in order
to heal people and make the world
whole. This means that God will

not bestow perfection magically or
coerce people to do the right thing.
God will help those who help
themselves.

In prayer,
I see the
world from
the Divine
perspective.

I also believe that there is a history
to the covenant. As a true loving
partner, God seeks human empowerment and dignity. As humans
become more competent, God
self-limits to invite and encourage
humans to do more and take more
responsibility for the outcome.
(The age of prophecy ends; instead
people, Rabbis according to the
Talmud, discover God’s instructions and directions.) From
the beginning, human medical
efforts are affirmed as covenantal
actions—rather than seen as
encroachments on Divine prerogatives (for example, Exodus 21:18
“and he shall surely heal”). As
8

medicine becomes more competent, the Divine interventions
come through human agency. The
doctors’ miracles are the Divine
interventions.
What then is the role of prayer
in an era of greater and growing
human competence? And in an
age when we seek to shake off
magical thinking in order to relate
to God more out of love, out of
partnership, rather than out of
servile need to win God’s favor
and out of self-interested desire for
favors?
I would propose three functions
for prayer. All humans live inside
their own skins. One’s perspective
is skewed by being focused on one’s
self. By turning to God in prayer,
one is motivated to move beyond
a self-centered or narcissistic
perspective for a moment to see
the world from a Divine perspective—the whole world perspective.
In praying, I see myself as a finite
creature within the great whole.
The world is not centered on me.
This makes me (the individual)
no less important. After all, every
human being is an image of God—
godlike, endowed with the intrinsic
dignities of infinite value, equality,
and uniqueness. But the universe
does not rotate around me. When
the individual prays and sees the
world from Divine perspective,
they see the incredible beauty and
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grandeur of existence. We recognize how much goodness has been
granted in our lives; how much
health, life experience, intelligence,
growth has brought one’s life (and
the lives of our loved ones) this far.
This is expressed in prayers of praise
and thanksgiving (not request),
which have always been part of
traditional prayers. This category
would include blessings for food,
for health—“who straightens up
the bowed down,” “who gives the
tired new strength,” “who heals the
sick”—and for the normal operations of our bowels and all the
other openings and closings of
tubes in our bodies (heart, brain,
mouth).
The second category of prayer is
particularly significant in our time
when humans are more competent.
Sometimes, I call this category the
‘prayers of the powerful’ instead of
the past ‘prayers of the powerless.’
It is about knowing one’s limits and
respecting the capacity and dignity
of the other. Instead of the incurable patient pleading for a miracle,
there is the prayer of the doctor:
God, guide my hand; God help me
focus my judgement and wisdom
to make the right diagnosis and
prescriptions. Teach me to respect
the patient and enlist their choices,
to engage them in the therapeutic
process. Help me see that I am
not God. Remind me to respect
the patient’s God-given body, to

work with its natural rhythms in
devising a cure. Teach me to accept
my finitude and express it in not
overtreating, in not turning the
patient into a guinea pig for experimentation. Inspire me with love
so that I will get up in the middle
of the night and make a home visit
to better understand and treat the
sick person. There is an equivalent
prayer for every business person,
therapist, teacher, trainer, supervisor, and so on.
Finally there is a third form of
prayer: to join with a congregation, to become part of the Jewish
people or the larger community,
to identify with the concerns and
needs of the whole nation. In
such a case, I may even say the old
prayers—the unchanged words
even of prayers whose magical
thinking or retributionist overtone I may not accept any more.
In saying these prayers, I identify
with my people and its tradition.
I acknowledge that the covenant
to perfect the world (or to sustain
individual lives) has been going on
for thousands of years. I embrace
past generations and express my
gratitude to them even when I
disagree with their words or some
specific values. Still I acknowledge
with gratitude their contribution, that they brought us and the
covenant this far and that I am the
beneficiary. At such a moment, I
open up to the needs of klal Yisrael
9

and of the whole world and am
inspired to join in the effort of
tikkun olam.
At such moments, sometimes, I
open to God—not as the divine
vending machine but as partner,
sustainer, lover, redeemer of my
people and myself. Thus these
prayers become prayers of solidarity, thanksgiving, and of eternal
love.

The Power of Prayer
When We’re Not Feeling It
A Conversation Between Yehuda Amichai
And Massekhet Berakhot
Rabbi Aviva Richman

W
Rabbi Aviva Richman
is Rosh Yeshiva at
Hadar. She studied in
the Pardes Kollel and
the Drisha Scholars’
Circle and was ordained
by Rabbi Daniel
Landes. Aviva holds a
doctorate in Rabbinics
from NYU.

hat makes prayer feel
“real”? What facilitates
a sense that something
is happening when we pray? For
many of us, after months of praying
alone, we may be having a hard time
feeling moved in prayer. We may
now sense quite starkly the importance of other people’s presence in
shaping our own prayer experiences.
Even though prayer may fundamentally be a conversation between
us and God it can be profoundly
interpersonal. The tone and attitude we have towards others in
prayer—the way we carry ourselves
in a synagogue—these interpersonal
components help instill in us a sense
10

of gravity, a sense of the Divine. The
Talmud speaks strongly about what
happens when we fail each other on
this front:

:תלמוד בבלי ברכות דף ה
 שנים: אבא בנימין אומר:תניא
 וקדם אחד מהם,שנכנסו להתפלל
להתפלל ולא המתין את חברו ויצא
 שנא־. טורפין לו תפלתו בפניו "טרף נפשו באפו הלמענך:מר
.)ד:תעזב ארץ" (איוב יח
ולא עוד אלא שגורם לשכינה שת־
 "ויעתק: שנאמר,סתלק מישראל
צור ממקמו" (שם); ואין צור אלא
 שנאמר "צור,הקדוש ברוך הוא
.)יח:ילדך תשי" (דברים לב
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Talmud Bavli Brachot 5b
It was taught: Abba
Binyamin says: If two people
entered to pray, and one of
them finished praying first
and didn’t wait for their
fellow and left, their prayer
is torn up in their face as it
says: “You who tear yourself
to pieces in anger— Will the
land be abandoned for your
sake?” ( Job 18:4).
And no more, but they cause
God’s indwelling presence to
leave Israel, as it says, “Will
rocks be dislodged from
their place?” (Ibid.); And
there is no rock except the

Holy Blessed One, as it says:
“You neglected the Rock
that begot you, forgot the
God who brought you forth”
(Deut. 32:18).
This passage discusses what may
seem like a fairly trivial, if somewhat impolite, behavior. A person
finishes praying quickly and leaves
a place of prayer to get on with
their day, abandoning their fellow
worshiper. The Talmud delivers a
harsh verdict: This person’s prayer
is torn apart.
At first glance, this sounds like a
punishment. The Talmud interprets a verse in Job to mean
11

essentially, ‘You think God
leaves when you do?’ It takes a
jab at the arrogance of one who
can easily walk away from a site
where someone else prays, as if
God leaves too. Their prayer is
torn up to shake them out of their
arrogance.
Yet, it can also be read as a
statement of fact, as a natural
consequence of their action. If
someone walks out on another
person in prayer—and in a sense
walks out on God—this makes
their own prayer inevitably
dissolve; if they had realized that
God was present, they would
never have walked out! Walking
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out on another person in prayer
proves that they didn’t think God
was present for their prayer either;
deep down they don’t think prayer
is real. To walk out on a friend in
prayer is to show that prayer means
nothing. It makes God, and prayer,
disappear in an instant.
The Talmud offers a harsh
pronouncement on us when we fail
to make prayer real for each other.
But this discussion also reflects the
inverse—our powerful ability to
make prayer palpable. The passage
in the Talmud continues:

?ואם המתין לו מה שכרו
 זוכה:אמר רבי יוסי ברבי חנינא
 "לוא: שנאמר,לברכות הללו
הקשבת למצותי ויהי כנהר
שלומך וצדקתך כגלי הים ויהי
"'כחול זרעך וצאצאי מעיך וגו
.)יט-יח:(ישעיהו מח
And if he waits for him what
is his reward?
Rabbi Yosei, son of Rabbi
Hanina said: He merits
the following blessings, as it
is stated: “If only you had
listened to My mitzvot then
your peace would be as a
river, and your righteousness
as the waves of the sea. Your
seed would be as the sand,
and the offspring of your
body [like the grains thereof;
his name would be neither

cut off nor destroyed from
before Me]” (Isaiah 48:18 19).

Standing
alongside a
friend, we
perform
an act of
witnessing.
The Talmud promises abundant,
rich reward when we support each
other in prayer. By waiting for
someone else who is still praying,
we perform an act of witnessing.
We cultivate a palpable sense of
God’s presence and this unfolds in
generative and nourishing blessing.
We see here that much of what
makes prayer real is peer reinforcement. If we act like nothing
is happening when someone
else prays, then our own prayer
becomes nothing. If we approach
another person’s prayer with an
awareness of God’s presence, we
can enable that presence to be a
12

reality. We make, or break, each
other’s experiences of prayer.
How does this dynamic work when
we are truly praying alone, as many
may be during the high holidays
this year? How can we have a sense
that prayer is real and moving and
create space for God’s indwelling
presence, if that reality isn’t
mirrored back to us by the behavior
of others whose actions implicitly
communicate that God is there
and prayer is real? How can we
find prayer moving, if left solely to
our own devices?
Yehuda Amichai offers a modern
response to the problem of feeling
unmoved when praying alone.
In a poem in his collection Open,
Closed, Open he writes:

:גם לתפילת יחיד צריכים שניים
תמיד אחד שמתנועע
.והשני שלא נע הוא האלהים
אבל כשאבי התפלל הוא עמד
במקומו
זקוף ובלי נוע והכריח את
האלהים לנוע
.כמו סוף ולהתפלל אל אבי
Also for individual prayer
two are necessary:
There is always one who
moves
And the Other who does not
move is God.
But when my father prayed
he stood in place
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Straight, motionless, and
forced God to move
Like a reed, and to pray to
my father.
Every prayer needs a partner, a
witness, much like the view that
emerged from the Talmud above.
But when we find ourselves alone,
when no other person is standing
nearby, waiting for us to finish our
prayer, the second figure may be
Godself. In Amichai’s rendering,
God is the witness, the one who
doesn’t move, but simply is present.
In ordinary prayer, God waits,
motionless, for us to finish; God
affirms the substantive act of
prayer.
Through this image Amichai, on
the one hand, confidently expresses
that we are never alone in prayer;
even when we pray individually, we
are assured of, and moved by, God’s
presence. On the other hand,
God’s constant presence may be
hard to access. Amichai complicates a naive or simple theological
view of God’s presence in prayer by
describing his defiant father, who
stood erect and unmoved in the act
of prayer, forcing God to break the
stillness.
In these brief lines, Amichai moves
from the confident Maimonidean
picture of God as the Unmoved
Mover, towards whom we contort
ourselves in prayer, to a more

skeptical stance that dares God to
make the first move.

God is the
witness, the
one who
doesn’t
move.
In truth, where we stand—in a
post-Holocaust world, in a world
of widespread illness and devastation, and rampant injustice—we
may not feel moved to pray by an
immediate sense of God’s presence. But that doesn’t eliminate
the need for prayer.
Let us read Amichai’s poem
through the Talmudic scene we
opened with: The father does
not walk out on another’s prayer,
not even his own. Yet, he doesn’t
pray either. He stands, waiting.
Through his own lingering and
steady presence, he makes space
for a prayer that originates beyond
himself. If we are insistent
enough—if we show up, even when
13

alone, even when uninspired—it
will pave the way for nothing less
than divine prayer.
As we head into what is likely to
be a disorienting season of Yamim
Noraim, unmoored and disconnected from the usual rhythms and
community who help make our
prayers real, it is worth being open,
ready, and determined to land on a
different sort of prayer, the prayer
that moves God. If and when we
stand alone on Rosh Hashanah
and Yom Kippur, and find that
we are not moved to pray, we can
hold the space for God to react to
this moment, for God to bend and
contort in the form of a prayer we
do not yet know and our world
desperately needs.
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Rise Up
The Ladder of Song
Joey Weisenberg
Musician, composer, and teacher Joey Weisenberg is the founder
and co-director of Hadar’s Rising Song Institute. He is the author
of The Torah of Music (2017 winner of the National Jewish
Book Award) and Building Singing Communities. He has
released seven albums with the Hadar Ensemble, most recently
Nigunim Vol. VII: Songs of Ascent (2019).

When we sing a nigun (a spiritual melody), we climb a ladder to the heavens.
This was most dramatically stated by the Piazetsner Rebbe in the Warsaw Ghetto shortly
before it was destroyed:

, הנגון הוא אחד מהסֻלמות,האדם צריך לעשות סֻלמות לעלות על ידיהם לפעמים השמימה
. ובלב נשבר,ובפרט כשמרננים אחר שמחה של מצוה
Sometimes, a person must build ladders to climb to the heavens. A nigun is one of
these ladders, specifically when we sing after the joy of a mitzvah or with a heart
broken open.1
These words reflect several millennia of Jewish musical imagination. We know that Jacob
once put his head down on a rock and slept. What did he dream about? He dreamt of
a sulam, a ladder, that was rooted in the earth and reached all the way into the heavens.
And he dreamt of angels going up and down the rungs of the ladder. Olim v’yordim, olim
v’yordim. Up and down, up and down.
The nigun takes us up that ladder. The angels themselves are musical notes climbing the
sulam. (In Hebrew a sulam is both a ladder and a musical scale.) They climb up and down,
making melodies, and the melodies connect the heavens and the earth.

1

Tzav ve-Zeiruz §36, translation Joshua Schwartz from “The Torah of Music,” p. 239.
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Most nigunim mimic this pattern in some way. A melody often starts low, rooted in the soil, and
then reaches up to the firmament. Longer, complex melodies build up rung by rung—A section
to B section, B section to C section—before inevitably dropping back down to the ground. Even
in the simplest one-part nigun, there is almost always a little lift followed by a descent.
Keep an ear out for that progression when singing nigunim. Every time we sing, we ascend a
ladder and descend it, and then we start all over again. It mirrors the never-ending process of
connecting with the heavens and then returning to the world to do the work that is needed
here.
Commenting on the word sulam from Jacob’s dream, the Ba’al HaTurim (R. Yaakov ben
Ha-Rosh, c. 1269-1343) wrote that when we sing, our voices climb up the ladder into the
heavens, where they are heard by God. He supports his idea by explaining that the word
kol, meaning voice, is numerically equivalent to the word sulam (both words equal 136 in
gematria). Our voices have the power to climb the musical scales and bridge earth and
heaven.
When we sing, we hope that our voices rise up and are heard “on high.” This is the sense of
the piyyut for Yom Kippur, “Ya’aleh Koleinu,” which I recorded with The Hadar Ensemble
( Listen on YouTube). In it, we sing:

May our prayers rise up from the evening,

ֲנּונֽנּו מֵ ֶ ֽע ֶרב
ֵ ַי ֲעלֶה תַ ח
וְ ָיב ֹא שַ ׁוְ ע ֵ ָֽתנּו ִמ ֽבֹ ּקֶ ר

and may our cry come from the morning,

ּנּונֽנּו עַד ָ ֽע ֶרב
ֵ וְ י ֵָראֶ ה ִר

and may our song appear till evening.
May our voices rise up from the evening…

...קֹולנּו מֵ ֶ ֽע ֶרב
ֽ ֵ ַי ֲעלֶה

On Yom Kippur, as during the rest of the year, our prayers are composed in the plural.
Music calls us to come together, to unite our energies, and to foster a communal spiritual
transformation that is bigger than the sum of our individuality. Our collective prayers
go up and then come down as points of goodness spreading throughout the world.
15
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This year, we may have the unique opportunity to spend the High Holidays in smaller settings, with family or even
alone. Using the vision of the musical ladder, we can set an intention to unite our energies across physical distance
through song.
Try to imagine, as you are singing, as you are praying, that your notes are being carried by angels out, up, and into the
cosmos. Close your eyes. Imagine this melody showering back down onto the world, your notes meeting the notes
carried by other people’s angels, creating a vast tapestry of song.
Even when we are separated by space, our voices rise up the ladder, reaching the same sacred place.

Hadar’s Rising Song Institute cultivates Jewish spiritual life through song. It is a meeting place and incubator for
creative musicians and prayer leaders who hope to reinvent the future of music as a communal Jewish spiritual
practice. Based in Philadelphia, we engage people throughout North America and around the world through
communal singing, immersive study, and experimental music-making.

music . prayer . artistry.
master Classes in Jewish Song
with Joey weisenberg

access 500+ videos to explore nigunim (Jewish melodies),
nusach (traditional prayer chants), & davening (prayer)
artistry at your own pacE.

Exclusive learning opportunities for shuls and groups available.

Register at: joeyweisenberg.com
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Re-envisioning God as King
Rabbi Avi Killip
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n Rosh Hashanah we
act out a ritual of coronation. We don’t just
acknowledge God as king, we
make God king. We actively
choose this relationship with the
Divine again and again each year.
But why would we want God to be
king? We are living in a moment
when elements of our modern
democracies feel vulnerable. Not
only do we not want a king, we
may actively fear the impact of a
powerful “ruler.” Traditionally,

we associate kings with ultimate
power, corruption, and greed.
These are likely not the images we
hope to encounter in the Divine.
These are the kings we hope to
overthrow, not coronate.
How does this metaphor serve us?
The Talmud (BT, Avodah Zarah
11a) transforms this image of
God as sovereign by reminding
us that the kings we are familiar
with, the corrupt and greedy
kings, are only earthly kings.

* Image above is from the Worms Mahzor. It was completed on 28 Teveth 1272, by Simhah
ben Yehudah the Scribe, in Würzburg, Germany. Reprinted with permission from the
National Library of Israel, Jerusalem Israel (Digitized Manuscripts, Ms. Heb. 781=4).
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God, we are taught, is a different
kind of ruler.

.תלמוד בבלי עבודה זרה יא
מלך בשר ודם יושב מבפנים
,ועבדיו משמרים אותו מבחוץ
 עבדיו מבפנים,ואילו הקב"ה
.והוא משמרן מבחוץ
Talmud Bavli
Avodah Zarah 11a
A king of ﬂesh and blood
[that is to say, a human
king] dwells within and his
servants shield and protect
him from outside. But
God is different, those who
serve God are on the inside,
and God surrounds them,
shielding and protecting
them from outside.
God, these two lines of Talmud
suggest, is not standing at the
center of our room demanding to
be crowned. Instead, the relationship is reversed. When we gather
together as a community on Rosh
Hashanah, God’s kingdom opens
to us. We are invited inside God’s
holy palace, and God surrounds us,
shielding and protecting us from
the outside.
The coronation of God on Rosh
Hashanah is when we allow
ourselves to be enveloped by God.
We open ourselves to the Divine
embrace. We ask God to be our
shomer—our protector—and in so

doing, we release a bit of ourselves
into God’s hands. Crowning God
is an act of acknowledging that
we don’t have complete control.
We accept that there is something
bigger than us, something more
powerful.

Before
we can
crown God,
we must
forgive
God.
When we give God a crown on
Rosh Hashanah, we are surrendering to a higher power.
But why do we choose this
moment to crown God? Why is
God’s kingship a central theme of
Rosh Hashanah?
The Talmud Yerushalmi offers one
answer. In Bikkurim 3:3, 65d we
read that there are three occasions on which an individual is
forgiven all of their previous sins:
18

The bridegroom on the day of his
wedding, the elder on the day of his
ordination, and the king on the day
of his coronation.
A king is forgiven on the day of his
coronation. Rosh Hashanah is the
day of God’s coronation. Putting
these two ideas together, we learn
that on Rosh Hashanah God is
forgiven. The following week, on
Yom Kippur, God will forgive us.
On Rosh Hashanah, before we can
crown God, we must ﬁrst forgive
God.
The brazen idea that we can
forgive God is a profound theological statement and a profoundly
personal act. For many of us,
forgiving God will be more challenging than asking for our own
forgiveness. Some years our sins
may feel small, even petty, while
God’s sins can seem enormous.
Can we forgive a God who allows
a global pandemic to decimate our
most vulnerable? Can we forgive
a God who allows inequality and
injustice to persist for generations? Can we forgive a God who
allows children to die in seemingly
endless wars? Can we forgive the
Creator of such a broken world?
To forgive God, and crown God
again each year is a courageous act.
On Rosh Hashanah we refuse to
give up on God, and in return, on

Yom Kippur, we pray that God will
refuse to give up on us.
Is it worth it? Is the ongoing
relationship with God worth the
certainty of repeated disappointment? Why do we forgive again
each year when we know that God is
bound to let us down? These are the
questions I bring into my teﬁllah, my
prayers, each year.
So let us pray:
God, shield us from the sharp edges
of this world. Help us to experience
Your kingdom as a holy embrace.
As we work to forgive You on Rosh
Hashanah, the day of Divine coronation, we pray that on Yom Kippur,
You will in turn, forgive us.
God is King.
God was King.
God will be king
forever and ever.
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uring the High Holidays
we stand before God both
as part of the community
and as individuals. In the famous
piyyut sung on Rosh Hashanah and
Yom Kippur, Unetaneh Tokef, we
picture God counting and assessing
the members of the world:

וְ כָל בָ ּאֵ י עֹולָם ַיעַבְ רּון לְ ָפנֶיָך כִ ּבְ נֵי
 מַ עֲבִ יר. כְ ּבַ קָ ַּרת רֹועֶה ע ְֶדרֹו.מָ רֹון
 ֵכּן תַ ּעֲבִ יר.צאנֹו תַ ּחַ ת ִשׁבְ טֹו
.וְ ִת ְספֹ ּר וְ ִת ְמנֶה וְ ִתפְ קֹ ד ֶנפֶׁש ָכּל חָ י
 וְ ִתכְ תֹ ּב.וְ תַ חְ ּתְך קִ צְ בָ ה לְ כָל בריה
:אֶ ת גְ ּזַר ִדּינָם
All the people of the world
will pass before You like
a flock of sheep. Like a
shepherd pasturing his flock,
making sheep pass under
his staff, so shall You cause
20

to pass, count, calculate, and
consider the soul of all the
living; and You shall apportion
the destinies of all Your
creatures and inscribe their
verdict.
The image of God the shepherd,
at first glance, is ambiguous: Are
we just part of a herd, one sheep
among many, or are we valued in all
our individuality and uniqueness?
Similar questions arise in the census
of the Israelite tribes at the beginning of the book of Numbers. A
variety of Jewish interpreters suggest
that the careful counting of the
people actually conveys one of the
core truths of Jewish theology and
ethics: Individuals matter.
One of Jewish theology’s most
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fundamental claims is that God
loves us. As R. Akiva, one of the
greatest of the Talmudic Sages,
teaches, “Beloved is the human
being, for he was created in the
image of God. Even more beloved
is he for it was made known to him
that he was created in the image of
God, as it says, ‘For in the image
of God, God made the human
being’ (Genesis 9:6)” (Mishnah,
Avot 3:14). God loves us, in other
words, not because of anything
we do, but simply by dint of who
we are: Human beings created in
God’s image.
But Judaism goes much further.
Jewish sources insist that God
cherishes human beings not as
faceless representatives of a privileged species but as individuals:

God loves us in all our singularity and uniqueness. A mishnah
teaches: “Adam was created
singly... to proclaim the greatness
of the Blessed Holy One, for a
human being stamps many coins
with one die and they are all identical to one another, but the King
of the kings, the Blessed Holy
One, has stamped all of humanity
with the die of the first man,
and yet not one of them is like
his fellow” (Sanhedrin 4:5). The
Mishnah’s message is staggering:
Never before in the history of the
cosmos has there ever been another
human being just like you, and
never again in the history of the
cosmos will there ever be another
human being just like you. And
this stunning fact redounds to the
glory of God.
21

The mishnah continues: “Therefore
each and every person is obligated
to say, ‘For my sake was the world
created.’” For a long time, I found
this line deeply troubling. Isn’t
this a prescription for narcissism
and self-congratulation? But over
time I realized that my anxiety said
more about the culture we live in
than about the text itself. We hear
about uniqueness and all too often
wonder what that entitles us to.
But when the Mishnah talks about
human uniqueness and its implications for God’s glory, it has in
mind not (or at least not only)
what we are entitled to but what
we are responsible for. We are,
all of us, called upon to serve. Yet
crucially, we are not asked to serve
in nameless anonymity but rather
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in the fullness of our own individuality. As human beings faced
with a world so utterly broken in
so many ways, we are called upon
to ask not just what I can get, but
also, and crucially, what I can give?
How can I, with my unique gifts,
talents, and passions—and my
unique combination of weaknesses
and limitations—best serve God?
God’s love is a call to service, and
we answer not as human beings in
general but as human beings in all
of our particularity.
There is another critical dimension to all this. Our uniqueness
implies our irreplaceability. When
the Mishnah tells us that there
has never been and will never be
another person just like us, it also
implicitly points to the tragedy of
our inevitable death: When we
die, something infinitely precious
and utterly irreplaceable simply
disappears.1
To put this starkly: Jewish
theology affirms that when parents
cry over the death of their child
and wail that someone singularly precious has been lost, they
are giving voice not only to their
own personal pain but also to

a fundamental truth about the
universe. Uniqueness, and therefore irreplaceability, are constitutive
of our humanity.

Uniformity
need not—
must not—
efface real
differences
in opinion.
What is true about humanity in
general is true of the Jewish people
in particular as well. God’s covenantal people are treasured not as
nameless, faceless members of a
collective, but as unique individuals
living in an intimate relationship
with God.
As we’ve already mentioned, the

book of Numbers painstakingly
details the census of the Israelites that Moses undertakes at
God’s behest. We hear about the
arrangement of the camp, the
names of the tribal chieftains, and
the count of each and every tribe.
Why all this careful accounting? A
midrash offers a parable: “A man
had a stock of fine pearls, which
he used to count when unpacking
them and taking them out (to
the marketplace) and count them
again before putting them away.”
So, similarly, the midrash imagines God saying to the Israelites,
“You are my children... and therefore I count you often” (BeMidbar
Rabbah 4:2).2 Counting requires
taking stock of each individual
pearl: Each one is precious, taken
out to be numbered and delighted
in.
In a similar vein, R. Isaac Arama
(1420-1494) asks why all the
seemingly dull details of the census
are necessary. Did God not know
the number of Israelites encamped
in the desert in any case? Taking
account of the Israelites one by
one, R. Arama argues, serves to
teach that each one has individual
worth and is not just a member

1 This is also made clear by another line from the mishnah we have been discussing: “Adam was created singly to teach you that if anyone
destroys a single soul it is as if she destroyed an entire world.” Although this statement likely referred originally to the fact that when
someone dies, they and all their potential future offspring disappear (hence “an entire world”), many thinkers take it as an affirmation of
the infinite value of any and every individual person.
2 Sadly, this midrash also has a troubling underside (which I have not cited here): It insists that God’s paying loving attention to each
individual Jew stands in stark contrast to God’s attitude towards the other nations, to whom God is indifferent. As many Jewish texts
amply and beautifully demonstrate, it should be possible to affirm God’s love for Israel without succumbing to the kind of triumphalism
that dismisses others as insignificant—or worse.
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of the collective. “They were all
equal in stature,” Arama writes,
“and yet the stature of each one
was different” (Akeidat Yitzhak,
BeMidbar, #72).
Along the same lines, modern
interpreter Nehama Leibowitz
asks why Parashat Naso records
in great detail the sacrifices that
each tribal chieftain brought in
turn—especially since they all
brought precisely the same offering
(Numbers 7:1-88). “Perhaps,”
she suggests, “the Torah wished
to emphasize the importance
and uniqueness of the individual, repudiating the ideology
that regards the human being as
a cog in a vast machine and as an
indistinguishable member of a

mass.”3 Leibowitz formulates her
comments negatively, as a statement of what Judaism rejects,
but we can just as easily state it
positively, as a reflection of what
Judaism passionately affirms:
Being part of a collective, no
matter how important or sacred,
should never be allowed—must
never be allowed—to obliterate
human difference and individuality. Another message may well
be implicit here as well: Judaism
traditionally demands relative
uniformity of practice (recall, the
chieftains all bring the very same
sacrifices), but such uniformity
need not—must not—efface real
differences in opinion, experience,
and insight, which are to be treasured rather than overcome.

3 Nehama Leibowitz, Studies in Bamidbar-Numbers, trans. Aryeh Newman (1993), p. 78.
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R. Isaiah Horowitz (known as
the Shelah, 1565-1630) reports
a Kabbalistic teaching that the
600,000 Israelites in the desert
correspond to the 600,000 letters
in the Torah. The souls of the Israelites originated in the letters of the
Torah, he writes, and the spirituality of the Torah consists of those
souls. All subsequent generations
of Jews, he insists, are “branches”
of those 600,000 original souls
(Shelah, Parashat Korah, “Torah
Or”). We need not be detained
here by an extensive analysis of
precisely what R. Horowitz means
by his provocative words. Instead,
we can derive the following simple
but powerful implications: If every
Jew is a letter in the Torah, then
every Jew has a unique Torah to
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teach, insights into God’s teaching
that are unavailable to anyone
else. Without exposure to Torah,
something in the very being of
that Jewish person remains tragically dormant and unrealized.
And conversely, without the world
of Torah being exposed to that
person, something crucial in the
Torah remains buried, hidden
from sight. R. Abraham Joshua
Heschel writes that “a Jew without
the Torah is obsolete.”4 Maybe so,
but it is equally the case that the
Torah without any particular Jew is
incomplete.
The Hasidic Master R. Levi
Yitzhak of Berditchev (1740-1809)
extends R. Horowitz’s insights into
the realms of education and leadership. He teaches that “the Jewish
people are the 600,000 letters of
the Torah; thus Israel is the Torah,
because every single Jew is a letter
of the Torah.” When the book of
Numbers says that Moses recorded
(pakad) the Israelites in the wilderness of Sinai (1:19), Levi Yitzhak
creatively takes that to mean that
Moses taught (limed) them Torah.
Moses taught Israel Torah just as
God had taught him (Kedushat
Levi, BeMidbar, “Ka’Asher Tzivah
HaShem et Moshe”). Levi Yitzhak’s
words are less than clear, but I
think what he means to suggest is

that Moses’ teaching depends on
his seeing the Israelites in all their
uniqueness, understanding their
own unique perspectives on and
contributions to Torah. It takes a
great teacher of Torah to understand how the individual pieces
fit together to make a whole, how
the disparate letters can be woven
together to form a Torah.5 A real
teacher works with her students’
individuality in two ways: She
teaches in a way that the student
can hear and learn, and she elicits
from him his own unique insights
and inspiration. Moses, known
universally in post-biblical Jewish
sources as Moshe Rabbeinu, Moses
our teacher, is here held up as the
paradigmatic educator, one who
sees, cherishes, and draws out the
singular capacities and contributions of each student.
In serving God, we strive to
cherish human uniqueness just
as God does. This has dramatic
implications for education, as we’ve
seen, but also for what it means
to live in community. R. Joseph
Soloveitchik (1903-1993) writes
that “the individuals belonging to
the community complement one
another existentially. Each individual possesses something unique,
rare, which is unknown to others;
each individual has a unique

4 Abraham Joshua Heschel, God in Search of Man (1955), p. 167.

message to contribute, a special
color to add to the communal
spectrum.” When a person joins a
community, therefore, “he contributes something which no one
else could have contributed. He
enriches the community existentially; he is irreplaceable.” Indeed,
Soloveitchik adds, “to recognize a
person means to affirm that he is
irreplaceable. To hurt a person [in
contrast] means to tell him that he
is expendable, that there is no need
for him.”6
As we reflect on our personal and
communal goals for the coming
year, I would suggest we must
honor two facts simultaneously:
As Jews and as human beings,
we share deep connection and
kinship with each other, and, at
the same time, we are irreducibly
different from one another. On
Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur,
we may find solace and strength in
standing together before God as a
unified prayer community, but we
can also stand tall as individuals
with the knowledge that God loves
and takes interest in each one of us.
Moreover, the knowledge of our
own self-worth in the eyes of God
propels us to emulate God: Just as
God treasures each Jew, and each
human being, in all her singularity,
so too must we.

5 I am grateful to my friend and colleague R. Or Rose for a fruitful discussion of Levi Yitzhak’s words.
6 Joseph B. Soloveitchik, “The Community,” Tradition 17:2 (1978), pp. 7-24. Passages cited are on pp. 10, 16.
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Hayom Harat Olam
Modern Midrash on Birth, Love, and the Shofar
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he phrase "—"היֹום הרת עולםoften
translated as “today is the birth day
of the world”—is recited in a piyyut
immediately following the shofar blowing
on Rosh Hashanah. In its original context,
the prophet Jeremiah declares that it would
have been better for him to die in the womb,
leaving his mother in a state of ''הרת עולם
or ever-lasting pregnancy ( Jeremiah 20:17).
Within the piyyut this phrase, paired as it
is with the shofar’s cries, evokes feelings of
vulnerability and the fear of the unknown,
represented by the ever-present danger of
miscarriage. Today, following centuries of
reinterpretation, the phrase is often understood differently, as a declaration of a new
beginning and new hope engendered by
birth; and the cry of the shofar summons
God’s mercy to the world.1
But an honest, expansive view of the metaphors of pregnancy and birth demands the
inclusion of the “darker” aspects of those

experiences as well as the joyful ones. Even
in today’s reality, pregnancy and birth
are fraught with mixed emotions,
with fear and danger as well
as joy and possibility. In
the following midrashim,
which I have composed,
I explore a small slice
of the multilayered
expanse of pregnancy
and birth experiences. By including
mothers with a variety
of experiences—an
older first time mother,
whose pregnancy might
endanger her life and a
terrified mother who has experienced previous stillbirths—I
hope to point to different ways we
might understand the shofar, God,
and our role as God’s children this Rosh
Hashanah.

1 See, for example, the Meor Einayim (“Likutim,” p. 456) who suggests that the blowing of a shofar reveals God’s
hidden mercy, just as pregnancy is first hidden and then revealed.
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""יֹום ְּתרּועָ ה יִ ְהיֶה ָלכֶם
)א:(במדבר כט
למה הדבר דומה? למלכה זקנה שהרתה
אחרי ימים רבים ויושבת על המשבר
,והעם עומדים בחצר ומתפללים באימה
כשהם שומעים קול הילד בוכה מיד כור־
עים ומשתחוים ונופלים על פניהם ומתחי־
 כמו, להודות ולהלל,לים לצחוק בשמחה
לִ י" (בראשית- יִ צֲחַ ק,ַהַ ּׁשֹ מֵ ע- "ּכָל,שכתוב
 ונתערב קול התינוק עם קול העם.)ו:כא
עד שאי אפשר להכיר בין של זה לשל
 "וְ אֵ ין הָ עָם מַ כִ ִּירים קֹול, כמו שכתוב,זה
ְּתרּועַת הַ ִּׂש ְמחָ ה לְ קֹול בְ ּכִ י הָ עָם כִ ּי הָ עָם
.)יג:ְמ ִריעִ ים ְּתרּועָה גְ דֹולָה" (עזרא ג

“It is a day of teru’ah (blowing of the horn) for you”
(Numbers 29:1)
To what can the matter be compared? To an elderly queen
who finally conceived after many years. She sat upon the
birthing stool, and the entire nation stood in the courtyard
praying in fear. When they heard the cries of the newborn,
they immediately bowed and fell upon their faces and began to
laugh in joy, and praised, and gave thanks, as it says, “Everyone
who hears will laugh for me” (Genesis 21:6). The cries of the
baby and the noise of the people became so mixed that it was
impossible to distinguish between one and the other, as it says
“so that the people could not discern the noise of the shout of
joy from the noise of the weeping of the people; for the people
shouted with a loud teru’ah” (Ezra 3:13).

Intertexts and Questions for Reflection
1. The midrash evokes Genesis 21:6 and Sarah’s miraculous birth in her old age, which is the subject of the Torah
reading on the first day of Rosh Hashanah.
In what ways might Sarah have experienced both fear and profound joy in her pregnancy and birth? In what ways do
we experience those emotions on Rosh Hashanah?
2. The midrash also quotes Ezra 3:13, the moment when the Jewish people react to the laying of the foundation
of the Second Temple, a sort of rebirth of its own. While some people cried in uncomplicated joy, others cried,
remembering the First Temple and its loss. In the verse, the sound of the shofar mingles with the laughter and
cries until the three become indistinguishable from one another.
What sounds do you associate with the shofar—crying, laughing, hushing, children whispering? In what ways might
those “extra sounds” add to the sacred moment of the teki’ot rather than detracting from it?

""אֶ ת־הַ ּכֹ ל עָ ׂשָ ה יָפֶ ה ְבעִ ּתֹו
)יא:(קהלת ג
, בעונתו נברא העולם:אמר ר' תנחומא
לא היה ראוי להבראות קודם לכן אלא
 "אֶ ת־הַ ּכֹ ל עָׂשָ ה: שנאמר,לשעתו נברא
 מכאן שהיה:" אמר ר' אבהו.ָיפֶה בְ עִ ּתֹו
 בורא עו־,הקב"ה בונה עולמות ומחריבן
: עד שברא את אלו ואמר,למות ומחריבן

“He brings everything to pass precisely at its time”
(Ecclesiastes 3:11)
Rabbi Tanhum said: The world was created at the correct
time. It was not appropriate for it to be created earlier than
it was, rather it was created at the correct time, as it says “He
brings everything to pass precisely at its time.” Rabbi Abahu
said: From here we learn that The Blessed Holy One created
worlds and destroyed them, created worlds and destroyed
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"דין הניין לי יתהון לא הניין לי
.) י"ד,'(קהלת רבה פרשה ג

them, until He created this one, and said “This one pleases me,
those others did not please me” (Kohelet Rabbah 3:14).

למה הדבר דומה? לאשה שהפילה
 שוב הרתה וישבה על,כמה הפלות
 ובשעה שיוצא התינוק מתוך,המשבר
מעיה אינה משיבה אותו לחיקה שמא
 כמו״ש "ּכִ י אָ ְמ ָרה אַ ל־אֶ ְראֶ ה,יצא נפל
 עד.)טז:ּבְ מֹות הַ ָּילֶד" (בראשית כא
שהתחיל לבכות והיא רואה שהוא בר
, מיד נפתח ליבה באהבה וחמלה,קיימא
 ַנעַר ּבֹ כֶה; וַּתַ חְ מֹ ל- "וְ הִ ּנֵה,כמו שכתוב
.)ו:ָעלָיו" (שמות ב

To what can the matter be compared? To a woman
who had miscarried several miscarriages. She became
pregnant again and sat upon the birthing stool. When
the baby exited her body she refused to take him to her
breast lest he was a stillborn, as it says “Let me not see the
child’s death” (Genesis 21:16). When the baby began to
cry and she realized that he was a living child, her heart
immediately opened in love and compassion, as it says,
“And behold the child was crying, and she had compassion
for him” (Exodus 2:6).

,כן כל שנה ושנה ביום הרת עולם
יושב הקדוש ברוך הוא על כסא רם
 עד,ונשא ואינו שת לבו על ישראל
 מיד נפתח,ששומע קול תקיעת שופר
 שנאמר "עַל־ּכֵן,לבו ומרחם על בניו
"הָ מּו מֵ עַי לֹו ַרחֵ ם א ַ ֲֽרחֲמֶ ּנּו נְ אֻם־יְ קוק
.)כ:(ירמיהו לא

So too, each and every year on the day of the world’s birth,
the Holy One sits upon his mighty throne and does not
pay heed to Israel until He hears the blasts of the shofar.
Immediately, He opens His heart and has mercy for His
children, as it says, “That is why My belly yearns for him;
I will receive him back in love—declares the LORD”
( Jeremiah 31:20).

Intertexts and Questions for Reflection
This midrash, inspired by and continuing the traditional midrash Kohelet Rabbah 3:11, references Genesis 21:16 and
Exodus 2:6, the first of which is read on the first day of Rosh Hashanah. These verses introduce us to two Egyptian
mothers: Hagar and Pharaoh’s daughter. While Hagar is a mother terrified of losing her child, Pharaoh’s daughter
is not yet a mother when she hears Moshe’s cry and makes the risky decision to take him in.
1. How do the conflicted emotions of these mothers in complex situations inform our thinking about God’s relationship with
us, his children?
2. This piece imagines God as having experienced previous loss before this world’s creation, losses which result in feelings of
fear and vulnerability. In what other ways does God’s creation of the world potentially leave God vulnerable?
See the complete context of Jeremiah 31:20, quoted here, which we read on the second day of Rosh Hashanah, for
further exploration of divine parenthood, loss, and vulnerability as well as hope.
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the Akeidah,
Halakhah,
and
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Rabbi Ethan Tucker
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Rabbi Ethan Tucker
is President and Rosh
Yeshiva at Hadar and
chair in Jewish Law.
Ethan also directs
Hadar’s Center for
Jewish Law and Values.
Ethan was ordained
by the Chief Rabbinate
of Israel and earned a
doctorate in Talmud
and Rabbinics from
the Jewish Theological
Seminary and a BA from
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he Akeidah—the story of
the binding of Isaac—serves
as the inspiration for countless religious poems, especially the
Selihot said during the High Holiday
period, and is the Torah reading on
the second day of Rosh Hashanah.
Liturgical texts that evoke the
chilling story of Avraham’s near
sacrifice of his son take pride in
our forefather’s selflessness. For
example, at the climactic midpoint
of the Musaf Amidah of Rosh
Hashanah, we trace our covenantal
worth back to Avraham and wave
the Akeidah as a proud banner:

In this description Avraham is
lauded for conquering his emotions,
his fatherly love, in order to follow
God’s command with a full heart.
And his merit, we pray, will protect
us too.

ותראה לפניך עקדה שעקד
אברהם אבינו את יצחק בנו על גבי
המזבח וכבש רחמיו לעשות רצונך
 ועקדת יצחק היום...בלבב שלם
.לזרעו ברחמים תזכור

The Akeidah, however, appears to
be an act of attempted murder of an
innocent; anyone today who would
claim divine sanction to kill their
own child would be locked up, left
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May the Akeidah be visible
to you, how Avraham our
father bound his son Yitzhak
on the altar and controlled his
mercy in order to do your will
with a full heart… In mercy,
keep in mind the binding of
Yitzhak when thinking of his
descendants today.
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for mad, and hounded out of any
sane religious community. Beyond
reckoning with Avraham’s willingness to carry out this task, we
must wrestle with the fact that
God commanded this seemingly
immoral act. What does this story,
and its central place in our liturgy,
say about the individual’s ability to
evaluate moral choices and follow
one’s own intuitive sense of right
and wrong in the face of a divine
command?
This question is fundamental to
making our way in the modern
world as observant Jews. Do we
submissively follow traditional
texts and halakhic rulings from the
past, disconnected from our individual and modern sentiments, or
is there a way to be fully present
in relation to divine law? There
are several avenues of approach
to these questions; each carries
unique halakhic and theological implications, which we must
evaluate.
Let us begin by saying, the
Akeidah cannot be deleted from
the Bible; heretofore, no branch of
Judaism has yet suggested writing
a Torah Scroll censored of “inappropriate” material. One could,
theoretically, surgically remove
this image from the liturgy, but the
incision would be very deep and

painful, leaving behind significant scar tissue. Thus, avoiding the
message of this text entirely is not
an option.

What
does this
story say
about the
individual’s
ability to
evaluate
moral
choices in
the face
of a divine
command?
Some have tried to address the
moral dilemma presented by the
Akeidah by reinterpreting the plain

meaning of the story, declaring
that Avraham failed the test given
to him by God. Where Avraham
ought to have resisted sacrificing
Yitzhak out of moral courage,
he blindly followed an immoral
command. This, too, is an untenable response. It cannot be squared
with God’s blessing of Avraham
in Bereishit 22 for his willingness
to carry out the task, nor can it be
squared with our constant liturgical
lionization of our first ancestor for
his willingness to piously fulfill
God’s command.
The only tenable readings of the
Akeidah for contemporary Jews
are, therefore, those that preserve
its centrality and ongoing vitality.
We will explore here three possible
models for interpreting the
Akeidah and highlight the consequences of each one for how we
think about serving God. Ultimately, I will argue in favor of
understanding the Biblical story
in context, not only for literary or
historical accuracy, but for philosophical and religious reasons as
well.1
Submission or Partnership?
The Akeidah has traditionally been
read by many as a model for moral
surrender. Perhaps the central
point of the Akeidah is precisely
this: Do not trust your own moral

1 At the Hadar website you can find a longer essay which delves into more depth on these various approaches. Find the essay at https://
www.hadar.org/torah-resource/redeeming-akeidah-halakhah-and-ourselves.
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instincts when confronted with a
divine command. Indeed, God’s
command to Avraham was, at
least in human terms, immoral.
Yeshayahu Leibowitz describes
Avraham’s reaction thus: “Avraham’s silence demonstrates that his
faith is not a conditional faith and
is not limited by the limitations of
human morality.”2 According to
Leibowitz, Avraham recognizes
the immorality of the request, but
he is silent about it because he
trusts God unconditionally. Avraham’s repression of his own sense
of right and wrong, for Leibowitz,
is generated by love and devotion.
He notes that Avraham is called
“a lover of God,” because he is able
to transcend the limits of his own
needs, his own narcissism, in order
to fulfill the request of the God he
loves.
You should be able to feel the
power and allure of this approach.
It exudes humility, an ethic of
service and duty, devotional piety,
and deference to God and the
Jewish tradition. The “knight
of faith,” as philosopher Søren
Kierkegaard labels Avraham,
is willing to doubt any personal
conviction, no matter how deeply
cherished, in favor of an authority
whose rationale may be beyond
human grasp.
The ramifications for halakhic

decision making should be clear
as well. One taking this position
would not question authoritative
sources based on potentially flawed
personal opinions. To truly learn
Torah, all of our preconceptions
and moral intuitions must be up
for negotiation and reevaluation.
Without the willingness to reject
my assumptions, I cannot truly be
open to learning from the source.
But this approach is also fraught
with difficulties. Is there really
that big of a difference between
proclaiming fealty to God and
Torah despite its immorality and
jettisoning its strictures because
they are immoral? In both cases I
am employing human judgment to
proclaim child sacrifice immoral.
Even the supposedly humble
approach toward the Akeidah may
hide deep cynicism and alienation
that masquerades as piety. Since
it is nearly impossible for us to
detach ourselves from our current
sense of morality, how long will
it be before submissive obedience steeped in alienation gives
way to revolutionary rebellion?
If we only obey God because of
God’s authority—and not because
of deep identification with the
message God delivers—why would
we expect our long-term relationship with God to be any different
than our relationship with Par’oh
and other tyrants, whose repressive

regimes we escaped at the first
opportunity? This reading of the
Akeidah is not only incomplete, in
my view, it is religiously dangerous
and irresponsible.
R. David Hartman outlines at great
length an alternative approach,
which attempts to reconcile the
Avraham of the Akeidah with the
Avraham of Bereishit 18—the
former submits to a morally atrocious action of child sacrifice, while
the latter will not stand by and let
God violate the laws of justice by
destroying S’dom. In Bereishit
18:25, Avraham brazenly critiques
God for planning to “deal death to
the innocent along with the guilty,”
a far cry from his silent acceptance
of the Akeidah! Hartman presents
these two Avrahams as representative of a religious dialogue, two
approaches to our relationship
with God at loggerheads with each
other. The two exist simultaneously, reflecting two sides of the
religious life.
This view may cause us to question, why do we continue to choose
the Avraham of chapter 22 for
our liturgy instead of chapter
18? Hartman, in fact, chooses to
lower the volume on the Akeidah
and amplify the voice of Avraham
arguing with God about the fate of
S’dom:

2 Yeshayahu Leibowitz, “Abraham and Job,” Judaism, The Jewish People and the State of Israel, p. 393.

30

Rosh Hashanah

The forefather of the great
monotheistic traditions
contained within him two
incompatible realities: One
of heroic self-affirmation,
and one of self-denial...
The ultimate question for
me, then, is which story do
we embrace?...The most
important lesson we learn
from our forefather Abraham
is the legitimacy of personal
moral intuition.3
Despite our Rosh Hashanah
liturgy, Hartman’s God prefers
our self-affirmation. God longs
for us to engage with the divine
command and does not abusively
demand that we self-negate in
order to serve.
If God and humanity are partners, then instances of conflict
between the divine will and
human ethics are opportunities
for change and growth, a process
spanning heaven and earth. The
corollary for halakhic thinking
becomes clear: When we find
aspects of halakhah to be morally
troubling, God invites human
creativity and moral instincts to
play a role in the halakhic process.
Using the language of the tradition, we rearticulate its norms in
a way that resolves the conflict.
Hartman holds out hope that

through this world view people will
still embrace halakhah as willing
servants of God rather than chafe
at its sometimes callous demands.
He thereby combines the humble
and brazen stances of Avraham.

God
does not
command us
to do things
that we
understand
to be
immoral.
To my mind, this approach of
seeing Avraham as an unresolveable “paradox,” in Hartman’s words,
sidelines the problem; it does not
eliminate it. Hartman’s Bereishit 22 still denies human ethics
a place at the heart of the religious
conversation. We can attempt to

3 R. David Hartman, From Defender to Critic, pp. 160, 164, 227.
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drown out that chapter with the
louder voice of Bereishit 18, but
the still, small voice of Avraham
at Moriah continues to beckon us
to serve God in spite of our ethical
selves. If God is entitled to turn us
against our own ethical instincts at
certain extreme moments, like the
Akeidah, aren’t we left with a God
who is still abusive and unethical?
And how would we know when
to employ our ethical override
and when to accept the divine will
silently?
Avraham on His Own Terms
To move forward to a solution that
is both true to the text and religiously viable, we need make only
one simple assertion: Avraham
would not have understood the
command to sacrifice his son as
immoral, because in the world in
which he lived, child sacrifice was
not immoral. Indeed, narrative
(Shoftim 11:30-40, II Melakhim
3:26-27), prophetic (Mikhah 6:68), and even some legal (Shemot
22:28-29) passages in the Bible
confirm this cultural and religious
background. Robert Gordis has
argued cogently that in Avraham’s
time child sacrifice was different
in degree, but not in kind, from
other forms of material devotion to
God: “To be sure, offering up one’s
child was an infinitely more painful
gift to one’s God than sacrificing
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the firstborn of one’s cattle or the
tithing of one’s crops.”4 But at its
root, Avraham would not have
been ethically scandalized by God’s
request. At the Akeidah, Avraham
“was being subjected to the most
painful test possible, but he was not
being asked to violate the moral
law as he understood it.” This view
solves the literary problems we
raised: There is no hint within the
Biblical story of the evil of child
sacrifice and Avraham is explicitly
rewarded by God precisely because
of his willingness to sacrifice his
son, not despite it.
Leibowitz’s humble, loving
servant and Kierkegaard’s ethical
monster—the Avraham who
negates his human ethical logic—
is only created by retrospectively
writing the later (Rabbinic)
rejection of child sacrifice into
Avraham’s consciousness and then
lauding him for ignoring later
ethical qualms. This disrespects
Avraham, divides him against
himself, and distorts his relationship with God. Instead, we should
see Avraham as a holistic, ethical
being willing to challenge God
when necessary and to serve God
even when it is exceedingly difficult to do so. This reading not only
recaptures the ethical Avraham
but it redeems the narrative of the
Akeidah as a central religious text

that can motivate us in ongoing
ways.
The Akeidah stands as an eternal
reminder of the periodic need to
make very painful sacrifices to
serve God and to do what we know
needs to be done. Avraham lived
in a world in which child sacrifice

Mitzvot
come to
tame the
id, not to
override the
superego.
was an integral part of the religious
framework of life. No man longed
to sacrifice his firstborn, and yet he
knew that doing so was an act of
appropriate gratitude to God, who
enabled him to have children in the
first place, and that showing such
devotion to God might also bend
the divine will to do great things in
the world.

Why can’t we embrace this in our
own world? I think there are a
few factors. We no longer even
have animal sacrifice as part of our
lived experience and most Jews, I
think it is fair to say, have doubts
as to its efficacy were we to renew
it. We also have a strong notion
of individual rights and serious
limitations on what parents are
allowed to do to their children
without their full consent. Against
this backdrop, what was once seen
as an act of holy sacrifice would
today be rightly seen as a deranged
act of murder. Avraham would
never have agreed to murder his
son, just as he was horrified that
God was set to murder the innocent people of S’dom. But human
sacrifice was not murder to him,
even if it seems so to us.5
Now we can also recognize that
there are many analogues in today’s
world to the sacrifice Avraham
was ready to perform, and these
are not in conflict with our broader
ethical commitments. Who would
think that the parents who sent
their children to certain death
on the beaches of Normandy
were ethically lapsed? When we
believe a cause is just and is of
ultimate significance, the willingness to die—and even to put
others at risk—is rightly understood as heroic, not immoral.

4 Robert Gordis, “The Faith of Abraham: A Note on Kierkegaard’s Teleological Suspension of the Ethical,” Judaism 25 (1976): 414-419.
5 For more on this point, see A. Koller, The Unbinding of Isaac.

32

Rosh Hashanah

Today, for example, we value and
praise members of the medical
profession, first responders, and
providers of essential services for
their willingness to put themselves
at risk on behalf of others. No one
who believes in a culture of life can
celebrate death, but these painful
choices are in fact part of the moral
fabric of being committed to ideas
that are larger than oneself.
It is in this spirit that Jews have
invoked the Akeidah over the
centuries. Those who risked
teaching Torah in public under
the Romans, those who died in
martyrdom in the Crusades, those
who invested their life’s resources
and lived in poverty to give their
children a Jewish education,
and those who sacrificed home,
hearth, and life to create the State
of Israel all continue the tradition
of Avraham at the Akeidah. This
last model of reading the Akeidah
allows us to celebrate this heroic

moment in our liturgy as we aim
to emulate Avraham, albeit with
important translations and modifications for our own time.
The consequences for how we
approach halakhah now also
come into focus. God would
not command Avraham—and
does not command us—to do
things that we understand to be
immoral. When we experience a
gap between our understanding
of the divine will and the ethical
imperative, something is in need
of fixing. Sometimes our ethical
instincts are wrong and must be
refined. Alternatively, we may
have incorrectly understood the
divine will or incorrectly applied
it to our lives. A deep process of
learning and searching may be
required to narrow that gap to zero,
but eliminated it must be. The
process of halakhah can never end
in a place where God and morality
are in conflict and the job of the
33

learner—and certainly the posek—
is to understand how apparent
conflicts are, in fact, incomplete
understandings. There is no possibility of moral rebellion against
God’s word because God’s human
servants know that the divine word
is meant to be fully compatible
with who they are meant to be.
Observing mitzvot is at times
exceedingly hard and requires
great sacrifice and investment.
The figure of Avraham, properly understood, reminds us to
do what is right even when it
is painful; it does not provide
support for the notion that God’s
command should supersede our
ethics. Mitzvot come to tame the
id, not to override the superego.
With this understanding, I believe
we can call out with pride: “We
are the descendants of Avraham
who loved you… the offspring of
Yitzhak, his only son, who was
bound on the altar!”
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Unlocking the Mahzor
A Look at Key High Holiday Prayers
Rabbi Elie Kaunfer
UNIT 1
SESSION 1

Unlocking the Mahzor
Avinu Malkenu

avinu malkenu, which is said in most high holiday services following the amidah,

is perhaps one of the most well-known prayers whose powerful refrain—our Father, our King—
stands out in the liturgy. Rooted in the central images of God as parent and king, we turn to God and
we confess our sins. We acknowledge that we are unworthy and that we have no deeds to hold up,
and yet we ask for God’s mercy. We ask that despite our sins, that God deal graciously with us and
that God answer us. We are emboldened to ask for God’s help and blessings in a litany of requests
but again and again, we come back to this refrain, highlighting our multiple relationships with God.

CRYING OUT TO GOD
The roots of Avinu Malkenu extend all the way to the Talmud, in a different context: a drought
afflicting the Jewish people. In the following text from Massekhet Ta’anit, we encounter two short
narratives in which we see R. Eliezer leading the ritual attempt to bring the rain and alleviate
suffering. In the first story, he is successful. In the second, his student, R. Akiva, succeeds where
he fails. Read the following stories with an eye toward the following questions: Why did R. Eliezer
succeed in the first story? Why did he fail, and R. Akiva succeed, in the second one?

SOURCE #1

click icon to find source on sefaria.com!
:תלמוד בבלי תענית כה

Babylonian Talmud Ta’anit 25b

תנו רבנן מעשה ברבי אליעזר

Our rabbis taught (in a baraita = early rabbinic

שגזר שלש עשרה תעניות על

text): A story: Rabbi Eliezer declared thirteen
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Rabbi Eliezer
Rabbi Eliezer is
Rabbi Eliezer
ben Hyrcanus
one of the most
prominent sages
of the 1st/2nd
century. Famous
for his judicial
impartiality and
his knowledge
of the law, he
became known
as Eliezer
haGadol, or
Eliezer the Great.
This makes it
particularly
noteworthy that
in the second
story, his student
Rabbi Akiva
succeeds where
he fails.
Rabbi Akiva
Rabbi Akiva here
is the 2nd century
sage who was
none other than
Rabbi Eliezer's
student.
Heavenly Voice
The Heavenly
Voice (or, in
Hebrew, Bat
Kol) refers to a
divine heavenly
voice that makes
appearances all
over the Talmud.
It sometimes
function as
prophecy and
other times, as
in our sugya
here, serves
to explain
something.
Sometimes her
voice is heeded
and sometimes
her voice is not
heeded.
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.הצבור ולא ירדו גשמים

fasts on the public, but no rain fell.

באחרונה התחילו

At the end [of the fast], the people started to

 אמר.הצבור לצאת

leave. He said to them: Have you prepared

 תקנתם קברים:להם

graves

?לעצמכם

for yourselves?

,געו כל העם בבכיה

All the people burst into tears,

.וירדו גשמים

and the rain fell.

שוב מעשה ברבי

Another story: Rabbi Eliezer led the amidah

אליעזר שירד לפני

(lit. went down before the ark) and said twenty-

התיבה ואמר עשרים

four blessings (including six additional blessings

וארבע ברכות

added to bring rain during a drought), but was

.ולא נענה

not answered.

,ירד רבי עקיבא אחריו

Rabbi Akiva led after him, and said: “Our

 אבינו מלכנו:ואמר

Father, our king [We have sinned before You.

 אין לנו.][חטאנו לפניך

Our Father, our king] We have no king but

 אבינו.מלך אלא אתה

You. Our Father, our king [For your sake,]

מלכנו [למענך] רחם

have mercy on us.”

. וירדו גשמים,עלינו

And the rain fell.

 יצתה.הוו מרנני רבנן

The rabbis shouted/complained. A heavenly

 לא:בת קול ואמרה

voice came out and said: Not that this one

,מפני שזה גדול מזה

[=R. Akiva] is greater than that one [R. Eliezer]

אלא שזה מעבירעל

Rather this one [= R. Akiva] passes over his

 וזה אינו,מידותיו

middot (character aspects) and this one [R.

.מעביר על מדותיו

Eliezer] does not pass over his middot.

36

Unlocking the Mahzor Unit 1: Session 1 | Rabbi Elie Kaunfer

Questions from Rabbi Elie Kaunfer
1. In the first story, the proximate cause of the rain seems to be the people’s tears. But it’s R. Eliezer who
causes them to cry. It is not clear what the valence of the statement “Have you prepared graves for
yourselves?” is.
a. Was R. Eliezer mad? Or simply leading the people to take this situation seriously?
b. Did he expect the reaction he got?
c. Why do the rains fall in the first story?
d. What might this teach us about our own prayer?
2. In the second story, R. Eliezer follows the script laid out in the Mishnah (Ta’anit 2:2): declare 13 fasts
(two per week), and if that fails to bring the rain, say a special amidah with six additional blessings (over
and above the standard 18). But this fails to bring the rain. R. Akiva then stands up and innovates a new
prayer—Avinu Malkenu—all of eleven words long (in some manuscripts).
a. What is the essence of this spontaneous prayer?
b. In the context of the drought, what does Avinu Malkenu mean?
c. Why does this prayer work?
d. What works in the first story and what works in the second story?
e. In what circumstances does God hear and respond to prayers?
f. What posture of prayer do we need to cultivate in ourselves when we pray?
3. At the end of the second story, the heavenly voice interjects to explain why R. Akiva’s prayer resulted in
the rain.
a. What do you think is meant by “this one (R. Akiva) passes over his middot [character aspects]” and “this
one [R. Eliezer] does not pass over his middot.”?
b. How might this practically translate to how we stand to prayer? If you’re unclear what this phrase
means, don’t worry! We’ll come back to this phrase in our final text today.
4. Rabbi Eliezer prays for rain using the fixed blessings one says in a time of drought while Rabbi Akiva prays
for rain by innovating with his own spontaneous prayer which becomes the basis of the prayer we know
today as Avinu Malkenu.
a. How do you relate to fixed liturgy vs. spontaneous prayer in your own life?
b. Do you feel more comfortable in one format versus the other?
c. What might it be like to experiment with one versus the other?
d. Do you think one is more efficacious or desired by God?

This is an excerpt of the sample source sheet from Project Zug’s Elul Series. For
the full source sheet visit the Hadar website at https://www.projectzug.org/elul.

Project Zug | Powered by Hadar

37

Yom Kippur
3

YOM KIPPUR

The Story of a Developing Community

From Exodus to Exoneration
Rabbi Avital Hochstein
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fter Benei Yisrael leave
Egypt, their travels in the
desert are replete with
moments of challenge, rebellion, and
sin. Numerous times Moshe finds
himself praying on behalf of the
nation, begging God to forgive their
sins. In these moments, we find
both a model for our own liturgy
and the seeds of hope for God’s willingness to forgive.
The most famous of these prayers
occurs after the sin of the golden
calf, when Moshe invokes the thirteen attributes of God, which have
become the centerpiece of our
Selihot—prayers for forgiveness
that we say in the weeks leading up
38

to Yom Kippur and on the Day of
Atonement itself. Equally powerful
is the moment after the spies speak
poorly about the land of Israel. God
wants to destroy Benei Yisrael, but
following Moshe’s plea, God finally
responds tersely: סלחתי כדבריך
“I have forgiven, as you asked”
(BeMidbar 14:20).
We remind God of this moment of
softening by chanting these words
aloud three times during Kol Nidrei,
the first prayer of Yom Kippur. As
we will see, the story of the spies is
not only about prayer and forgiveness: It is about the development of
community and about God’s development vis-à-vis the nation.

From a Personal to a Communal
Mission
The story of the spies begins with
a group of individuals who go
to scout the land of Israel. The
Biblical verses emphasize the individuality of these spies, as each
represents their own tribe, with no
leader or sign of internal unity.

ב:במדבר יג
ת־א ֶרץ
֣ ֶ ְֶׁשלַח־לְ ָך֣ ֲאנ ֗ ִָׁשים וְ י ֙ ָֻתרּו֙ א
ּכְ ַ֔נעַן אֲׁשֶ ר־א ֲִנ֥י נֹ ֵ ֖תן לִ בְ נֵ ֣י יִ ְׂש ָר ֵ ֑אל
ִ֙ ֣איׁש אֶ חָ ֩ד ִ֨איׁש אֶ ֜ ָחד לְ מַ ֵ ּ֤טה אֲבֹ תָ יו
ִּת ְׁש ָ֔לחּו ֖ ֹּכל נ ִ ָׂ֥שיא בָ ֶ ֽהם׃
BeMidbar 13:2
Send for yourself men to
scout the land of Canaan,

which I am giving to the
Israelite people; send one
man from each of their
ancestral tribes, each one a
chieftain among them.
The passage repeats their individual affiliation with a tribe, rather
than with the people as a whole.
The chapter continues by listing
the names of each individual spy
and his tribal affiliation. They are
not sent off with any formal ceremony or communal wishes for a
safe journey; they are just a collection of individuals.
Something changes during their
mission in the land. Verse 26
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repeats twice, that upon their
return the spies approach the entire
“community of Israel” (13:26) and
deliver their report to the “eidah,”
the community, not to their individual tribes. Moreover, ten of the
twelve spies speak in unison, in one
voice, against the land of Israel.
Not only do the majority of the
spies morph into a unified group,
but from the moment they return,
the nation of Israel is also described
as one. They are no longer separate
tribes, each with its own leader, but
rather a unified group with a single
voice. When the people respond
to the spies’ negative report, the
whole eidah, the whole community,
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doubts their ability to conquer the
land, and thereby expresses doubt
in God as well.

ב-א:במדבר יד
ָל־העֵ ֔ ָדה ַו�ּֽיִ ְּתנ֖ ּו אֶ ת־
֣ ָ ו ִַּתּׂשָ א֙ ּכ
קֹולָ ֑ם וַּיִ בְ ּכ֥ ּו הָ ָע֖ם ּבַ ּלַ ֥יְ לָה הַ ֽהּוא׃
וַּיִ ֹּ֙לנּו֙ עַל־מֹ ֶ ׁ֣שה וְ ַ ֽעל־אַ הֲרֹ֔ ן ּכֹ֖ ל ְּבנֵ ֣י
ֹאמ ֨רּו ֲאל ֜ ֵֶהם ּכָל־הָ עֵ ֗ ָדה
ְ יִ ְׂש ָר ֵ ֑אל ַ ֽוּי
לּו־מ ְתנּו֙ ּבְ ֶ ֣א ֶרץ ִמצְ ַ ֔ריִ ם ֛אֹו ּבַ ִּמ ְד ָּב֥ר
ַ֙
לּו־מ ְתנּו׃
ָֽ
הַ ּזֶ ֖ה
BeMidbar 14:1-2
The whole community
broke into loud cries, and the
people wept that night. All
the Israelites railed against
Moses and Aaron. The
whole community shouted
at them: If only we had
died in the land of Egypt or
if only we might die in this
wilderness!
Now, the entire community, which
no longer believes that the project
of entering the land is feasible or
realistic, stands opposed to the
few lone voices—Moshe, Aharon,
Calev, and Yehoshua—who still
believe in themselves and in God.
At this point, “the whole community threatened to pelt them with
stones...” (14:10), finally provoking
God to intervene directly: “the
Presence of God appeared in the
Tent of Meeting to all the Israelites” (v. 10). God announces his
desire to kill off the entire nation

with a plague, abandon them for
their disloyalty, and start a new
nation from Moshe’s progeny
alone.
The rest of the chapter depicts
Moshe’s frantic efforts to placate
God and persuade God not to
destroy the nation. He recalls
the merciful attributes of God
and repeats the word am, nation,
hinting that it was God who took
this group of tribes out of Egypt
and turned them into a nation, and
so God should continue to protect
and forgive them.

since Egypt. And God said,
I pardon, as you have asked.
God ultimately agrees to forgive.
But, while Moshe speaks of the
nation and God’s responsibility to
them, God still addresses Moshe
as an individual: I am angry at the
people but “I have pardoned, as you
have asked.”

כ-יח:במדבר יד
ב־חסֶ ד נֹ ֵ ׂ֥שא ע ֖ ָֺון
ֶ ֔ ה' ֶ ֤א ֶרְך אַ ֙ ַּפיִ ם֙ וְ ַר
וָפָ ׁ֑שַ ע וְ נַּקֵ ה֙ ֣ל ֹא יְ נַּקֶ֔ ה ּפֹ קֵ֞ ד ע ֤ ֲֺון
ַל־ׁשּל ִ ֵׁ֖שים וְ עַל־
ִ אָ בֹות֙ עַל־ּבָ ֔ ִנים ע
ִרּבֵ ִ ֽעים׃ ְס ַ ֽלח־ ָ֗נא ַלע ֛ ֲֺון הָ ָע֥ם הַ ּזֶ ֖ה
ֲׁשר נָׂשָ֙ אתָ ה֙ ל ָָע֣ם
֤ ֶ ּכְ ֣ ֹגדֶ ל חַ ְס ֶ ּ֑דָך וְ ַכא
ַד־הּנָה׃ ַו ּ֣י ֹאמֶ ר
ֽ ֵ הַ ֶּ֔זה ִמ ִּמצְ ַ ֖ריִ ם וְ ע
יְ ה ֔ ָוה סָ לַ ֖חְ ִּתי ּכִ ְדבָ ֶ ֽרָך׃

From Personal Annihilation to
Communal Atonement
Despite God’s apparent forgiveness of the Israelite collective, He
does not forgive the individual
generation. In what seems like a
moment of divine rage and pain,
God determines that those who
rebelled against him will not have
any part in the project of entering
the land and will die in the desert:
“None of those who spurn Me
shall see [the land of Israel]”
(14:23).

BeMidbar 14:18-20
The LORD! Slow to
anger and abounding in
kindness; forgiving iniquity
and transgression; yet not
remitting all punishment, but
visiting the iniquity of fathers
upon children, upon the
third and fourth generations.
Pardon, I pray, the iniquity of
this people according to Your
great kindness, as You have
forgiven this people ever

The story leaves the community of Israel not only in a state of
mourning, knowing that they will
not enter the land, but also with the
knowledge that their God is one
who gets insulted, who rages, and
punishes harshly. The people are
under a heavy cloud. Maybe this is
precisely why it cannot be the end
of the story: Just as after the flood,
God promises not to bring another
flood upon the earth, the laws that
immediately follow the story of
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the spies represent a shift in the
relationship between God and the
community of Israel.
This shift takes form in several
ways. First, the story is followed
by a series of laws that begin with
the phrase, “When you come into
the land where you shall dwell...”
These laws reflect a kind of promise
that God’s anger and punishment
are not eternal. There will indeed
be a generation of Israel that will
enter the land.
Second, one of the laws in this
collection opens up a future
pathway for grappling with
communal sin, an alternative to
divine rage:

כו-כד:במדבר טו
וְ הָ ָ֗יה ִ ֣אם מֵ עֵינֵ ֣י הָ עֵ דָ ה֮ ֶנע ְֶׂש ָ ֣תה
לִ ְׁש ָג ָג ֒ה וְ ע ָׂ֣שּו כָל־הָ עֵ ֡ ָדה ּפַ ֣ר ּבֶ ן־
'ּבָ קָ ֩ר אֶ ֨ ָחד לְ עֹ ָ֜לה לְ ֵ ֤ריחַ נִ יחֹ֙ ַ֙ח ַ ֽלה
ּוׂשעִ יר־
ְ ּומנְ חָ ֥תֹו וְ נִ ְסּכ֖ ֹו ּכ ִַּמ ְׁשּפָ ֑ט
ִ
עִ ּזִ ֥ים אֶ ָח֖ד לְ חַ ָ ּֽטת׃ וְ כִ ּפֶ ֣ר הַ ּכֹ ֗ ֵהן ַ ֽעל־
ּכָל־ע ַ ֲ֛דת ְּבנֵ ֥י יִ ְׂש ָר ֵ ֖אל וְ נִ ְסלַ ֣ח ל ֶָה֑ם
 וְ נִ ְס ַ֗לח לְ כָל־עֲדַ ת֙ ְּבנֵ ֣י יִ ְׂש ָר ֔ ֵאל...
תֹוכ֑ם ִ ּ֥כי לְ כָל־הָ ָע֖ם
ָ וְ לַּגֵ ֖ר הַ ּגָ ֣ר ְּב
ִּב ְׁשג ָ ָֽגה׃
BeMidbar 15:24-26
If this was done unwittingly,
through the inadvertence of
the community, the whole
community shall present one
bull of the herd as a burnt
offering of pleasing odor to

God, with its proper meal
offering and libation, and one
he-goat as a sin offering. The
priest shall make expiation
for the whole Israelite
community and they shall
be forgiven... The whole
Israelite community and
the stranger residing among
them shall be forgiven.

offers an established protocol that
can be employed by any priest in
any generation, and perhaps, by
extension, by any communal leader.
Moreover, God offers a communal
means to atonement that is no
longer conditional on punishment. The immediacy of God’s
rage is mediated through the ritual
process of formal group expiation.

We remind
God of the
softer, more
patient
process of
forgiveness...

When we evoke these words
from God’s response to Moshe’s
prayer—I have forgiven, as you
asked—on Yom Kippur, we are
accomplishing several goals at
once. We remind God of Moshe’s
plea and of God’s historic decision to forgive the people; we also
remind God of the softer, more
patient process of forgiveness, and
the tools for atonement that he
promised to grant. We call on the
strength of the entire community,
both its fallibility and likelihood
to make mistakes and its resilience
to grow and better itself through
communal teshuvah.

These verses discuss a case in
which the whole eidah, the whole
community, commits an accidental
sin as a group. If Moshe’s prayer
saved the people in the desert, now
the Torah offers a path to forgiveness that does not depend on the
prayer of an outstanding leader
of the stature of Moshe. Rather it
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וידוי ,כפזמון חוזר ,מלווה
אותנו לאורך כל עיצומו
של יום הכיפורים .מערב
החג ועד צאתו חוזרים ומתוודים
אחת-עשרה פעמים :פעמיים בכל
אחת מחמש תפילות היום ,פעם
בתפילת הלחש של היחיד ופעם
בסליחות של חזרת הש"ץ ,ועוד
פעם אחת במנחה של ערב יום
כיפור (בתפילת הלחש בלבד).
במידה רבה וידוי לפני ה' הוא
דבר אישי ואינטימי .החוטא שב
אל ה' על ידי גילוי סתרי ליבו
הכואבים ביותר .מצד שני ,הצבת
הוידוי בלב ליבן של תפילות היום
מעצבת אותו כפעולה פומבית.
לשון הרבים ,והאמירה המשותפת
("אשמנו בגדנו גזלנו" ,"...על
חטא שחטאנו )"...מאשרים אף
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הם שהוידוי הוא פעולה ציבורית
הנעשית דווקא מתוך קהילת רעים.
אמנם השנה יהודים רבים יתפללו
לבד ולא יזכו לקיים את הוידוי
הציבורי .אחרים ודאי ימצאו
את עצמם במניינים מצומצמים,
ואף אם יוכלו לומר את הוידוי
הציבורי ,לא יהיה זה וידוי של רוב
עם .התמודדות אחת עם החסר
שמציאות זו מייצרת יכולה לעלות
מתוך עיון מעמיק בשורשי מצוות
הוידוי והתפתחותה לאורך הדורות.
הרמב"ם פוסק בנחרצות בכותרת
שבתחילת הלכות תשובה שלו:
"מצות עשה אחת ,והיא שישוב
החוטא מחטאו לפני ה' ויתוודה".
אלא שבפשט המקרא אין למצוא
מצווה כללית על הפרט להתוודות

Yom Kippur

על חטאיו .רק בכמה מקרים
יוצאי דופן מזכירה התורה
מצווה להתוודות :הנשבע
לשקר בשבועת העדות ובשבועת
הפקדון (ויקרא ה:א-ז; במדבר
ה:ז; ובפירוש הרמב"ן לויקרא
ה:ה) – וכן כוהן גדול בעבודת יום
הכיפורים (ויקרא טז) .נניח לעת
עתה לשני המקרים הראשונים,
ונתרכז בוידויו של הכהן הגדול.
בתורה נזכר רק וידוי אחד שעושה
הכהן הגדול ביום הכיפורים,
והוא על השעיר המשתלח:
ויקרא טז:כא-כב
וְסָ מַ ְך אַ ֲהר ֹן אֶ ת־שְׁ תֵּ י ידו
[קרי :יָדָ יו] עַ ל ר ֹאשׁ הַ שָּׂ עִ יר
הַ חַ י וְהִ ְתוַדָּ ה עָ לָיו אֶ ת־כָּל־
ֲע ֺונֹת בְּ נֵי יִשְׂ ָראֵ ל וְאֶ ת־כָּל־
פִּ שְׁ עֵ יהֶ ם לְ כָל־חַ טּ ֹאתָ ם ְונָתַ ן
א ֹתָ ם עַ ל־ר ֹאשׁ הַ שָּׂ עִ יר וְשִׁ לַּח
בְּ יַד־אִ ישׁ עִ ִתּי הַ מִּ ְדבּ ָָרה:
ְונָשָׂ א הַ שָּׂ עִ יר עָ לָיו אֶ ת־
כָּל־ ֲע ֺונֹתָ ם אֶ ל־אֶ ֶרץ ְגּז ֵָרה
וְשִׁ לַּח אֶ ת־הַ שָּׂ עִ יר בַּ מִּ ְדבָּר:
פעם בשנה ,הכהן הגדול ,נציג
העדה בקודש ,מתוודה את
כל עוונת בני ישראל ,הקלים
והחמורים ,השגגות והזדונות,
ונותנם על גב השעיר המשתלח,
אשר נושא אותם עזאזלה.
חז"ל הרחיבו עוד יותר את מקומו
של הוידוי בתוך עבודת הכהן
הגדול ,וריבו עוד שני וידויים
אחרים שאומר הכהן הגדול –
הפעם לא על השעיר המשתלח
אלא על פר החטאת אשר לו.

לפיכך הכהן הגדול אומר שלושה
וידויים :וידוי ראשון על פר
החטאת המכפר על הכהן הגדול
ועל ביתו ,וידוי שני על אותו פר
חטאת המכפר על הכהנים ,ווידוי
שלישי על השעיר המשתלח
המכפר על כל עדת בני ישראל.

נציגי
העדה
מבקשים
מה' לכפר
לעם
ישראל.
חז"ל גם קבעו את השפה
שבה מתוודה הכהן הגדול:
משנה יומא ג:ח
וכך היה אומר :אנא השם,
עויתי פשעתי חטאתי לפניך
אני וביתי .אנא השם,
כפר נא לעונות ולפשעים
ולחטאים ,שעויתי ושפשעתי
ושחטאתי לפניך אני וביתי.
מן התלמוד הבבלי עולה
שבחירת המילים בוידוי של
הכהן הגדול קפדנית וייחודית
למאורע זה .בפרט עומד
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התלמוד על שני מאפייני לשון
מיוחדים ,השימוש בלשון הבקשה
'אנא' והנקיטה בשם ה':
תלמוד בבלי יומא לז.
ומנין שב'אנא'? נאמר כאן
כפרה ונאמר להלן בחורב
כפרה ,מה להלן באנא אף
כאן באנא.
ומנין שבשם? נאמר כאן
כפרה ונאמרה בעגלה
ערופה כפרה ,מה להלן
בשם אף כאן בשם.
הראשון נלמד מדברי משה לאחר
חטא העגל בחורב .כפי שמשה
רבנו כיפר על עמו באמירת "אנא
חטא העם הזה חטאה גדלה"
(שמות לב:לא) ,כך גם הכהן
הגדול מתוודה פעם בשנה בלשון
'אנא' .השני מדברי הזקנים בדין
עגלה ערופה .כפי שזקני העדה
מבקשים "כפר לעמך ישראל
אשר פדית ה'" (דברים כא:ח),
כך גם הכהן הגדול מבקש כפרה
בנקיטת שם ה' .הצד השווה להם:
בשניהם נציגי העדה מבקשים מה'
לכפר לעם ישראל על החטאים
החמורים ביותר – במקרה האחד
עבודה זרה ,ובמקרה השני
שפיכות דמים .והוא הדין לכהן
הגדול ביום הכיפורים .הכהן
הגדול בא כנציג העם לכפר אף
על הפשעים החמורים ביותר
של העם .את הוידוי הזה אומר
אדם אחד ,אך הוא אינו וידוי
אישי ,הוא וידויו של עם ישראל.
אם נחזור עתה לרמב"ם בהלכות
תשובה נמצא שהוא מחדש

Yom Kippur

בדבריו הפשוטים לכאורה שני
דברים מפליאים .הראשון – וידוי
הוא מצווה החלה על כל אדם
מישראל כשהוא בא לעשות
תשובה! לחידוש זה יש אולי יסוד
כבר בחז"ל ,אבל הוא חשוב לאין
ערוך ורדיקלי :בעוד שבמקרא
הוידוי נשמר לכמה מקרים יוצאי
דופן ,והעיקרי שבהם וידויו של
כהן גדול ביום הכיפורים ,אצל
הרמב"ם הוידוי הוא נחלת כל
אדם ואדם על כל חטא וחטא.
החידוש השני הוא בניסוח
הוידוי .כותב הרמב"ם
בתחילת הלכות תשובה:
משנה תורה ,הלכות
תשובה א:א
כיצד מתודה? אומר :אנא
השם ,חטאתי עויתי פשעתי
לפניך ועשיתי כך וכך והרי
ניחמתי ובושתי במעשיי
ולעולם איני חוזר לדבר זה.
לא קשה לזהות את מקור
ההשראה של הרמב"ם בגיבוש
ניסוח זה ,הלוא במילים אלה ממש
מתוודה הכהן הגדול! לא ניתן
למעט בחשיבות הדבר ,ובטח שאין
לפטור זאת כאלוזיה ספרותית
חביבה בלבד .התלמוד הבבלי
הבהיר שהמילה 'אנא' ושם ה'
מיוחדים הם לוידוי השנתי של
הכהן הגדול ,וניכר כי השימוש
בהם נובע דווקא משום מעמדו
הרם של הכהן הגדול כנציג העדה
ומשום הכפרה הגדולה שבאה
לכל עם ישראל בוידוי זה .הכרה
בכך מספקת אולי את המסגרת

הנדרשת להעריך את גודל חידושו
של הרמב"ם בהלכה זו :כל
אדם בישראל יכול להתוודות
ככהן גדול ביום הכיפורים.

אנחנו
עומדים
כנציגים
של העדה
כולה
להתוודות
ולבקש
כפרה.
ובאמת ,ייתכן מאוד ששני
החידושים קשורים זה בזה:
הרמב"ם בוחר לנסח את הוידוי
של כל אחת ואחד מישראל
במילות הוידוי של הכהן הגדול
בדיוק משום שבפשט הכתובים אין
מצווה על היחיד להתוודות והוידוי
העיקרי הוא וידויו של הכהן
הגדול .לפיכך ,הוידוי שהרמב"ם
מחייב על כל אדם מישראל אינו
אלא הרחבה של מצוות הוידוי
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של הכהן הגדול .דברים דומים
כתב כבר הרב יחיאל מיכל
אפשטיין (בלארוס ,מאה )19
בחיבורו ההלכתי 'ערוך השולחן':
ערוך השולחן ,אורח
חיים תרז ,א
כבר נתבאר בסימן תר"ג
דלתשובה צריך וידוי,
ושוידוי הוי מצות עשה מן
התורה ,דכתיב 'והתודו
את חטאתם' (במדבר ה,
ז) .ועיקר מצות וידוי הוא
ביום הכיפורים ,ובזמן
המקדש היה הכהן גדול
מתוודה בעד כל ישראל על
השעיר המשתלח כדכתיב
'והתודה עליו את כל עונות
בני ישראל' וגו' (ויקרא טז,
כא) ,ולכן כל אחד חייב
להתוודות ביום הכיפורים
בכל תפלה מהתפלות.
בעל 'ערוך השולחן' מספק
כאן תיאור מורכב של מצוות
וידוי .על אף שהיא לכאורה
מצווה מן התורה על כל יחיד
בכל עת שיעשה תשובה ,עיקרה
ביום הכיפורים .ולא זו בלבד,
בימי המקדש הכהן הגדול היה
אומר את הוידוי עבור כל עם
ישראל .לפיכך ,בהעדר כהן
גדול ושעיר משתלח ,חייב כל
אדם לעשות את הוידוי בפני
עצמו בתפילתו .האמירה נראית
ברורה וחזקה :כל אדם מישראל
עומד עתה במקומו של הכהן
הגדול ,ואת השעיר המשתלח
החליפו חמש התפילות של יום
הכיפורים המלוות את הוידויים.
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את הדברים הללו כתב בעל 'ערוך
השולחן' אף על פי שנוסח הוידוי
שבתפילה שלנו אינו מיוסד על
הלשון שכתב הרמב"ם .מבין
ריבוי לשונות הוידוי שבתפילה,
"אבל אנחנו ואבותינו חטאנו",
"אשמנו בגדנו גזלנו וכו'"" ,על
חטא שחטאנו לפניך ",אין למצוא
את נוסחת הכהן הגדול 'אנא
ה' חטאנו עוינו פשענו '.אמנם
במילים הפותחות של סדר הוידוי
ניתן אולי למצוא את ה'אנא'
המיוחד של הכהן הגדול" :אלהינו
ואלהי אבותינו ,אנא תבוא
לפניך תפילתנו ואל תתעלם
מתחינתנו "...כך לפחות הנוסח
הטבוע בזכרוני ,וכך באמת מצוי
בחלק מהמחזורים .אבל בחלק
מהמחזורים אין זכר למילה זו
כלל .ובאמת אין היא מצויה
בנוסחים עתיקים של הוידוי
שנשתמרו בכתבי יד .ייתכן מאוד
שהוספתה בחלק מהמחזורים
נעשתה מתוך מוטיבציה להתחיל
את סדר הוידוי עם אחת מלשונות
הכפרה של הכהן הגדול ,ולהזכיר
בכך למתוודה כי על אף שהניסוח
בהמשך אינו תואם לנוסח
הוידוי של הכהן הגדול ,באופן
רעיוני הוא מהווה המשך לו.

באמת ,גם אם אנחנו כבר איננו
אומרים את המילים המדויקות
של הכהן הגדול ,אופי הוידוי
דומה .הניסוח של הוידוי הוא
בלשון רבים ,ובמקום להתוודות
רק על חטאים מסוימים שעשינו
בשנה האחרונה ,אנחנו מדקלמים
רשימה כוללת של חטאים:
'אשמנו ,בגדנו ,גזלנו...על חטא
שחטאנו לפניך באונס וברצון
ועל חטא שחטאנו לפניך באימוץ
הלב '...אין אנחנו מתוודים על
עצמנו בלבד ,אלא בדומה לכהן
הגדול ,אנחנו עומדים כנציגים
של העדה כולה להתוודות ולבקש
כפרה על החטאים של כולם.
בכך הוידוי מבטא דואליות
מעניינת .הוא מצד אחד מצווה
על כל יחיד כחלק מתהליך
התשובה האישי שלו .אבל יחד
עם זאת ,המצווה מושתתת על
יסוד מצוות הוידוי של הכהן
הגדול ,אשר עומד לפני ה' פעם
בשנה לא כפרט ,אלא כנציג
של קהילה שלמה .במילים
אחרות ,הוידוי כורך יחד את
האישי והציבורי .אדם אינו
עומד לבדו להתוודות לפני ה',
אלא וידויו הוא לעולם שילוב
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של אמירה אישית אינטימית
ובקשה ציבורית קהילתית.
הכרה בכך חשובה במיוחד
השנה ,שנה שבה מתפללים רבים
ימצאו את עצמם מתוודים לבד
או במניינים מצומצמים בלבד.
ללא ספק ,חלק גדול מהעוצמה
של תפילות הימים הנוראים הוא
התפילה מתוך ,ויחד עם ,קהל
גדול – "ברוב עם הדרת מלך"
(משלי יד ,כח) .אבל הוידוי של
תפילות יום הכיפורים ,אפילו
אם הוא נאמר ביחיד ,יש לו הכוח
לחבר את הפרט עם הציבור.
אפילו אם ייאמר בחדרי חדרים,
הוידוי צועק "בתוך עמי אנכי
יושבת!" "אכפת לי מהמעשים
שלי כמו שאכפת לי מהמעשים
של חבריי ,חטאיי חטאי הציבור
וחטאי הציבור הם חטאיי".
יחיד המתוודה ככהן גדול ,מתוך
הכרה שהוא שליחה של קהילה
רחבה יותר ,מתגבר במידת מה
על המחיצות שמעמידות בפניו
ההרחקות החברתיות .הוא
קושר את עצמו בגורל חבריו
הרחוקים ממנו ,ומתנחם בידיעה
שגם הם עושים כן עבורו.

Pedagogy of Partnership

Family Learning and
Activities
Pedagogy of Partnership is a comprehensive Jewish educational model that supports educators in bringing Torah to
the next generation. Rooted in Jewish values and practices, PoP enables learners of all ages to develop the habits of
wonder, empathy, and responsibility toward others and Torah. PoP conducts professional development workshops,
coaching, a fellowship program for a growing network of schools, and provides ready-to-use materials for educators
and leaders. The PoP approach restores relationship building to its central place in education and promotes connectivity. Powered by Hadar, PoP is co-founded and co-directed by Dr. Orit Kent and Allison Cook.

“...home is the spot where the influence of true piety is most
strongly felt, where the blossoms of that lovely plant shed the
rarest fragrance, and bring forth the sweetest fruit.”
- Grace Aguilar (19th C. England), The Spirit of Judaism

questions: “Can you tell me more about that?” or “I
am not sure I understand, can you explain it in other
words?” This practice helps deepen the conversation
and build relationships as you learn together.

The home is one of the most powerful places for
teaching and learning our most cherished ideals. In
this spirit, we offer two family resource guides, geared
for different age groups. Utilizing principles from
Pedagogy of Partnership (PoP), these resources place
relationship-building at their core, in both form and
content, through havruta study, discussion guides, and
group activities.

We are proud to share this family learning opportunity
from one of PoP’s star coaches, Rabbi Devin Maimon
Villarreal. At the Hadar website, you can find the
second resource: “Returning to the Mark: Practicing
Teshuvah as a Family,” appropriate for families with
kids in elementary and middle school.

While the activities have been crafted with families in
mind, people of all ages will benefit from revisiting and
wrestling with their teshuva practices. We invite you to
find a conversation partner and process together.
During both of these activities we encourage you to
practice “attentive silence”—listening closely and
asking follow-up questions—while others speak. Do
not jump in with an alternative perspective before
you have heard and explored the other’s ideas. Ask
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It is our hope that these resources will play a role in
your family’s engagement with the High Holidays this
year and contribute to your learning together in a way
that will “bring forth the sweetest fruit” in your homes.
Shanah Tovah from all of us at PoP,
Dr. Orit Kent & Allison Cook

Balance Beams
The Obstacle is the Path: A “Doing” Approach to Teshuvah
Rabbi Devin Maimon Villarreal
In classic Jewish literature, we find that there are at least two approaches to teshuvah or repentance. The approach
of not-doing is at the heart of practices such as fasting, abstaining from leather shoes, and other restrictions. These
rituals interrupt our typical rhythms, thereby enabling us to see ourselves more clearly and take the steps necessary to
change. It is empowering to remind ourselves that we are not governed by our past habits or mistakes.
The other approach focuses on doing. Any part of our bodies or minds that is currently doing wrong, can also do
right. This approach encourages us to pursue active practices during the High Holiday season, such as increased
hesed (acts of loving kindness) and tzedakah (charitable giving and justice work).
These two approaches can often be applied to the same goal. For instance, if one wants to stop speaking lashon hara’
(gossip), one could follow the restrictive approach and take on a ta’anit dibbur (a vow of silence). Or, according to
the second approach, they could actively make a commitment to use their speech for mitzvot such as nihum aveilim
(comforting mourners) or bikkur holim (visiting the sick).
Neither approach is better or worse; both are essential parts of the teshuvah process. Part of the personal teshuvah
journey is figuring out which approach might work best for us at different moments in our life. The text study and
activity that follow explore the “doing” approach and how it might impact the lives of parents and children.

Text Study for Parents and Caregivers
Make time before or during Rosh Hashanah to learn and discuss the following text with a havruta, your partner, a
friend, or anyone with whom you share the task of child rearing.

)13- מאה ה, ספרד,לה (רבינו יונה:שערי תשובה א
 וכן אמרו רבותינו.ובכל האיברים אשר חטא ישתדל לקיים בהם המצות...העיקר היא להיטיב פעליו בדבר אשר זדה עליו
 עשה כנ־, אם עשית חבילות של עבירות:)ה: עוד אמרו (ויקרא רבה כא. הצדיקים באותו דבר שחוטאים בו מתרצים,ז"ל
 אמת יהגה חכו ופיו יפתח, לשון שקר. יהיו רצים לדבר מצוה, רגלים ממהרות לרוץ לרעה.גדן חבילות חבילות של מצות
 לב. יהי דכא ושח עינים, עינים רמות. פתוח יפתח את ידו לאחיו לענייו, ידים שופכות דם.בחכמה ותורת חסד על לשונו
. יבקש שלום וירדפהו, משלח מדנים בין אחים. בלבו יצפון אמרי התורה ויהי הגות לבו תבונות,חורש מחשבות און
Shaarei Teshuvah 1:35 (Rabbeinu Yonah, 13th C. Spain)
The tenth principle is to improve one’s actions through exactly that which one had knowingly done
wrong in the past...and with all the limbs with which they did wrong, they should attempt to fulfill the
commandments with them instead. And so, our Rabbis, may their memory be blessed, said that the
righteous ones become acceptable through the very thing with which they sin. And they also said (Vayikra
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Rabbah 21:5): If you have done piles of sins, do piles and piles of positive commandments [that correspond
to them]: Feet that ran to do evil, shall run to the matter of a commandment. A false tongue, let such a
person’s palate utter truth, they should open their mouth with wisdom and have the Torah of kindness on
their tongue. Hands that spilled blood, such a person should surely open their hand to their poor kindred.
Haughty eyes, let such a person be subdued and lower their eyes. A heart that seeks thoughts of injustice, let
such a person’s heart hold words of Torah and the meditation of their heart be understanding. If one creates
arguments between brothers, let such a person seek peace and pursue it.

Listen, Question, and Discuss:
Remember to practice “attentive silence” as you explore the following questions. (See introduction above.)
1. Rabbeinu Yonah cites a midrash from Vayikra Rabbah that provides numerous examples of taking body parts
that are doing wrong and transforming them (and ourselves) by using them to do right. Choose a few of the
examples from the text and discuss what it takes to actually make those kinds of changes.
2. Rabbeinu Yonah urges us to find something within us that is worthy and able to be transformed, even if
currently it is not serving us well. What are some behaviors you would like to shift this year, either generally or
in your parenting, that you can approach this way?
3. As a parent, how does this approach help you support your children in their development? What is something
they do with their bodies that can be redirected? For example, if a child uses their hands to hit a sibling, now
they can use their hands to give a hug.

Family Activity (intended for children ages 3-5)
Purpose
To have a child participate in a fun and active game with their family that enables them to experience setbacks and
accomplishments. Related to a “doing” centered notion of teshuvah, this activity focuses on skills and abilities that
children already possess that simply need to be adjusted or re-directed in the face of a mistake or challenge.

Preparation
1. Create three “balance beams” or pathways on the floor or carpet with painter’s tape. The “balance beams” should
contain turns or zig zags, making them fun and challenging.
2. Gather 10 household items to serve as obstacles during round two of the activity.

Set the Stage
Tell your kids what to expect: “Today we have a challenge! In the room are three “balance beams.” Our job is to
make our way across while keeping our feet on the tape. If you step off the tape, jump back on and keep going. Once
you finish one “beam” go on to the next one and try to step off fewer times.”
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Pointers
•
•
•
•
•
•

The whole family can participate together!
Help siblings navigate how to take turns; encourage them to start on
different “beams.”
Parents can model falling off the tape and getting back on to complete the
course.
Round Two: Try this again with added fun challenges. Place obstacles on
the tracks using the household items you gathered.
Round three: Try walking backwards.
Conclude with enough energy to discuss the activity, around 15
minutes.

Conclusion
Gather the children together and conclude with an explanation and discussion:
“Keeping balance on the tape can be tough, especially with obstacles in the path! Many
times, we find we’ve gone off the tape. But as you saw, it can also be fun to figure out how
to stay on and get over the obstacles. Sometimes the thing that made us fall over the first time
becomes our most creative accomplishment the next time. Our feet might trip us up, but our feet
also allow us to get back on the tape or help us jump and stretch over obstacles.
“Similarly, sometimes we encounter challenges in life, and we make a mistake, or don’t handle it right. When
challenges and mistakes happen, we can think about what trips us up and how to use it to do something
better instead, just like we did when we got back on the tape. This is an important reminder that we can take a
mistake and change it into something great.”

Open the Floor for a Conversation
•
•

Share about a time you lost your patience and yelled; encourage children to talk about times when they
did not share or take turns.
Model the lesson of taking the very same body part and redirecting it towards something positive.
If I lose my patience and yell, I can instead use my voice for laughter to diffuse a stressful situation
or to express what I am feeling at the moment.
If I grab or hold onto a toy with my hands, I can use my hands to set a sand timer to measure each
person’s turn.

For the full set of activities and study guides, including one for
elementary and middle school children, check out
https://www.hadar.org/PoP-High-Holidays-Supplement-5781.
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SUKKOT

A Lulav of One’s Own
Dena Weiss

A

s it turns out sharing is
highly overrated...at least on
the first day of Sukkot. The
Mishnah states in no uncertain terms
that a person may not use a lulav that
does not belong to them:

Dena Weiss is Rosh Beit
Midrash and Director
of Fellowship Programs
at Hadar, where
she teaches Talmud,
Midrash, and Hasidut.
Dena earned a BA in
Religious Studies from
New York University
and an MA in Theology
from Harvard
Divinity School.

יג:משנה סוכה ג
 אין אדם יוצא ידי חובתו,שאמרו...
 בלולבו,ביום טוב הראשון של חג
.של חברו
Mishnah Sukkah 3:13
...As they said: A person can
not discharge their obligation

on the first day of the Holiday
with a lulav that belongs to
their friend.
This demand does not seem intuitive.
If I can borrow my friend’s tefillin and
discharge my obligation, why not her
lulav? In fact, this is the only area of
Jewish law where we say that a person
must own the ritual object that they
use in order to fulfill the mitzvah!1
Why is ownership so critical here?
Why can’t I borrow a lulav from a
friend? What is the value of having a
lulav of one’s own?

1 It is the case, however, that sometimes the halakhah distinguishes between when one is using
their own object versus when they are using someone else’s or an object that belongs to the
public. For example, some rule that one should not make a blessing if they are borrowing the
shul tallit or a tallit that belongs to a friend when they are leading services or getting an honor
like an aliyah.
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This question is intensified and
then answered by a mishnah that
describes the way that the mitzvah
was originally orchestrated in
the time of the Beit HaMikdash. According to the Mishnah,
though people would not use
borrowed lulavim, they would also
not use the specific lulav that they
purchased for themselves!

ד:משנה סוכה ד
מצות לולב כיצד? כל העם
.מוליכין את לולביהן להר הבית
והחזנין מקבלין מידם וסודרין
 והזקנים,אותן על גג האיצטווה
 ומל־.מניחין את שלהם בלשכה
 "כל מי שהגיע,מדין אותן לומר
". הרי הוא לו במתנה,לולבי בידו
,ולמוחרת היו משכימין ובאים
והחזנין מזרקין לפניהם; והן
.מחטפין ומכים איש את חברו
וכשראו בית דין שהם באין לידי
 התקינו שיהא כל אחד,סכנה
.ואחד נוטל מביתו
Mishnah Sukkah 4:4
How is the mitzvah of
lulav best performed? All
of the people would bring
their lulavim to the Temple
mount. The administrators
would take them and arrange
them on top of the platform
and the elders would leave
theirs in the chamber. And
they would instruct [the
people] to say, “Anyone who

happens to pick up my lulav,
I hereby give it to them
as a gift!” On the next day
they would get up early and
come [to the Temple]. The

We want
to create
a forest
of lulavim
swaying in
the wind
during
Hallel.
administrators would throw
[the lulavim] before them,
and they would grab them
and hit each other with
them. When the beit din (the
court) saw that this practice
was inviting danger, they
established that each person
should bring theirs from
their home.

This mishnah illustrates―somewhat comically or somewhat
alarmingly, depending on how hard
you think people are being swatted
by the lulavim―a clash between
the ideal and the real world of lulav
ownership. In the ideal world,
each person purchases a lulav,
but doesn’t necessarily hold on
to the lulav that they themselves
purchased.
From this story, it appears that the
point of each person having their
own lulav has nothing to do with
private ownership! The reason why
each person needs to have their
own lulav is simply to enable a
proliferation of lulavim. From the
perspective of the Mishnah, it is
clear that the prohibition against
borrowing is not a statement about
ownership, but about purchasing.
The goal that is achieved by
prohibiting borrowing is that
there will be the same number of
lulavim as there are participants in
the festival. We want there to be
an abundance of lulavim to decorate the Temple; we want there to
be a forest of lulavim swaying in
the wind during Hallel. What we
don’t want is a game of wonderball
where one lulav is passed around
from person to person.2
From the perspective of the
Temple administrators, the most

2 Additionally, there might have been a concern that since the lulav itself was used just once for such a brief period of time, many people
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elegant holiday begins with a
collection of lulavim arrayed on
a platform and then each person
willingly gives their lulav away.
From the perspective of the ideal
performance of the ritual in the
Beit HaMikdash it does not matter
if I end up waving the lulav that
I myself have bought. However,
the people brought out their labelmakers. In the real world, the
people grew attached to their “own”
lulavim and were not prepared to
relinquish what they thought they
had bought for themselves.
We don’t like the idea of someone
else using “our” lulav. If we bought
it then we think of it as belonging
to us, we don’t want to just give it
away to whoever touches it first!
When I see what I think of as my
lulav in your hand, I’ll swat you
within an inch of your life to get
it back! I might be willing to lend
it to you, but I’d never just relinquish ownership! So the policy was
changed, and each person held on
to their own lulav and stored it in
their home.
While this mishnah presents individual lulav-possession in the home
in a negative light, as a concession to bad human instincts and
behavior, there are other texts that
demonstrate a positive dimension
of this evolution in practice:

:תלמוד בבלי סוכה מא
 רבי אלעזר בר צדוק:תניא
 כך היה מנהגן של אנשי:אומר
 אדם יוצא מביתו.ירושלים
 הולך לבית הכנסת,ולולבו בידו
 קורא קריאת שמע,לולבו בידו
 קורא בתו־,ומתפלל ולולבו בידו
רה ונושא את כפיו מניחו על גבי
 הולך לבקר חולים ולנחם,קרקע
 נכנס לבית,אבלים לולבו בידו
המדרש משגר לולבו ביד בנו וביד
? מאי קמ"ל.עבדו וביד שלוחו
.להודיעך כמה היו זריזין במצות
Talmud Bavli Sukkah 41b
It is taught: R. Elazar bar
Zadok says: This was the
practice of the distinguished
men of Jerusalem. A person
would leave his house and his
lulav is in his hand. He walks
to shul, his lulav is in his
hand. He recites the Shema
and prays, and his lulav is
in his hand. When he reads
from the Torah or raises his
hands [to bestow the priestly
blessing] he places his lulav
on the ground. He goes
to check in on the ill or to
comfort the mourners and his
lulav is in his hand. When he
enters into the beit midrash, he
sends his lulav with his son or
slave or emissary. What does
this come to teach us? To
show you how diligent they
were with mitzvot.

would not bother to acquire a lulav.
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Originally, maybe even ideally,
taking a lulav was a Temple ritual.
It was a communal endeavor. You
needed to have your own lulav
only so that there would be many
lulavim in the Temple precinct!
You were supposed to contribute
your own personal lulav to the
common cause of honoring, celebration, and beautification. But
that model quickly shifted to a
more personalized and home-based
lulav ownership model. And while
this model was originally a response
to our base characteristic of sheli
sheli—what’s mine is mine—eventually the picture evolved. Carrying
a lulav around became an honorable activity, a demonstration of
our love for mitzvot. Instead of one
large demonstration of 600,000
lulavim waving together we now
have lulavim accompanying people
throughout their daily lives. The
lulav became a “must-have” accessory for all of one’s activities and
mitzvot performed during Sukkot,
as opposed to one mitzvah done
briefly, though beautifully, and then
set aside.
The impetus for this change in the
characteristics of this mitzvah was a
sakanah, a danger—a wave of lulav
beatings in the precincts of the Beit
HaMikdash! But what people did
with their new reality was anything
but negative. It was a
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personal, meaningful expansion of
the mitzvah which adapted itself
beautifully to a post-Temple reality.
We too have experienced a time
of sakanah, which has led to many
changes and to deeply felt disruptions of community. Though we
did not experience a wave of lulavbased violence, the changes that
we have experienced during our
own time of sakanah parallels this
Mishnaic description. Much of
the Jewish life and mitzvot that we
were accustomed to experiencing
in the context of synagogues, JCCs,
Hillels, and large gatherings of
family and friends were moved to
our individual homes. Much as
the pandemonium described by
the mishnah was unanticipated and
unwelcome, we did not choose to

be caught up in a pandemic. We
did not choose this retreat and
the economic toll; the toll on our
mental health, and the toll on our
spiritual lives has also been devastating. Yet hopefully many of us
also grew from this experience in
personal and religious ways. Maybe
we learned to listen to ourselves and
reevaluated our life choices; maybe
we grew closer to our families or
roommates, and maybe our time at
home inspired us to develop independent spiritual practices and to
pay closer attention to our religious
lives.
Instead of thinking of the community as dissolved, we can think of
the way that holiness was dispersed.
With the closing of the public
gathering places, the synagogue, the
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beit knesset, came the opening of the
bayit, the home as a house of prayer,
a beit tefillah.
Just as we pray for the Beit HaMikdash to be rebuilt, we should long
for and work towards an arrangement of praying together in
synagogues, safely and in community. But the personal relationships
that we built during this time and
the understanding that our relationship to God, Torah, and Jewish
practice actually depends on us, not
our communal institutions, should
continue to strengthen us personally and institutionally for the
foreseeable future.

Can We Celebrate With
Vulnerability?
Yitzhak Bronstein

T
Yitzhak Bronstein
is the director of the
Maimonides Moot
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powered by Hadar. He
oversees both high school
and collegiate levels.
Yitzhak studied at the
University of Chicago
Divinity School and
Yeshiva University. He
is currently helping to
grow Hadar’s presence
in Washington, DC.

here is no theme more
integral to the festival of
Sukkot than simhah (joy).
“You shall rejoice in your festival,”
states the verse in Deuteronomy
(16:14). Similarly, the rabbis refer
to the holiday of Sukkot simply as
hag (festival), highlighting the celebration it heralds. At this moment
of profound uncertainty, when
the feeling of unbridled joy seems
painfully distant, it can feel difficult to relate to this key aspect of
Sukkot. Yet, I would like to suggest
that not only is there a way to celebrate the joyfulness of Sukkot, while
acknowledging the precariousness
of our present moment—I think
embodying this balance captures the
very essence of the festival.
The mitzvah to dwell in the
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sukkah appears in the Torah in two
contexts. The first is in relation to
the harvest season.

טו-יג:דברים טז
ַח֧ג הַ ּס ֛ ֹֻּכת ּתַ ע ֶ ֲׂ֥שה לְ ָך֖ ִׁשבְ עַ ֣ת י ִ ָ֑מים
 וְ ׂשָ מַ חְ ָ ּ֖ת:ּומּיִ קְ ֶ ֽבָך
ִ ּ֖בְ ֨ ָא ְסּפְ ָ֔ך ִ ֽמּג ְָרנְ ָך
ּבְ חַ ּגֶ �ָ֑ך אַ ֨ ָּתה ּובִ נְ ָך֤ ּובִ ֶּ֙תָך֙ וְ עַבְ ְּדָך֣ ַואֲמָ ־
֔ ֶתָך וְ הַ ּל ִֵ֗וי וְ הַ ּגֵ ֛ר וְ הַ ּי ָ֥תֹום וְ הָ אַ לְ מָ נָ ֖ה
֙ ִׁשבְ עַ ֣ת י ִָ֗מים ּתָ חֹ ג:ֲׁשר ּבִ ְׁשע ֶ ָֽריָך
ֶ֥ א
ֱֹלהיָך ּבַ ּמָ ֖קֹום אֲׁשֶ ר־יִ בְ ַח֣ר
ֶ ֔ לַיקוק א
ֱֹלהיָך ּבְ ֤ ֹכל
ֶ ֗ יקוק ִ ּ֣כי יְ בָ ֶרכְ ָ֞ך יקוק א
ָבּוא ְתָך֙ ּובְ כֹ ֙ל מַ ע ֵ ֲׂ֣שה י ֔ ֶָדיָך וְ הָ ִי֖ית
ֽ ָ ְּת
: ַַ ֥אְך ׂשָ ֵ ֽמח
Dueteronomy 16:13-15
You shall hold the Feast of
Booths for seven days, after
the ingathering from your
threshing floor and your
vat. You shall rejoice in your
festival, with your son and
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daughter, your male and
female servant, the Levite,
the stranger, the fatherless,
and the widow in your
communities. You shall hold
a festival for YHVH your
God seven days, in the place
that YHVH will choose; for
YHVH your God will bless
all your crops and all your
undertakings, and you shall
have only joy.
The Torah also justifies the
mitzvah to dwell in sukkot in relation to the Exodus.

מג-מב:ויקרא כג
ּבַ ּס ֥ ֹֻּכת ּתֵ ְׁש ֖בּו ִׁשבְ עַ ֣ת י ִ ָ֑מים ּכָל־
ָ ֽהאֶ ז ְָרח֙ ּבְ יִ ְׂש ָר ֔ ֵאל י ְֵׁש ֖בּו ּבַ ּס ֽ ֹֻּכת
לְ מַ עַן֮ י ְֵדע֣ ּו דֹ ֽרֹ תֵ י ֶכ ֒ם ִ ּ֣כי בַ ּסֻּכ֗ ֹות
יאי
֥ ִ ִהֹוׁשבְ ִּתי֙ אֶ ת־ּבְ נֵ ֣י יִ ְׂש ָר ֔ ֵאל ּבְ הֹוצ
ַ֙
אֹותם מֵ ֶ ֣א ֶרץ ִמצְ ָ ֑ריִ ם א ֲִנ֖י יקוק
ָ֖
יכם׃
ֽ ֶ ֵאֱֹלה
Leviticus 23:42-43
You shall live in booths
seven days; all residents of
Israel shall live in booths, in
order that your generations
will know that I made the
children of Israel live in
booths when I brought them
out of the land of Egypt, I
am YHVH, your God.
How are we to understand these
two distinct reasons for the
holiday—agricultural and historical? In his commentary on this
verse, Rashbam draws an explicit

connection between the harvest
season and the recollection of the
Exodus. Here is his commentary
on Leviticus 23:43:

"חג הסוכות תעשה לך באספך
- )יג:מגרנך ומיקבך" (דברים טז
באספך את תבואת הארץ ובתיכם
מלאים כל טוב דגן ותירוש
ומתוך כך תתנו הודאה...ויצהר
למי שנתן לכם נחלה ובתים
מלאים כל טוב ואל תאמרו
בלבבכם כחי ועוצם ידי עשה
ולכך יוצאים...לי את החיל הזה
מבתים מלאים כל טוב בזמן
אסיפה ויושבין בסוכות לזכרון
שלא היה להם נחלה במדבר ולא
.בתים לשבת
“You shall hold the Feast of
Booths, after the ingathering
from your threshing floor
and your vat,” (Deut. 16:13)when you gather in the
produce of the earth and your
houses are filled with grain,
wine, and olives… For this
you will give gratitude to the
One who gave you a territory
and homes full of abundant
goodness. You must not
say in your heart that it
was your effort and power
which made this success…
Therefore we go out from
our overflowing houses at
the time of harvest and sit
in Sukkot to remember that
we did not have a territory or
even homes in the wilderness
in which to rest.
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For Rashbam, recalling the experience of dwelling in humble sukkot
helps prevent a householder from
becoming arrogant. We dwell in
the sukkah at the conclusion of
the harvest season—our wealthiest, most abundant, moment of
the year—to remind ourselves
that we are not self-made success
stories, but the recipients of divine
gifts. The link between the harvest
season and the Exodus is that
recalling the latter helps us keep
the abundance of the former in
perspective.
However, I would like to suggest
another way of making sense of
these two Biblical themes, particularly one that I hope will resonate
during this current moment. In
addition to being a time of joy and
economic abundance, Sukkot is
also a time of deep anxiety as it
immediately precedes the rainy
season, when the fate of next year’s
crops will largely be determined.
On this backdrop, the mitzvah of
sukkah can be understood as a way
of recalling an experience of deep
collective uncertainty—our time
wandering in the desert, which we
ultimately survived with the help
of the Divine—at a moment when
we are plagued by similar feelings
of agricultural precariousness. The
sukkah reminds us that just as our
ancestors survived the temporary sukkot in the wilderness and
entered the land of Israel, so too we
will survive the uncertainty of the
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winter months and flourish on the
other side.
If we look closely, we can find clear
signs that many of the key rituals of
Sukkot are responses to the anxiety
of this time of year. A mishnah
in the opening chapter of Rosh
Hashanah teaches that the world
is judged four times a year. On
Sukkot, the mishnah teaches, we are
judged for rain.1 It is important to
appreciate the seriousness of such a
statement for life in ancient Israel.
During the rainy season, individual
and collective economic fates were
wholly out of one’s control. Even
as they celebrated the bounty of
the previous year, the uncertainty
of the months ahead stared one
in the face. Combined with the
celebration of the harvest, the time
of Sukkot suggests that while our
needs are met now, there is no
way of knowing what the future
will bring. Given the context, it
is understandable that the central
rituals of this holiday are linked to
this anxiety. For example, when
circling the altar with willows
(aravot) in the Temple, the prayers
recited were not celebratory,
but pleas for assistance. As the
mishnah in Sukkah teaches:

ה:משנה סוכה ד
ִמצְ וַת ע ֲָרבָ ה ּכֵיצַ ד? מָ קֹום הָ יָה
. וְ נִ קְ ָרא מֹוצָ א,לְ מַ ּטָ ה ִמירּוׁשָ לַיִ ם

ּומלַּקְ ִטין ִמּׁשָ ם
ְ יֹור ִדין לְ ׁשָ ם
ְ
 ּובָ ִאין וְ זֹוקְ פִ ין,מ ְֻרּבִ ּיֹות ׁשֶ ל ע ֲָרבָ ה
 וְ ָראׁשֵ יהֶ ן, ַאֹותָ ן ּבְ צִ ּדֵ י הַ ִּמזְּבֵ ח
 ּתָ קְ עּו. ַּכְ פּופִ ין עַל ּגַּבֵ י הַ ִּמזְּבֵ ח
 ּבְ כָל יֹום מַ ּקִ יפִ ין.וְ הֵ ִריעּו וְ תָ קָ עּו
,אֹומ ִרים
ְ ְ ו,אֶ ת הַ ִּמזְּבֵ חַ ַּפעַם אַ חַ ת
' אָ ּנָא ה,הֹוׁשיעָה ּנָא
ִ 'אָ ּנָא ה
.הַ צְ לִ יחָ ה ּנָא

Sukkot is
a time of
celebration
and
a time of
uncertainty.
Mishnah Sukkah 4:5
The mitzvah of the willows,
how was it performed? There
was a place below Jerusalem
called Motza. They went
down there and gathered
tall branches of willows and
then they came and stood
them up at the sides of the
altar, and their tops were bent
over the altar. They then

1 Mishnah Rosh Hashanah 1:2.
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sounded a teki’ah [long shofar
blast], a teru’ah [staccato
shofar blast] and again a
teki’ah. Every day they would
circumambulate the altar
once, saying, “Please, YHVH,
save us; please, YHVH, grant
us success.”
The word we use to refer to this
ritual—hosha’anot—comes from
the word hosha’anah, “please save,”
clearly a heartfelt supplication not
a praise or thanksgiving. We find
a similar rationale underlying the
water libations that took place in
the Temple on Sukkot.

.תלמוד בבלי ראש השנה טז
ומפני מה אמרה תורה נסכו מים
בחג? אמר הקדוש ברוך הוא
נסכו לפני מים בחג כדי שיתברכו
.לכם גשמי שנה
Talmud Bavli Rosh
Hashanah 16a
And for what reason did the
Torah say pour water [onto
the altar] on the festival [of
Sukkot]? The Holy One,
Blessed be He, said: Pour
water before Me on the
festival so that the rains of
the year will be blessed for
you.
Sukkot enables us to express
anxiety about the coming year at
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the same moment in which we
express gratitude for a successful
harvest. Perhaps the clearest
moment in which we acknowledge
both emotions simultaneously is in
Hallel. At a key moment during
this prayer, we transition abruptly
from an outpouring of praise to a
desperate plea for salvation.

כה-כג:תהלים קיח
מאת יקוק היתה זאת היא נפלאת
 זה־היום עשה יקוק,בעינינו
 אנא יקוק.נגילה ונשמחה בו
.הושיעה נא אנא יקוק הצליחה נא
Psalms 118:23-25
From YHVH was this, it is
wondrous in our eyes. This
is the day of YHVH, let
us exult and rejoice upon
it. Please, YHVH, save us;
please, YHVH, grant us
success.
The profundity of the celebration of Sukkot is that we shake
the four species during Hallel for
both emotions.2 It is a celebration
and a time of uncertainty. These
emotions are not mutually exclusive; to the contrary, this time of
year is an occasion to internalize
them both.

Given this context, I would like to
suggest a different reading of the
verses in Leviticus that link the
mitzvah of sukkah with the Exodus.
Perhaps we recall dwelling in
sukkot not only to lower ourselves
from our arrogance, as Rashbam
suggested, but also to call attention to a moment in our collective
memory of grave precarity. Just
as after the Exodus we found
ourselves with both a cause to celebrate and facing the uncertainty of
the wilderness, so too on Sukkot
we find ourselves with an abundant
harvest and the anxiety of waiting
for the winter rains to begin. We
bring this collective memory to
our consciousness on Sukkot as
an annual reassurance that we will
survive the precariousness of the
moment and continue to thrive,
just as our ancestors traversed the
wilderness in sukkot and eventually
entered the Promised Land.
The link to the Exodus story is not
necessarily an invitation to recall a
historical moment but to experience an emotional state.3 Perhaps
this is why the verse in Leviticus,
quoted above, commands us to sit
in sukkot in order “to know” (23:43)
that our ancestors dwelled in sukkot

rather than “to remember,” the
term used with respect to Passover
(Deuteronomy 16:3). We must not
only remember that we dwelled in
sukkot, but also relearn that we are
able to cope with uncertainty by
moving into the sukkah ourselves.
Holding both precariousness and
joy at once conveys a message of
hope to ourselves and to others at
a time of uncertainty. Even in a
moment of countless unknowns,
Sukkot invites us to appreciate what we do have in the
present moment. The Mishnah
famously states that whoever has
not witnessed the festivities of
the water drawing ceremony on
Sukkot (Simhat Beit Ha-Shoevah)
has never seen joy in their life.4
Appreciating the fragility of our
lives and the powerlessness of our
condition can be an impetus for
shared celebration. It is precisely
in this moment that we move into
the sukkah as a way of reminding
ourselves that uncertainty—even
when we feel that our well-being
hangs in the balance—need not
prevent us from expressing gratitude and celebrating the joys we do
have.

2 We shake the four species during moments in Hallel that express thanksgiving (“Praise YHVH for He is good, His steadfast love is
eternal”) as well as moments of supplication (“Please, YHVH, save us”).
3 This can also answer the question of why we celebrate Sukkot in Tishrei, when we face the anxiety of the coming year, despite the fact
that the historical sukkot of the wilderness should be linked to Nissan, the month of the holiday of Passover.
4 Mishnah Sukkah 5:1.
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efillat HaGeshem, the
prayer for rain, is recited on
Shemini Atzeret, literally
the eighth day of gathering, that
caps off Sukkot.1 After so many
long days in synagogue (and missed
work days), one might wonder, why
couldn’t we just pray for rain during
Rosh Hashanah or Yom Kippur?
What change occurs over the course
of Sukkot to ready us to ask for rain
only on Shemini Atezert?
The rituals of Sukkot enable a
significant shift in our relationship

with God. We cannot live all year
long with the intensity of the High
Holiday consciousness, a constant
awareness of our vulnerability,
God’s judgment, or even God’s
direct mercy. The transition back to
everyday life, into the rainy season,
invites us to seek hints of God
within nature and to forge a softer,
more immanent relationship.
During Sukkot, we move our focus
from the words on the pages of the
siddur and the innermost chambers of our souls to the outdoors:

1 In the diaspora there is a 9th day due to the historic addition of an extra day to ensure no
calendrical mistake. In Israel, the 8th day is both Shemini Atzeret and Simhat Torah, while
in the diaspora the 8th day is the day we ask for rain and Simhat Torah is celebrated on the
9th. Simhat Torah is a Geonic tradition.
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We collect the arba’a minim, the
four species – etrog, lulav, arava,
and hadas (citron, palm, willow,
and myrtle); we parade around
with this greenery in the synagogue during hosha’anot and shake
them for seven days; so too, we
spill out of our homes, building
our sukkot under the stars, using
natural branches to create shelter
and decoration. After the insular
and introspective holidays of
Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur,
Sukkot is light and celebratory. But
transition takes time. The ability to
ask for rain on Shemini Atzeret is
the fruit of a process we began on
Rosh Hashanah.

thanksgiving for the previous year’s
harvest and the request for rain
during the coming planting season.
This was an intense period of celebration in the Temple, as described
by Mishnah Sukkah, chapter 4:
nisukh ha-mayim was accompanied by a wild musical celebration
called Simhat Beit HaShoeva.
Every night, people would gather
in the Temple courtyard to dance
and sing; at dawn the celebrants
would accompany the priest to the
Shiloah spring, to draw water for
the daily water libation. Amidst
shofar blowing and dancing they
would return to the Temple for the
libation itself.

As we will see, the rabbinic
descriptions of the special festivities of this week—especially the
celebration of the water drawing
and water libation offered in the
Temple during Sukkot—highlight
the development of an intimate,
immanent, sometimes ecstatic,
relationship with God, which
might not have been possible at
the beginning of the High Holiday
season.

These rituals and the accompanying celebration, as we will see,
are the key to understanding the
psychological process that unfolds
during Sukkot. The timing of
the rituals themselves suggest a
progression or a period of preparation. The hosha’anot reach a
fevered pitch on the seventh day of
Sukkot, also known as Hosha’anah
Rabbah, when the priests would
circle the altar (and we the bima
and sefer Torah in our synagogue)
seven times. When Shemini
Atzeret arrives, all of the rituals of
preparation cease, except for the
final water libation.

Building Up to the Request
for Rain
Many rituals of Sukkot are related
to rain: Lulav, hosha’anot, sukkah
and the water libation, nisukh
ha-mayim, all engage with plants
and water, symbolizing our

What change do these rituals
engender in our relationship with
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God over the course of Sukkot?
Why are we finally ready to ask for
rain on Shemini Atzeret?
According to Mishnah Ta’anit
1:1, we say Tefillat HaGeshem
on the last day of the holiday
simply because it is closest to the
actual rainy season; moreover,
the Mishnah adds, rainfall before
its time is a סימן קללה, a sign of
a curse. Mishnah Sukkah 2:9
explains that early rain is a bad
omen because it would interfere
with our ability to sit in the sukkah.

ט:משנה סוכה ב
, לְ מָ ה הַ ּדָ בָ ר ּדֹומֶ ה,מָ ְׁשלּו מָ ׁשָ ל
,לְ עֶבֶ ד ׁשֶ ּבָ א לִ ְמזֹוג ּכֹוס לְ ַרּבֹו
:וְ ׁשָ פְַך לֹו קִ יתֹון עַל ָּפנָיו
Mishnah Sukkah 2:9
They made a parable. To
what can this be compared?
To a servant who comes to
fill the cup for his master,
and he poured a pitcher over
his face.
In this analogy, we are likened
to a servant and our attempts to
appease our master by sitting in the
sukkah are rebuffed with a splash of
rain in our collective face. The relationship depicted here is fraught,
and certainly hierarchical; we are
still, as during the High Holidays,
begging for mercy and at the mercy
of the all powerful, judging God.

Sukkot

The transcendent God of the
High Holidays is also reflected in
Yerushalmi Ta’anit 1a, during its
discussion of the insertion of the
words —משיב הרוח ומוריד הגשם
He causes the wind to blow and
the rain to fall—into our daily
Amidah. (This is not the direct
plea for rain, but a praise of God as
the rain-giver.) Rabbi Eliezer says
we begin to mention this appellation for God on the first day of
Sukkot along with the shaking of
the lulav; the lulav needs water
and so it is the perfect “”פרקליט
attorney or mediator to ask for rain
on our behalf. We, too, might as
well begin calling God the rainmaker. But, at this time, Rabbi
Yehoshua says, we don’t broach the
topic before the time is right.
Their debate is also couched in
terms of the servant master model:

א:תלמוד ירושלמי תענית א
 בשעה...טעמיה דר' אליעזר
שהעבד משמש את רבו כל צורכו
 אמר לו.הוא תובע פרסו ממנו
ר' יהושע והלא משעה שהעבד
משמש את רבו כל צורכו ורוח
 הוא תובע,רבו נוחה הימינו
.פרנסתו ממנו
Talmud Yerushalmi
Ta’anit 1a
The reason for Rabbi
Eliezer’s opinion… when
a servant completes his
work for his master, he

demands his payment. Rabbi
Yehoshua answers him,
indeed from the time that
the servant completes his
work and the master’s spirit
is pleased with him, then he
demands his payment from
him.

We are still
begging
for mercy
and at the
mercy
of the all
powerful,
judging
God.
Both Rabbi Eliezer and Rabbi
Yehoshua characterize the request
for rain in terms of payment. For
Rabbi Eliezer, the job is done at the
end of the High Holidays, and we
may ask for our due. But for Rabbi
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Yehoshua, the relationship with
God is more than tit for tat, and
the master must be relaxed, happy,
at peace in order for the timing to
be right.
At the beginning of Sukkot,
our relationship with God still
resembles the mood of the High
Holidays: On Rosh Hashanah
we crown God as king; on Yom
Kippur we ask for forgiveness from
God the judge or father. All of
these images are hierarchical; we
pose as humble servants or young
(wayward) children seeking the
All Powerful’s forgiveness. At the
beginning of Sukkot we may still
approach God as transcendent; He
holds the keys to the rain, and we
don’t want Him to splash us in the
face. Something must change over
the course of Sukkot to enable us
to safely make this request for rain
and ease into daily life for the rest
of the year.
Rituals that Overflow
The embodied rituals of Sukkot
help us deconstruct this hierarchical relationship with God by
connecting us to God in nature.
Nisukh ha-mayim, the water libation that spans the entire week
of Sukkot and Shemini Atzeret,
most starkly marks and creates this
change. The location and process
of the water drawing alone is quite
revolutionary: The priest leaves the
walls of the Temple, with a band
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of lay merrymakers in tow. If the
center of action during the High
Holidays had been the priest in
the Holy of Holies (or the hazzan
in the synagogue), now the ritual
shifts towards the community and
a natural spring.2 The boundaries
between class and holy spaces are
blurred, preparing the way for a
more immanent sense of God.
The Rabbis attribute a metaphysical, almost theurgic, power to
nisukh ha-mayim in a manner that
evokes a mutual and non-hierarchical relationship.

:תלמוד בבלי תענית כה
 כשמנסכין את:אמר רבי אלעזר
: תהום אומר לחבירו,המים בחג
 קול שני ריעים,אבע מימיך
 שנאמר "תהום אל,אני שומע
"’תהום קורא לקול צנוריך וגו
.)ח:(תהילים מב
Talmud Bavli Taanit 25b
Rabbi Elazar said: When
they pour the water as a
libation on the holiday (of
Sukkot), the Depths say to
its fellow: Let your waters
spring forth; I hear the voice

of two friends. As scripture
states: “Deep calls to deep in
the voice of your pipes, etc.”
(Psalms 42:8).
According to this midrash, the
libation arouses the waters of
the abyss, the waters of creation,
waking them up, as it were, for the
upcoming season of rain. There
is an intimacy in this overheard
conversation between  רעיםfriends
or lovers: ‘I will bring my waters,
you bring yours,’ they lovingly call
to each other.
Similarly, chapter 42 of Psalms,
which is evoked in the midrash,
begins with the speaker longing
for God and recalling a moment of
closeness that they want to recapture. This next verse evokes the
communal celebrations of Sukkot:

ה:תהילים מב
אֵ ּלֶה אֶ זְּכְ ָרה וְ אֶ ְׁשּפְ כָה ָעלַי נַפְ ִׁשי
ּכִ י אֶ עֱבֹ ר ּבַ ּסָ ְך אֶ ּדַ ּדֵ ם עַד־ּבֵית
קֹול־רּנָה וְ תֹודָ ה הָמֹון חֹוגֵג׃
ִ
ְאֱֹלהִ ים ּב
Psalms 42:5
When I think of this, I pour
out my soul: How I walked

with the crowd, moved with
them, the festive throng,
to the House of God with
joyous shouts of praise.
The speaker recalls a celebration,
one of joy and gathering in multitudes, walking to the House of
God. Continuing to use language
evocative of water, the speaker says,
“I pour out my soul,” while walking
with the crowds flowing like
streams towards the Temple.3
Indeed, this description evokes
Simhat Beit HaShoeva as it is
described in the Mishnah, a
one-of-a kind massive community celebration. The priests would
erect viewing stands in the courtyard of the Temple and candelabras
that were bright enough to light all
of Jerusalem. The Levites played
music and the community (even
rabbis) danced and juggled fire.4
One rabbi performed an impossible one-finger push-up and
never once touched the ground.5
It is a time of reduced inhibition
and ecstatic joy in God’s presence. (Tosefta Sukkah 4:1 reports
that the partying was so wild, it

2 The Mishnah actually details the location where they would pick the aravot (myrtle) to decorate the altar. It is not particularly sanctified
as a ritual, but it is striking that the Mishnah takes the time to describe how they would pick them.

3 Commentators are split on the exact meaning of  בסךas this word is a hapax legomenon. It is often translated as crowd, parallel to המון
throngs. I suggest that it evokes people flowing through the streets like water. Throughout this Psalm spiritual connection is described in
terms of water: The speaker is thirsty for God (v. 2-3); he pours out his soul (v. 5); and describes an intense, close relationship with God
as waves washing over the speaker (v.8).

4 Mishnah Sukkah 5:2-4.
5 Tosefta Sukkah 4:3.
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eventually caused the need for a
mehitzah between the men and
women.)
Rather than the demure quiet of a
coronation or the bent over penitential stance, we see movement,
dance, singing, lights, and splashing
water at dawn.
Emotions of love and intimacy
with God are at the forefront
during these celebrations. The
Tosefta reports one of the songs
that the revealers would sing on
their way to the water drawing:

ב:תוספתא סוכה ד
 למקום שלבי:הלל הזקן אומר
,אוהב לשם רגלי מוליכות אותי
אם אתה תבוא לביתי אני אבוא
.לביתך
אם אתה לא תבוא לביתי אני לא
.אבוא לביתך
שנאמר "בכל המקום אשר אזכיר
"את שמי אבא אליך וברכתיך
.)כא:(שמות כ
Tosefta Sukkah 4:2
Hillel the Elder used to say:
To the place which my
heart loves, there my feet
lead me.
If you come to my house, I
will go to your house.
If you do not come to My
house, then I will not go to
yours.
For it is said, “In every place
where I record My name,

I will come unto you, and
I will bless you” (Exodus
20:21).

We move
our focus
from the
innermost
chambers
of our souls
to the
outdoors.

Love is the first cause for movement. Unconsciously our feet take
us to God’s Temple and God finds
the way to our synagogues. Like
the waters that call one to the other,
here God seems to call to us or we
call to God. Where you go, I will
follow. There is a parallel mutuality expressed in this song that is
different from most of our High
Holiday liturgy. Even the threat “if
you don’t come to my house, I won’t
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come to yours,” is pronounced on
equal footing—like the jealousy of
a lover, not the judgment of a transcendent God.
And if we can’t figure out whose
house to meet at (or if we can’t meet
indoors this year), perhaps we will
meet in the middle, at the natural
spring.
The movement from indoors to
out, from language and liturgy to
physically embodied mitzvot, offer
a huge sigh of relief at the conclusion of the Days of Awe. We
celebrate our membership in the
natural world and craft an intimate and immanent relationship
with God following the intensity of
judgement of the High Holidays.
This development takes time. We
can only enter into the rainy season
from a place of trust and love, after
a week of building intimacy with
God.

Sukkot
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